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Deism, Atheism, Science, Miracles & Evolution
Before you start...






Post your response to last week’s forum question onto Moodle and interact on social media
Consider this week’s forum question, then complete 2 hours pre-reading from recommended
and optional sources on Moodle (cf. Resource boxes below), to help answer this question
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
Download this learning guide (and the associated powerpoint pdf), and have it open on your
computer ready to edit if you are a class-based student
Optional: Bring along something for show & tell, re: current examples of deism, atheism,
science, miracles and evolution—whether from a conversation, media, whatever.

1. INTRODUCTION
We now switch gears from the foundations and functions of apologetics (Part A of the course), to directly
engaging contemporary challenges to Christian belief (Part B). In this Module we consider a range of
philosophical challenges to Christianity—in particular, we consider deism, atheism, science, miracles, and
evolution. In the first session, we will focus in on this group of scientific materialists and humanists. Who
are they? What makes them tick? Then, after listening to a talk by Dan Paterson, “Has Science Buried
God?”, we will consider a range of apologetic issues in the highly contested science–faith space. In the
second session of the lecture, we will practice one minute “big story” answers to tough questions, pray for
non-Christian friends, and debrief the pre-reading, this time as a whole class to directly face tricky
questions about creation and evolution. In the third session, we will workshop responses to current
philosophical critiques over God’s existence, and consider the place of debate in modern apologetics.
Next week we continue in Section B of the course, exploring “Critiques of Christian Faith”. The philsophical
challenges, however, shift from God’s existence to God’s goodness. We face issues of theodicy: violence,
postmodernism and “freedom”, alongside present and future evil and suffering.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Consider contemporary philosophical challenges to Christian belief posed by deism, atheism,
science, miracles, and evolution.
 Form a cogent response to one or more central challenges, drawing on a range of apologetic
approaches.
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to explain the main philosophical challenges to the
existence of God, and offer a simple—though not simplistic—response.
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Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A3. Critiques of the Christian faith
A5. Strategies to defend and commend Christian faith
Skills (be able to):
B2. Assess critiques of Christianity from a Christian perspective
B4. Engage in Christian apologetics
B5. Present an analytical evidence-based argument or perspective
Application (be in a position to):
C3. Defend and commend the truth claims of the Christian faith
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm,
breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Dan Paterson talk: “Has Science Buried God” (50 minutes)
7:10 Big Story Recap and Responses + Prayer + Reading debrief (45 minutes)
8:05 Workshop: Debating God’s Existence (55 minutes)
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2. SCIENCE & GOD: DEFINING THE RELATIONSHIP
The content for this lecture primarily comes from the pre-reading and Dan Paterson’s talk. Time doesn’t
permit us to address particular theories of origins, schools of apologetics, and questions of miracles.
So, if you want extra input, see directly under the Forum bubble for Moodle Module 4, “PE420.620
Module04 Extra Notes” (pdf here), wherein you’ll find 30 rich pages including:
 Some random thoughts to frame the debate on Scientism, Creation, and Evolution
 A case study of how Francis Schaeffer draws on “The God Who Is Not Silent” to challenge
atheism’s closed spin on the universe—thus undermining secularism to open ears
 My speaker’s notes for the talks, “Does God Exist?”, and “Transcendence: Defending Miracles”

Resource 4.1
While the notes are relatively brief, the list of recommended and optional readings definitely is not.
There are few areas of apologetic debate that are as contested, technical, and rapidly changing, as the
relationship between science and biblical faith. This is further complicated by intramural arguments
(among Christians), as to how God initiated, sustains and continues to interact with his creation. As such,
I have tried to represent a diversity of perspectives, rather than suggest a singular party line. For ease of
reference, I have grouped the readings by theme below. Most/all sources are on Moodle:
If you only read/watch one thing, then prioritise the Logos talk, “God’s Two Books: Integrating Science
and Scripture” (Benson 2011). The panel format meant we could cover the most aspects of this topic in
the shortest time, modelling how to share with sceptics. Watching the video or listening to the mp3 is
sufficient, although the 48 page discussion guide has a fantastic reading list grouped by topic, and extra
articles to equip you to respond. Much of this builds on my essay, “New Wine Skins: Toward a Nuanced
Engagement of Science by Evangelicals” (Benson 2009).
For popular (not academic) examples of blogging on this topic, see Breuel (2013), Benson (2012—re:
Laurence Krauss’s contention that you can get “a universe from nothing”; 2015—on “Naturalistic Faith”),
the Bible Society’s (2012) compilation of resources responding to the New Atheists, Dan Paterson’s (2014)
three-part Traverse post on whether God and Science are “friends or foes”, Gray (2015) and Woodlock
(2012) on the dogmatic and evangelistic nature of the religion decriers, Greg Koukl’s (2008) brilliant mp3
and speaker notes deconstructing the “New Atheists: Old Arguments, New Attitude”, and Alister
McGrath’s (2011) winsome 30 minute mp3 interviews on “Why God Won’t Go Away” and “Things You
Cannot Prove” (2017). In place of debates which often generate much heat but little light, see Justin
Brierley’s model of even-handed dialogue on the British Premier Christian Radio channel, “Unbelievable”.
The most renowned apologist arguing for God’s existence is William Lane Craig, the Director of Reasonable
Faith. His potent fusion of classical and evidential apologetics generates five key arguments (Craig 2016)—
notably centring on the Kalam Cosmological Argument. Despite wheeling out basically the same line of
attack at most every debate, even experienced atheists find him awfully hard to refute. This reflects his
deep grounding in philosophical traditions stretching back through Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica
and his “Five Ways of Demonstrating God’s Existence”, through Muslim appropriations of ancient
philosophy, to the teleological and cosmological arguments of Aristotle. Similarly, Alvin Plantinga’s (n.d.)
famous lecture notes on “Two Dozen (or So) Theistic Arguments” display a breadth and depth of learning
rarely seen, even in the Academy. His reformulation of Anselm’s ontological argument is noteworthy.
On the broad question of “natural law”, God’s “intervention”, and the possibility of miracles, see Louis
(2010), Keener (2011), Lennox (2009; 2011a on miracles; 2011b on science and rationality), C. S. Lewis’s
classic on Miracles (2002), and the works of Alister McGrath, separately addressed below. For the most
winsome presentation of how Faith and Wisdom coinhere in science, see Tom McLeish (2016; youtube).
Many materialists are eager to place scientific and theological method into entirely separate categories:
the former operates entirely by facts, while the latter operates by faith, right? Using a sophisticated model
of natural theology (McGrath 2001) and “abductive reasoning” (2009, 2010), grounded on a soft
foundationalism akin to critical realism (McGrath 2002), Alister McGrath’s significant oeuvre serves to heal
this divide (McGrath 2003; 2006). His double PhD in science and theology position him to speak
authoritatively on “the quest for meaning and the limits of science” (McGrath 2011; 2015).
McGrath is a leading light in the integration of science and faith. …
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It’s quite an art form to put together an intellectually compelling and yet emotionally winsome talk on a
complex topic, as Dan Paterson has for this session. For a helpful guide from a master at “Deconstructing
Defeater Beliefs” in public lectures and Sunday sermons, see Keller (2000).
Part of why this topic is so contentious is that many groups have vested interests in declaring what they do
as “science”. It brings social legitimacy, government funding, and in an empirically oriented culture fixated
on material mechanisms, it makes your beliefs sound more rigorous and simply “believable”. But, what is
“science” anyway? Clearly defining key terms like creation, evolution and design, even in the context of
theological education, is crucial (Dembski 2001). Toward this end, see Blackshaw’s (2016) insightful 7 part
blog series on the “demarcation problem”. He works from his dissertation analysing Intelligent Design,
concluding that while it’s not science, there is a long and legitimate history to philosophical arguments for
design (cf. Sarfati 2008). For a respected university science textbook defining science, and dispatching
naïve realism by the first chapter, see Chalmers (1999). And for the important role of Protestantism and
the Bible in the rise of modern science, see the highly reputable work of Peter Harrison (1998; 2007; 2010;
2014), operating from his base at the University of Queensland as Director of the Institute for Advanced
Studies in the Humanities (IASH). For a reader in the history of faith and reason’s relationship, placing
contemporary skirmishes between “Faith and Hard Science” in context, see Helm (1999).
For the main players contesting what is a “biblical” view of creation, see Creation Ministries International
(YEC = Young Earth Creationists, e.g., Sarfati 2008, and 2017 movie “Is Genesis History?” trailer here),
Reasons to Believe (led by Hugh Ross, an OEC = Old Earth Creationist), Discovery Institute and Centre for
Science and Culture (ID = Intelligent Design, e.g., Dembski 2001; Meyer 2005), and Biologos + ISCAST
(Evolutionary Creationism, e.g. Lamoureux 2008). For an excellent example of a cumulative case apologetic
for a Creator that tries not to take sides, for the sake of those to whom we witness, see Strobel (2004).
Whatever your stance in relation to evolution, it’s clear that the field itself is rapidly changing. The
standard neo-Darwinian synthesis of natural selection + mutation + time as the mechanism to generate all
the biodiversity and genetic complexity we see in the world today, is under fire on numerous fronts
(Meyer 2005, 2014; Sanford 2008; Schaefer 2003; Lennox 2011c; Sarfati 2010). In its place, many are
calling for an “extended evolutionary synthesis” that makes room for structural self-organisation and
teleology (i.e., directionality embedded within biological systems). In turn, this paves the way for a
meaningful dialogue between scientists and theologians. See, for instance, Justin Brierley’s (2017)
interview with Stephen Meyer and Perry Marshall in the wake of the groundbreaking 2016 Royal Society
gathering in London, on the theme of “New Trends in Evolutionary Biology”. This gathering grew out of a
series of closed-door meetings between up and coming researchers dissatisfied with the standard view,
collectively known as The Altenberg 16 (Mazur 2009), led by Massimo Pigliucci and Gerd Muller (2010).
Building on from C. S. Lewis’s argument in Miracles (2002), Alvin Plantinga (2011) has made a powerful
argument from evolutionary theory itself—geared for survival as we are, rather than “truth”—that
naturalism as a philosophy is incoherent, unable to support its claims that reality is purely material, closed
off to the transcendent. If we truly came about through a random process red in tooth and claw, then
what warrant do we have for trusting the reliability of our cognitive faculties? Philosopher Edward Feser
(2013) fends off some defeaters to the EAAN (Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism) posed by Eric
Schliesser, before strengthening the argument with his own twist. Even some prominent atheists like
Thomas Nagel (2012) recognise the force of Plantinga’s logic, thereby questioning strict materialism and
an exclusively Neo-Darwinian conception of nature, seeing it as “almost certainly false”.
In constructing an apologetic, it’s crucial that we genuinely listen to detractors. For oppositional readings
on this topic, see Fincke (2011)—himself an atheist, suggesting what to, and what not to, do, in engaging
atheists—and the most famous atheist of all, Richard Dawkins, as he sets about demolishing classic
arguments for God’s existence as a delusion (Dawkins 2008; documentary here; later taken to task by Craig
[2009]), and in its place arguing for the “grandeur in this [naturalistic] view of life” (Dawkins 2009).
Lucky last, if you managed to read this far! For the fideists among us, all this talk of science, philosophy and
evidence as the way to knowing God’s existence, will likely leave you cold. So, what if there could be a
more literary and existential way of defending and commending a Creator? Look no further than the
searing prose of Francis Spufford (2012), the wonder of Louis Giglio’s “Indescribable” talk, Rob Bell’s
masterful weaving together of sacred and secular in his tour “Everything Is Spiritual”, and Brian McLaren’s
gentle challenge for his reader to position herself so she may experience God (McLaren 2007). Personally, I
resonate most with the honest insights of Philip Yancey as he follows the “rumours of another world” to its
divine source (Yancey 2003), coming to know our Heavenly Father in much the same way as we come to
know other minds and people outside of the self (Yancey 2000). And, I’ve got on my reading list more than
a few books by Aussie Tim Winton as he depicts the “sacred fragility of life”, locating our material
existence within an overarching spiritual dynamic. Who said apologetics had to be dry and boring?
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In this session, we squarely face philosophical challenges to God’s existence, as raised by deism, atheism,
science, miracles, and evolution. And yet, this framing is to reify these terms. “Science” never challenged
faith. Rather, individual scientists—like Richard Dawkins, David Attenborough, and Laurence Krauss—make
the case. We only ever deal with persons. Apologetics must always be person-centred.
With front-row seats to study the wonders of the natural world, with God we may well ask,
“Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” (Job 38:2, ESV).
It’s time to meet the neighbours. Introducing, “the [scientific] humanists”.
► Thinking back on the Meta-Apologetic Method
from Module 2, and offering the most charitable
reading possible (i.e., framing these humanists in
a way they would recognise looking in the mirror,
rather than a psychologised caricature):
What hopes and fears are common to my
neighbour, with whom I will dialogue?
How are the “new, new atheists” (Beha 2012)
like Alain de Botton similar & different?

2.1

Has Science Buried God?

With this audience in mind, it’s time to engage an apologetics talk.
Dan Paterson works for RZIM (Ravi Zacharias International
Ministries). In this capacity, he’s constantly on the road, speaking at
churches, universities, schools, pubs … wherever people are open—
or provoked—to explore the claims of the gospel, Dan seeks to
make believers think, and thinkers believe.
Borrowing from John Lennox’s book of the same title, in this session we will hear
Dan present on the topic, “Has Science Buried God?” First presented in Brisbane at
the Village Church (Paterson 2016),
this was part of an outreach aimed at
scientifically minded sceptics of Christianity:
“Amongst our culture today the popular
belief persists that science has become
God’s pallbearer. That the more the light of
science dawns, the more belief in God is
relegated to the shadows of superstition.
At a recent event in Brisbane, I tackled this
question head on.”
For online students, you can listen to the 47
minute talk here, and follow on with the
manuscript and powerpoint slides (16meg;
handout format here) uploaded to Moodle.
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If you would rather watch a video, and you haven’t already seen this in your pre-reading, then you have the
option of engaging the Logos talk, “God’s Two Books: Integrating Science and Scripture” (Benson 2011):
“These days science is the religious book of many atheists, and is used as the excuse and
reason for dismissing belief in a creator God.
If God is creator, though, why is there
so much disagreement when it comes to
comparing science with the Bible?
Does the Bible overtly disagree with science?
Can they be reconciled? Should they be reconciled?
What is the relationship between
God’s Word and God’s world?”
Watch the 43 minute video here (or mp3), and follow
along with the note outline, manuscript
or extensive discussion guide.

Class Activity 4.1—50 minutes
As you watch/listen to either talk, jot some notes in response to the following questions,
which we will debrief afterwards:
► How well would this talk connect with the target audience, being secular, science-minded sceptics?

► What did you personally find most compelling? Conversely, what was the weakest point?

► How did the speaker(s) defend and commend the plausibility, credibility, and relevance of faith?
What different apologetic styles did you see utilised (e.g. classical, evidential, fideist,
presuppositional, Reformed), and did they cohere in a cumulative case?

► What are the most (and least) helpful approaches to answering atheists?

Focusing in on the substance of the talk, consider the following questions:
► Has science disproved the Christian God’s existence? Can science, in principle, ever do so?
Why/not?

► What challenge has science/evolution posed to Christian belief?

► Are scientific laws and miracles compatible?

► What are the strongest arguments against Christianity made by atheists?

► What are the best responses to each argument? And are theistic “proofs” useful?

Philosphical Challenges: Atheism & Science

Module #4-6

PE420/620-D

Reflection Activities 4.1-4.2—Online Students
In place of class discussion, online students are required to complete a series of reflections—four per
week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off the
related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#4.1 What are the strongest arguments against Christianity made by atheists?
#4.2 For one of these arguments, sketch what might you say in response.
Here are a few juicy quotes to prime the pump:
“It is not that the methods and institutions of science somehow compel us to accept a material explanation
of the phenomenal world, but, on the contrary, that we are forced by our a priori adherence to material
causes to create an apparatus of investigation and a set of concepts that produce material explanations,
no matter how counter-intuitive, no matter how mystifying to the uninitiated. Moreover, that materialism
is absolute, for we cannot allow a Divine Foot in the door. The eminent Kant scholar Lewis Beck used to say
that anyone who could believe in God could believe in anything. To appeal to an omnipotent deity is to
allow that at any moment the regularities of nature may be ruptured, that miracles may happen.”
(Richard Lewontin, New York Review, 1997)
“Has it come to that? Does the whole vast structure of modern naturalism depend not on positive evidence
but simply on an a priori metaphysical prejudice? Was it devised not to get in facts but to keep out God?”
(C. S. Lewis, “The Weight of Glory”)
“In my own case, the virgin birth was a stumbling block to my coming to faith—I simply could not believe
such a thing. But when I reflected on the fact that God had created the entire universe, it occurred to me
that it would not be too difficult for Him to make a woman become pregnant. Once the non-Christian
understands who God is, then the problem of miracles should cease to be a problem for Him.”
(William Lane Craig)
“If we admit God, must we admit miracles? Indeed, indeed, you have no security against it. That is the
bargain. Theology says to you in effect, ‘Admit God and with Him the risk of a few miracles, and I in return
will ratify your faith in uniformity as regards the overwhelming majority of events.”
(C. S. Lewis)
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2.2

Some Brief Examples of Commending God’s Existence

From “Caught Out” Discussion Guide, response by Craig Sargent:

“You cannot prove that God is really there or true, because the only things
we can know are material things, the things we can touch or see.”
“It’s interesting that you think that we cannot know anything unless we can touch or see it, because it
seems that the things we value most are things we can’t touch or see. Things like love, justice, and purpose.
Most people I know confidently believe these things exist.
But what about God? How can we be confident that God exists even if we can’t touch or see him?
Well, God can be known in at least three different ways. First, through his creation, where we live in a
universe where dozens of finely tuned physical constants have been set up in perfect combination to allow
life. For instance, the ratio of the electromagnetic force to gravity cannot vary by more than 1 part in 10 to
the 40 without life becoming impossible. That’s like a single person winning 6 Gold Lotto’s in a row, and
that is only one of the dozens of finely tuned constants. Even the fact that the universe exists at all, as
opposed to nothing, points to something eternal, powerful, and intelligent which caused it. Second, we can
know God’s existence through God reaching down to us and speaking to humankind through the claims of
the Biblical authors. These claims are backed up by incredibly advanced medical knowledge and hundreds
of specific prophecies which have all been clearly fulfilled, which is only explainable by an intelligent source
which is outside of time. Third, we can know that God exists because of Jesus, who claimed he was God in
the flesh and backed it up with his life, his miracles, and his resurrection which was witnessed by a
multitude of people including sceptics, most of whom were willing to die for their claim that they had seen
the resurrected Jesus.
Ultimately, though, the Bible challenges all of us to test out its claims about God—if we seek God and live
as if his commands are true, then His truth and reality will become clear.”
—Craig Sargent

Other angles …
“I think morality is another angle on God’s existence. Most people talk and act as if some things really are
right, and other things really are wrong. We believe there’s a real difference between protecting and
gassing Jews in the Holocaust, between love and rape. And it goes beyond personal preference or cultural
norms—choosing between nurturing and torturing a baby is not a matter of taste, like ice-cream flavours.
The Crusades, the Inquisitions, and Apartheid—were they morally neutral, killing people for their beliefs or
racial identity? Yet unless an objective standard sits above us all, objective moral values do not exist.
Now, we might disagree over the details of what those objective standards are, but the fact that we all
appeal to objective morals, I believe, points towards God’s existence.”
—Dave Benson
“I think Craig and David have raised some excellent arguments for showing God’s existence but if you were
to ask me why I believe in God, I would point not only to these arguments, but even more fundamentally to
the experiential reality of God in my own life. This isn't really an argument for God's existence; rather it's
the claim that you can know God exists wholly apart from arguments simply by immediately experiencing
Him. This was the way people in the Bible knew God. It’s the same way I know my wife loves me. I don’t
need an argument to prove it; I experience it every day. (Especially around dinner time!) If you're sincerely
seeking God, then God will make His existence evident to you. The Bible promises, ‘Draw near to God and
He will draw near to you’ (James 4. 8).”
—Brendan White
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From “God’s Two Books” Discussion Guide, response by Bruce Blackshaw:

With the press from New Atheists like Dawkins, why should I even grant
God’s existence? Isn't this now an unnecessary hypothesis?
I've been writing software for 20 years. Writing good
software is hard. (I would say that, wouldn't I?) It takes a
lot of time to design it, write it, and test it. It doesn't
write itself, and it would be silly to suggest that it could.
When I look around the world we live in, I can see that
certain things have a lot in common with software. They
look designed. And if things look designed, then there
might be a designer.
Given this possibility, it is not unreasonable that the
Designer exists. It's popular nowadays for people to
claim that God is a delusion. I want to show you that
intelligent people can believe in God without parking their brain at the door of the church.
Let's take a look at some reasons.
Firstly, where did the universe come from? Many scientists once thought the universe was eternal. That it
never had a starting point. Some religions believe this too. The book of Genesis, however, says “In the
beginning God created.” That's very clear.
Over the last 100 years, developments in cosmology have confirmed that Genesis was right. Our universe
did have a definite beginning. The expansion of the universe and the cosmic background radiation are
strong evidence for what is called the Big Bang.
So the universe had a beginning. Ok, if we are willing to accept that everything that begins to exist has a
cause, then the universe must have had a cause. Let's call this the First Cause. The First Cause must be
timeless and unchanging (because the Big Bang created time), and immaterial (because the Big Bang
created matter). And the First Cause must be uncaused (otherwise it isn't the First Cause).
The words timeless, unchanging and immaterial describe God. So Genesis accurately states that the
universe had a beginning, and the First Cause of the universe matches God.
Secondly, our universe displays order, not chaos. It makes sense to us. We use the scientific method to
investigate it. The scientific method relies on repeatability. On order. If things can't be repeated, it doesn't
work.
The universe can be modelled by mathematical equations. It is astonishing how well this works. How does
something we made up in our heads (mathematics) work so well in describing our universe? Why we were
capable of creating things such as the standard model of particle physics? Why it is so successful at
describing subatomic particles?
It seems miraculous that our universe is so comprehensible to us. Apart from invoking a designer, there
seems to be no reason why.
Thirdly, the universe looks like it was designed for life. The laws of physics allow for a huge range of values
for the constants used in mathematical equations. But life is only possible within a very narrow range of
these values.
This is called the anthropic principle, and it was used by atheist cosmologist Fred Hoyle, who wrote: "A
common sense interpretation of the facts suggests that a super-intellect has monkeyed with physics, as
well as with chemistry and biology, and that there are no blind forces worth speaking about in nature."
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Agnostic cosmologist Paul Davies writes:
“On the face of it, the universe does
look like it has been designed by an
intelligent creator expressly for the
purpose of spawning sentient
beings”—Paul Davies, The Goldilocks
Enigma (p3)
Science has two explanations for this
fine-tuning. The first is that we just
happened to win the unwinnable
cosmic jackpot when the universe
was formed (1 chance in 10229
according to cosmologist Lee Smolin).
The second proposes an almost
infinite number of universes, known
as the multiverse. We just happen to
be in one suitable for life.
Neither explanation is scientifically sound. Luck won't do—winning at such odds is impossible. And the
multiverse is just speculation dressed up as science. There's no evidence for it. But it does show that
scientists take the idea of fine-tuning seriously to think it up, as it looks like the multiverse was invented
simply to avoid a designer!
Well, let's put it all together. On one hand we have an intelligent designer who fits the description of our
universe's First Cause. This designer deliberately made the orderly, intelligible universe we see that was just
right for galaxies, stars and life itself.
On the other hand, we have the atheistic view. Presumably uncaused, the universe just popped into
existence. By unbelievable chance, it happened to be fine-tuned to an incredible degree, permitting life.
Is God an unnecessary hypothesis? To me the answer is clear.

From “God’s Two Books” Discussion Guide, response by Tammy and Brendan White on
What Genesis Says, and Why We Should Trust It –
The Bible is an old book, right? And in the knowledge stakes, older is not better.
So why should I trust an account written by sheepherders, over today’s scientists?
That’s a really good question.
We live in a culture where believing in
God and the Bible seems archaic because
it lacks modern enlightenment: “It’s the
21st century, not ancient times; so surely
the Book of Genesis is outdated and
irrelevant.”
Can we as modern people still trust
Genesis even though its authors were
thousands of years removed from our
times, with no access to modern scientific
understanding? I think we can so let’s
look at some reasons why.
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Consider the claim that Genesis is out-of-date because it was written by ‘sheepherders’ who didn’t have
scientific knowledge. Fair question. But the Bible itself makes the claim it was inspired by God, what the
authors could not know for themselves was revealed. So it’s not sheepherders versus modern scientists
but a question of whether Genesis was inspired by God.
Well, let’s look at that claim. If we evaluate Genesis from the view that God inspired it, we would expect it
would show the signature of divine authorship. Since God claims to be timeless, all knowing, and personal,
you would expect a divinely inspired text to reveal truths that stand the test of time, and not a tale
concocted by sheepherders.
So do we see that? Let’s look at some examples.
First, the book of Genesis supports the claim that God is relational. You see this in that God used people to
write Genesis. In fact it is more believable that a relational and loving God would reveal scriptures through
people in their own language and culture. God doesn’t impersonally drop a book out of the sky. Instead,
this communicative God relates with people across history to gradually reveal who He is and we see a
picture emerge of a God who builds and forms relationships.
Next, the book of Genesis demonstrates completeness because its creation account fits what we see in the
world, both in the universe and its form, and the nature of humanity. The creation story provides an
account of laws as well as capturing human nature. It grounds our deepest psychology: our capacity for evil
through to our need for love. Part of what makes Genesis so unique is that it has provided answers to
lifelong questions: Where do we come from? What was I created for? What is my purpose in life? Why does
death seem wrong? Why do we believe in right and wrong?
And I think one of the questions Genesis answers squarely is why we love. We love because we are created
in God’s image, and God is all about relationships. God is love.
The way the Bible centers on the inbuilt human desire for love and relationship is unique.
Being created in God’s image captures why we crave to know our purpose and identity in life. The account
of Adam and Eve cogently grounds why as men and women we are drawn together in marriage and love.
The fall captures not only the nature of humanity, but pinpoints why there is within us the belief that the
world is not as it ought to be. That pain, suffering, injustice and death were not part of the original plan. A
close look at Genesis – a book written by so called Sheep-herders – and you find that it explains so much
about life and creation.
Finally Genesis is inspired because it cohesively fits with rest of the Bible. Without Genesis, we can’t make
sense of Jesus. The whole book highlights our need for a redeemer—someone to set a broken world right
again. And Jesus constantly referred back to Genesis, affirming the divine inspiration of this creation
account.
Now, we haven’t even begun to scratch the surface of all the reasons why we can trust the account of
Genesis using medical, historical, and external evidence. There’s a fact sheet in the small group guide if you
want to go deeper. But we have taken a surface look at Genesis to see if, on the face of it, its claim to be
inspired has any merit. In my view, the evidence is strong. It offers a view from above that grounds science,
but it answers our deepest questions of purpose with a richness not seen in materialistic stories. I don’t
expect such a short response to answer your questions, but hopefully this can start some conversations,
and help in your own search.
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Let’s say we grant that Genesis is in some sense inspired by God—a divine take on origins. What’s God
trying to say? What is the point of this text? Does it require the whole cosmos to be 6,000 years old?

Once you settle that God is involved in creation,
a logical question that follows is how to square
the story with modern science. This is where it
does become difficult. The Genesis text was
written in an ancient near eastern culture in a
genre we are no longer used to or familiar with,
as the original readers were. What is clear,
though, is that God wanted the story of
creation to reach everybody in every time and
every place. And at a basic level it does that.
But at the next level, as a question of historical
science, what actually happened?
Now there are a range of views and interpretations of the creation story we
find in the Genesis. The dominant view today is that the universe and our
planet are probably many billions of years old and that life has slowly
evolved over millions of years to be all that we see today. Christians who
hold this view interpret Genesis as a mytho-poetic creation story. They
don’t see it as a literal or scientific account of how God made the world but
a masterful story that conveys in simple terms that God formed the world
and all within it for a purpose. And it should be said this is not a retreat
caused by modern science. Saint Augustine in his commentary on Genesis
in the 5th century argued that the days need not be taken literally, nor that
the creation be a few thousand years ago. He said the world could have
been made by God with certain potencies that unfolded over time.
This interpretation was written down some 1,400 years prior to Darwin’s
theory of evolution.
The second major view is to interpret Genesis in a literal and historical
way. That means God actually did create all the universe in six 24 hour days, and that as a
result the world is perhaps only 10-20 thousand years old and that life did not evolve at a macro
level at all—such as apes gradually changing into humans—rather God created life with all the
genetic information and elements needed for further diversity. It wasn’t that we came from goo
to you via the zoo. This view explains why death is an enemy—it came as a result of the fall. It is
also fair to say that this has been the dominant view of the church through its history and Hebrew
scholars mostly agree that this is the most natural reading of the text to interpret the days literally.
Although this view is often considered ‘fringe’ in the popular press or media there is growing trend
for Christians and even scientists to adopt this view. And it can be for scientific not just theological
reasons that people will consider this school of thought, often after exploring weaknesses in a
purely naturalistic account.
Then there is a spectrum of different interpretations that fall somewhere between those views.
Some for example believe that the Earth does indeed look very old but in actual fact is very young.
They argue that when God created Adam, he would have looked 20-30 years old but he would
have been, actually, seconds old. Others views hold that God guided the process of evolution of
life from a cell to the biodiversity we see today, or perhaps he injected information into the
evolutionary process.
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Regardless of the view you take on the precise mechanism of
creation, what is important is to realize that all views agree on the
central points: that God exists and He caused the universe to come
into being and He did so because he loves us and the created
world. At the end of creation God described what He had made as
very good. God made this world because He wanted to share it
with us and He wants to know us, and to be in our lives. This is
the big message of the story.
It’s perhaps also worth stating that
Christianity is not committed to any
particular view on the question of
how old the universe is and how life
came to be as we see it today. What
is most important is that we can
coexist on this as this is a
secondary issue, aware that we could be
wrong. I guess a good note to finish on though is that science
may provide further insight into this question, or it may remain
beyond our certain knowledge. Bit I do know this though for certain,
science may tell us how the planets move, but only God through His
revealed Word tells us why we should move on the planet.

From Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline:
“How then do we come to believe in a world of the spirit? Is it by blind faith? Not at all. The inner reality of
the spiritual world is available to all who are willing to search for it. Often I have discovered that those who
so freely debunk the spiritual world have never taken ten minutes to investigate whether or not such a
world really exists. Let me suggest we take an
experiential attitude towards spiritual
realities. Like any other scientific endeavour,
we form an hypothesis and experiment with
it to see if it is true or not. If our first
experiment fails, we do not despair or label
the whole business fraudulent. We reexamine our procedure, perhaps adjust our
hypothesis, and try again. We should at least
have the honesty to persevere in this work to
the same degree we would in any field of
science. The fact that so many are unwilling
to do so betrays not their intelligence but
their prejudice.”
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From Philip Yancey (2003, 18-19), Rumors of Another World:
“Søren Kierkegaard told a parable about a rich man riding in a lighted
carriage driven by a peasant who sat behind the horse in the cold and dark
outside. Precisely because he sat near the artificial light inside, the rich
man missed the panorama of stars outside, a view gloriously manifest to
the peasant. In modern times, it seems, as science casts more light on the
created world, its shadows further obscure the invisible world beyond.
I am no Luddite who opposes technological change. . . . I gratefully enjoy
the benefits of the reducers' approach to technology and science.
Yet I also see dangers in our modern point of view. For one thing,
reductionism, the spirit of our age, has the unfortunate effect of, well,
reducing things. Science offers a map of the world, something like a
topographical map, with colors marking the vegetation zones and squiggly lines
tracing the contours of cliffs and hills. When I hike the mountains of Colorado, I rely on such
topographical maps. Yet no map of two dimensions, or even three dimensions, can give the full picture.
And none can possibly capture the experience of the hike: thin mountain air, a carpet of wildflowers, a
ptarmigan's nest, rivulets of frothy water, a triumphant lunch at the summit. Encounter trumps reduction.
More importantly, the reducers' approach allows no place for an invisible world. It takes for granted that
the world of matter is the sum total of existence. We can measure and photograph and catalog it; we can
use nuclear accelerators to break it down into its smallest particles. Looking at the parts, we judge them the
whole of reality.
Of course, an invisible God cannot be examined or tested. Most definitely, God cannot be quantified or
reduced. As a result, many people in societies advanced in technology go about their daily lives assuming
God does not exist. They stop short at the world that can be reduced and analyzed, their ears sealed
against rumors of another world. As Tolstoy said, materialists mistake what limits life for life itself.”
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3. BIG STORY “CAUGHT OUT” RESPONSES + READING REVIEW
“The big story is that God designed us all for good, but
through our bad choices we’ve been damaged by evil.
But, through Jesus’ life, death on the cross, and
resurrection, we’ve been restored for better. If you’re
humble enough to admit to God that you fall short, and
ask Him to forgive you for the wrong you’ve done,
putting God first, then you can connect with life to the
full—what God always intended for you. Then you can
join other Christ-followers, empowered by God’s Spirit,
sent together to heal a hurting world, waiting for the day
when God will set everything right by judging all the evil
and restoring the whole universe.”

Class Activity 4.2—10 minutes
Using the post-it-notes from module one, two students will each select one of the five circles from
“The Big Story”, then randomly choose a paper slip from that circle. Each student will take up to 1 minute
to respond to this question or objection, as if in conversation with the person who posted the slip.
Afterward, the class can unpack what did/didn’t work in this response, and other ways to dialogue.

Class Activity 4.3—30 minutes
Whether as a whole class, or in smaller groups, share your response to the pre-reading for this module:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
Consider how these readings relate to your life and witness in general and ministry context in particular.
… This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing, or questions you have in regards to the
course material, so don’t be shy!
If time permits, feel free to discuss the forum question from last module, or get a jump start on the
question for this module: Respond to one of the following statements: (a) “Modern science has buried
belief in God. So how can you seriously argue for supernatural events like creation and miracles in the
Twenty-First Century?”; or (b) “The only things worth believing in are physical, as discerned through
the five senses and tested by logic. Christian theism fails this test, so it must be dismissed”
In particular, we will discuss the five questions from Class Activity 4.1:
► Has science disproved the Christian God’s existence? Can science, in principle, do so? Why/not?
► What challenge has science/evolution posed to Christian belief?
► Are scientific laws and miracles compatible?
► What are the strongest arguments against Christianity made by atheists?
► What are the best responses to each argument? And are theistic “proofs” useful?
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4. WORKSHOP: DEBATING GOD’S EXISTENCE

Resource 4.2
The following links and sources intend to demonstrate debate and its underlying structure at its best.
To get a sense of the kinds of prominent arguments made against God’s existence, see Richard Dawkins’
90 minute documentary, “Age of Reason”, based upon his book, The God Delusion (2008).
John Lennox is a particularly helpful example of effective debate. He listens well, demonstrates charity and
humour with his interlocutor, and yet holds their arguments to the fire with a combination of solid
reasoning, human illustrations and personal stories. See, for instance, his various debates with Richard
Dawkins: “The God Delusion” debate | “Has Science Buried God” debate. See youtube for more.
In place of debates which often generate much heat but little light, see Justin Brierley’s model of evenhanded dialogue on the British Premier Christian Radio channel, “Unbelievable”. He skilfully brings
oppositional perspectives (and often antagonistic people!) into healthy discussion. In particular, see the
conversation between Ruth Bancewicz and Eugenie Scott on “Is Faith Good for Science?”, and Lawrence
Krauss and John Lennox on “Science, the Universe, and the God Question”. You can see a similar model—
though somewhat sanitised/staged given the format—in Tim Keller’s “The Reason for God” Bible Study.
While this resource is perhaps more relevant in a later module, see Part 1 and Part 2 of the “Christian–
Muslim Dialogue” on youtube as a wonderful example of respectful interfaith dialogue, as James White
and Yasir Qadhi seek to understand, faithfully represent and critique each other’s position.
Greg Koukl in his book Tactics: A Game Plan for Discussing Your Christian Convictions (2009) helpfully
outlines and demonstrates a key strategy in debate called “Taking the Roof Off”. Based on Francis
Schaeffer’s apologetic approach, we’ll be delving into this in the final class activity this module. For more,
see his website/organisation “Stand to Reason”, with his numerous podcasts, training resources, and
apologetics mentoring letters. As highlighted in Resource 4.1, you are sure to find his mp3s on engaging
the “New Atheists” most helpful, and also his accompanying notes.
You might like to revisit the “Extra Material” pdf from Module 3, outlining key laws of logic that underly
solid argumentation. Watch out for thinking errors, downloading a “logical fallacies poster” just in case!
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There are serious questions as to whether debate is an effective way of
witnessing to the truth of Christian belief. By framing the engagement as
Us vs. Them, both “sides” tend to dig their heels in, concerned more
with winning (or not losing) than an even-handed attempt to make
sense of the world and seek the truth. The result may be more heat than
light, perhaps even winning the argument but losing the person.
That said, in Western intellectual history in particular, there is an
established pattern of competing beliefs meeting head on in the
marketplace of ideas. Debate requires a crystal clear statement of one’s
beliefs in response to direct attack. In this setting, apologetics is key:
What are the beliefs and key points being made by the other?
How may I best defend Christian belief?
And how may I best commend Christian belief – in this case, YHWH’s existence?
While you will rarely win over your interlocutor, perhaps the most important audience is those listening in:
the spectators. Perhaps they are on the fence, open to considering a new perspective? Perhaps they have
never heard Christianity seriously represented in the public square?
Either way, debate helps us sharpen our thinking and hone our skills to present a cogent argument under
pressure. The final Class Activity—after preparatory content—will stretch us to respond to a direct attack,
giving reasons for the hope within. Let’s start, though, with your experience and impression of debating.

Class Activity 4.4—10 minutes
As highlighted in Resource Box 4.1 at this Module’s beginning, the most renowned apologist arguing for
God’s existence is William Lane Craig, the Director of Reasonable Faith. His potent fusion of classical and
evidential apologetics generates five key arguments (Craig 2016)— notably centring on the Kalam
Cosmological Argument (KCA). Despite wheeling out basically the same line of attack at most every
debate, even experienced atheists find him awfully hard to refute. This reflects his deep grounding in
philosophical traditions stretching back through Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica and his “Five Ways
of Demonstrating God’s Existence”, through Muslim appropriations of ancient philosophy, to the
teleological and cosmological arguments of Aristotle.
Watch this video of the Kalam Cosmological Argument as an example of an excellently constructed
argument. Then, discuss the following questions:
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► Do you find this argument convincing? Why/not? What elements make for an effective argument?
(For Craig’s explanation of this argument in person, see here. For his use of this in debate, see here.)
► What defeaters or questions might be raised against the premises, to destabilise the syllogism?
And how might you answer or bracket these objections so this line of argumentation remains potent?
(For some example videos of those claiming to “debunk” the KCA, see here, here, here, and here.
For William Lane Craig’s responses to common objections, see here, here, and here.)
► What is the most we can achieve with an argument from “natural theology” (whether making
ontological, cosmological or teleological arguments from fine-tuning)? What are its limits?
► From your observations and experience, how effective is debate? What attracts or repels you in
WLC’s style? What are debate’s strengths and weaknesses? Does it lead people to trust in Christ?
► Is debate still relevant today? Why/not? What other factors are needed, beyond making a solid
argument, for debate to be a winsome CHRISTIAN witness? (Any biblical examples? E.g. Acts Acts 6:8ff)

Resource 4.4
Concerning the broad outline of key arguments for God’s existence, check out
http://www.youtube.com/user/oneminuteapologist and hear William Lane Craig’s brief explanations:
What Makes for a Good Deductive Argument?
Ontological Argument
Fine Tuning
Kalam Cosmological Argument
Leibniz’s Argument
Moral Argument
What if an atheist denies a key premise?
How do you identify and deal with ad hominem attacks?
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4.1

Argument Structure and Key Probing Questions

As you engage alternative views, be sure to separate out your neighbour’s assertions from her arguments.
Imagine a house: the assertions are the roof, while the arguments are the walls. Simply throwing out a
claim is short of making an argument. An argument requires reasons (despite Monty Python’s great skit!).
SO—as you hear the reasoned objection to Christianity, draw a separate HOUSE for each assertion.

1. What is the assertion? = roof
2. What are the arguments? = walls
3. NOW, test the integrity of the house
… can the walls support the weight of
the roof? Do these particular
arguments solidly support the
assertion? (Patience: this takes practice )
E.g. “I hear what you’re saying, but
how did you come to that conclusion?”
If there’s an issue of structural
integrity, then do two things:
A. Expose the weakness of the
argument—logic, evidence,
irrelevance? … you may also apply
reductio ad absurdum, pushing their
assertion to its logical end and showing
that it is unliveable or nonsensical
(thus indirectly supporting its contrary)
B. Supply a stronger structure from
your biblical worldview to address their
assertion—a larger frame that embraces their frame, returning what they value (cf. Schaeffer’s way here).
Some useful questions toward this end include the following:

1.
2.
3.
4.

What do you mean by that? (explain yourself, define your terms and beliefs)
How do you know that’s true? (what are your reasons for believing that)
Where’d you get your information? (what’s your source, and can you trust it)
What if you’re wrong? (what are the consequences of your beliefs if untrue)

Philosphical Challenges: Atheism & Science

Module #4-19

PE420/620-D

Greg Koukl, from Stand to Reason, is a master of these tactics, whether in teaching
apologetics, or participating in debates and live forums (cf. Koukl 2009). In one of his
Mentoring letters (February 2017, online here), he extends these four questions above
with “Four Things You Can Do When Someone Challenges Your Faith”:

Have you ever felt “the big chill”? It’s the term I use for the cold shiver that runs up your spine
when you’re confronted with what seems at first glance to be a persuasive challenge to your
Christian convictions, that terrible suspicion that begins to settle in your bones that the challenger
has a point. And it seems convincing. And it shakes you.
I have those moments, too, and they’re not fun. Over the years, though, I’ve learned a simple,
practical system to deal with the “chill” and I want to pass it on to you. It’s not especially clever or
novel—thoughtful people have been using it for ages. But it works well to sort things out and help
you get to the truth of the matter.
First, don’t panic. Don’t let the problem overwhelm you before you’ve had a chance to carefully
assess it. There are almost always answers to these issues that are within reach if you pause, take a
deep breath, then apply some thought to the matter.
Next, take a moment to reconnoiter. Get the lay of the land, so to speak. What exactly are you
facing? What is the substance beyond the rhetoric that may be making the challenge look more
compelling than it is? That takes two steps.
Here’s step one. Clarify the claim. Ask, “What’s the big idea?” What is the point the challenge is
meant to persuade you of? That there is no God? That Jesus never existed? That the Bible is not
reliable? That Christianity is false? Whatever it is, get a clear fix on that point since it’s the bridge to
the next step.
Step two is to add the word “because” after the big idea. “There is no God because…” or “The Bible
is not reliable because…” etc. The point here is to now get a fix on the reasons that allegedly
support the big idea. Make a list of them.
Don’t rush this step. Sometimes it takes a little work to sift through the rhetoric to uncover the
specifics. Don’t be surprised if, when you look closer, there’s nothing there but noise. It happens.
No real reasons, just bluster.
These two steps—clarifying the claim, then listing the reasons for it—allow you to quickly
summarize the whole challenge—the basic point and the rationale behind it. If there’s more than
one claim, then take each challenge individually. This is important: Deal with one point at a time.
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Finally, with the full argument in view do an assessment. Simply ask if the reasons offered
legitimately support the big idea. An easy way to do this is to link the reasons with the basic claim
by using the word “therefore.” This step of assessment can be difficult (if the argument is a
technical one) or it can be incredibly simple. Let’s look at some examples.
Take the claims, “Christians are hypocrites,” or, “Religion causes violence and suffering in the
world,” or, “Belief in God is a crutch.” Each is meant to implicitly undermine our confidence in
Christianity (i.e., “Christianity is false because Christians are hypocrites”). And these challenges
seem all the more forceful since—on my take at least—these statements are each true in some
measure. Even so, do they justify the (implied) big idea that Christianity is false? Let’s see.
Consider our assessment:




Many Christians are hypocrites, therefore Christianity is false.
Religion causes violence, therefore Jesus’ view of the world must be wrong.
Belief in God satisfies an emotional need, therefore God doesn’t exist.

Hmmm. None of these work, do they? When stated clearly, these challenges all turn out to be
conclusions that simply do not follow from the evidence.
These charges—even when true (and many are not true, but that’s a different problem)—may tell us
something about anthropology or sociology or even psychology, but they tell us nothing at all about
God or Jesus or Christianity. The reasons do not support the big idea. There’s nothing to fear here.
So there it is. When you feel the big chill—when you’re shaken by a conversation, or an article, or a
presentation that challenges your core convictions—don’t panic. Instead, use the system. First
isolate the claims. Second, list the reasons. Third, do the assessment. You’ll be amazed at how
effective this simple tool can be.
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4.2

Argumentative Strategies: Types of Apologetics on God’s Existence

Positively, in this process, try and draw from a range of apologetic approaches in making a cumulative case
argument that belief in God is at least reasonable, if not more reasonable than disbelief.

“All Christian apologists, of course, are concerned to bring non-Christians
to the knowledge of God. However, they differ markedly in what sorts of
arguments they regard as viable means of convincing non-Christians
that God even exists. Some apologists employ arguments designed to
prove conclusively that God exists, while others use arguments
claiming only to show that it is not unreasonable to believe that God
exists. Still others are critical of traditional arguments for God’s
existence, preferring either an indirect argument or no argument at all.
Some apologists, in fact, assert that arguments for God’s existence can
actually interfere with or impede genuine faith.”
(From Boa and Bowman’s Faith Has Its Reasons)





Vindication/Proof of the Christian faith (positive evidences to support Christian theism)
Defence of the Christian world view (answering objections, clear misconceptions,
show that Christian theism is credible/rational—not as strong as proof)
Refutation of opposing beliefs (offence—tackling head-on non-Christian beliefs and
exposing flaws—proving the falsity of alternative beliefs)
Persuasion, bringing a non-Christian to the point of commitment and personal
application to their life (evangelism/witnessing).

Thus, we have the four major branches of apologetics:
CLASSICAL = proof (rational evidences/logic is the building block);
EVIDENTIAL = defence (science/historical empiricism is the building block);
REFORMED (including presuppositionalism) = refutation (revelation is the building block); and
FIDEISM = persuasion (experience is the building block)

Four Perspectives on God’s Existence: “God who makes Himself known”1,2
Classical Apologetics (immanent aspect): Rational argument (cosmological)
Reformed Apologetics (transcendent aspect): Epistemic argument (transcendental)
Evidentialism (situational perspective): Empirical argument (teleological)
Fideism (existential perspective): Existential argument (paradoxical)

1

The apologist need not and usually does not claim that any one of these arguments, or even their combination,
proves (i.e. 100% certainty) everything that needs to be known about God. The purpose of theistic proofs is more
modest: to establish the reasonableness of belief in the kind of God spoken of in Scripture, so that the non-Christian
will be convinced to take the miraculous and revelatory claims of the Bible more seriously.
2

N.b., to assert that a specific argument shows that God probably exists is not to assert that God’s existence cannot be
known as certainty on some other basis. A person who concludes that God probably exists, based on for example the
teleological/design argument, has not thereby arrived at faith. But such a person is now confronted with the necessity
of coming to a final conclusion and understanding about God. No argument can produce or constitute faith.
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#1: Classical Apologetics
“The non-existence of infinite being, i.e. God, is inconceivable.” (R.C. Sproul)
-generally deductive (reason based) proofs are favoured
-cosmological and moral arguments are most common.
“1. Whatever begins to exist has a cause.
2. The universe began to exist.
3. Therefore, the universe has a cause.” (William Lane Craig) …
(This is Craig’s Kalam Cosmological Argument, explored earlier—see here.)

#2: Reformed Apologetics
“To understand what God is, is to know that God necessarily exists.” (See Alvin Plantinga’s
reworking here, here and here. For William Lane Craig’s reworking of Anselm’s original ontological
argument, see here. For an overview of all such ontological arguments, and a too easy dismissal, see here.)
-traditional theistic proofs are rejected
-transcendental or epistemic argument for God … that apart from this God’s existence,
nothing else (whether rationality, morality, love etc.) makes sense … but with God’s existence, it works.
From Cornelius Van Til quoted by Boa and Bowman p309 in “Faith Has Its Reasons”:
“A truly transcendental argument takes any fact of experience which it wishes to investigate, and tries to
determine what the presuppositions of such a fact must be in order to
make it what it is.” (While dated, Greg Bahnsen is key, here and here.
On whether it’s valid or helpful to argue that atheists “steal” from God, see here.)

From Francis Schaeffer’s “The God Who Is There,” p180:
“When people refuse God’s answer, they are living against the revelation
of the universe and against the revelation of themselves. They are denying
the revelation of God in who they themselves are. I am not saying that nonChristians do not live in the light of real existence. I am saying that they do
not have any answer for living in it. I am not saying that they do not have
moral motions, but they have no basis for them. I am not saying that the
person with a non-Christian system (even a radical system like Buddhism or Hinduism or the modern
Western thinking of chance) does not know that the object exists—the problem is that they have no system
to explain the subject–object correlation. As a matter of fact, this is their damnation, this is their tension,
that they have to live in the light of their existence, the light of reality—the total reality in all these areas—
and they do live there, and yet they have no sufficient explanation for any of these areas. So, the wiser they
are, the more honest they are, the more they feel that tension and that is their present damnation.”
#3: Evidentialism
“The idea of God is further evidence of God.” (Terry Miethe)
-generally inductive (science based) proofs are favoured
-the argument from design (or fine tuning/teleology) is preferred
#4: Fideism
“Faith recognises God’s being as necessary.” (Karl Barth)
-all direct theistic proofs are rejected
-God is known in encounter, not in argument
“God has not made his appearance in the character of an assistant professor who has a few axioms which
one must first believe and afterward understand. Faith should rather be understood as the purely personal
relationship between God as personality and the believer as existing personality.”
(Søren Kierkegaard, quoted Boa & Bowman, Faith Has Its Reasons, p394).
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4.3

“Apologetics on the Web”: Extra Advice for Online Debate (Blackshaw 2017)

In previous modules, I’ve mentioned my friend Bruce Blackshaw, aka the Philosphical Apologist. Bruce is
the primary moderator for the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group, and is highly
experienced in online dialogue through apologetics forums. I asked him to write for you good folks a one
page guide to the why and how of Christlike participation in forums without “flaming” your interlocutor.
Here’s what Bruce suggested:
The Internet offers a wide range of opportunities for Christian apologists to engage with non-believers on
topics related to faith and philosophy. In recent years the momentum seems to have shifted from blog post
discussions (via blog comments) to Facebook groups. There are many Facebook groups that exist solely to
debate matters of faith from a variety of perspectives, and for most groups joining is as simple as adding
yourself to the group and awaiting approval from a group administrator. Many groups have thousands of
members.
There are two main reasons why involvement in this medium is worthwhile. Firstly, there are many people
there willing to engage in discussions on matters of faith. Some are hardened atheists, but many are
exploring faith and are genuine seekers. These are genuine evangelistic opportunities, and they are much
easier to find than face-to-face encounters.
Secondly, engaging with well informed agnostics and atheists is a great learning experience. You will quickly
learn where the major holes in your arguments lie, and the areas where you lack knowledge. You’ll soon
find out what some of the most important and persuasive arguments against God are. Your apologetics
skills will inevitably be sharpened.
For the inexperienced, there are certain pitfalls associated with this kind of Internet evangelism.
There are many aggressive and abusive debaters out there, and it is easy to allow yourself to respond in
kind. It can also be very discouraging when you are attacked and abused. Finally, you may even find your
faith undermined by some of the more skilful and better informed atheists out there.
So enter this arena with caution.
Guidelines for engaging
When you join a group, be a silent observer at first. For the first few days, don’t comment and don’t post.
Become familiar with who is posting and commenting in the group, and whether they are agnostics,
atheists or theists. Ensure you understand what is going on in threads that interest you.
Be gentle and respectful in your comments. This can be remarkably difficult to do, as in many groups you
will be ridiculed and abused for your beliefs. You’ll be called stupid and ignorant for believing without
evidence, and your beliefs will be blamed for all sorts of evils. You’ll be called a bigot and worse. Try not to
react, and if necessary, step away for a few hours or even days rather than responding harshly. It’s better to
bow out of a discussion rather than respond with abuse in kind. When commenting, imagine the person is
standing next to you!
Know what you are talking about. There are many atheists out there who are smarter and better informed
than you are. These groups seem to attract bitter ex-Christians, and they will be extremely familiar with
your faith and most apologetics arguments. They may have a better understanding of philosophy and
history than you do. When you do post and comment, make sure you can back up your assertions.
Don’t make sweeping generalisations about atheists. You are probably wrong to do so, and it will result in
either abuse or lack of engagement.
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Keep learning. Keep up to date with the best apologetics literature out there, and avoid the more popular
level apologetics. The best apologists are usually professional philosophers such as William Lane Craig, Tim
McGrew and Alexander Pruss. As a corollary, get a philosophical education of some sort--it will improve
your apologetics immensely. A deep understanding of theology is also important--the two are closely
intertwined. Join the Facebook groups that are for Christians only, and ask questions and read the posts.

4.4

The Debate Itself: Putting It Into Practice

Class Activity 4.5—35 minutes
As a class we will watch a video clip of a popular atheist attacking the Christian belief in God, on the
grounds of atheism and science (from the documentary, Collision 14:29 to 17:33—see here for 3 minute
clip). (Distance students, feel free to watch this track, find your own on youtube.com for this activity, or
try here where Christopher Hitchens outlines why there is no God, and it’s a good thing too [10 minute
clip—apologies for language]). Another useful clip (10 min) concerning both atheism and agnosticism
“Lack of beliefs in gods” can be found here—worth critiquing.
#1. During the presentation, jot down the key substantial claims … draw each as the roof of a house
#2. Now, watch the presentation once more, and jot down the “arguments” used to support these
assertions … draw these as the walls underneath each house roof.
#3. Having done this, come up with 3 questions you would ask to test the integrity of the argument.
#4. Finally, if you were invited to respond in two minutes or less (<300 words), what would you say?
(Do try and incorporate a range of apologetic approaches—classical, evidential, reformed, fideist.)
After preparing these responses, we’ll share them as a group.

Reflection Activities 4.3-4.4 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#4.3 From the clip you watched, outline the main assertion presented, and the basic argument
given to support this assertion concerning why God doesn’t exist.
#4.4 What is one thing you would ask or say if given the chance to respond?
OR
#4.4 Evaluate the logic and use of the Kalam Cosmological Argument. Will you use it? Why/not?
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5. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 4
For each of modules 1 through 12 of the course, please submit a forum post, comprising:
(a) A 250 word first-person response to the set question/comment, tailored for explaining your
beliefs to a twenty-something Australian who is post-Christian in attitude but pre-Christian in
understanding. Note that when options are available, indicate to which of the statements you are
responding. Additionally, this response must demonstrate a sound grasp of underlying
course/Module content, and interaction with at least one (PE420) or two (PE620) pre-readings,
whether recommended or optional (reference these). Across modules 1-6, and then 7-12, you
must demonstrate a range of apologetic approaches, defending and commending the plausibility,
credibility, and relevance of Christian belief. Post this to Moodle *before* the following class.
(b) Interaction with at least one other person that advances the conversation, perhaps through a
comment or question. Note that this interaction can be with other students on the Moodle forum,
but may also be through the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group or your own
social media site, as people interact with your posted response. Interaction isn’t in the word count.
Group five of the first six forum posts, and the interaction with others, into one word.doc for
submission via the Moodle assessment tab by March 28 for assessment requirement 1a, and then
a further five posts from module 7-12 by May 23 for requirement 1b.
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.

THIS WEEK’S forum question/comment awaiting your response, before next class, is this:
Week 4: Respond to one of the following: (a) “Modern science has buried belief in God. So how
can you seriously argue for supernatural events like creation and miracles in the Twenty-First
Century?”; or (b) “The only things worth believing in are physical, as discerned through the five
senses and tested by logic. Christian theism fails this test, so it must be dismissed”
You will have time to discuss your responses to this forum question in your small group during the first
session of our next class together.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)

Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 2 hours pre-reading from recommended and optional readings on Moodle.
Come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to help your holistic witness
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
What in this session is most significant to you personally,
in forming your own theology, life and thought?
Hebrews 11:1-3, 6 (NLT)
1

Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us assurance about things we
cannot see. 2 Through their faith, the people in days of old earned a good reputation. 3 By faith we
understand that the entire universe was formed at God’s command, that what we now see did not come
from anything that can be seen. … 6 And it is impossible to please God without faith. Anyone who wants
to come to him must believe that God exists and that he rewards those who sincerely seek him.
For years I’ve heard all manner of secularists chide “believers” for holding entirely by faith that God
exists and that He created the universe. When they say “faith” they mean “belief without any
evidence”. Yet, as we explored last week, faith is best understood as “trust”—beginning from what
you (think you) know, and following the evidence where it seems to go. In the passage above, when it
says “by faith we understand that the entire universe was formed at God’s command”—even more,
when we “by faith” believe that God exists—it does not mean there is no evidence for this belief.
(Otherwise natural man would have an excuse for disbelieving in God after looking at creation,
contrary to Paul’s argument in Romans 1:18-32.) Rather, as we have discovered this week, it is at least
plausible to believe that God exists. In stronger terms, I would argue that when we consider logic
(why anything exists at all), evidence (the fine tuning of cosmological constants), presuppositions (the
absurdity of life apart from God’s existence), and experience (the way we live as though there is
objective moral reality, and personal encounter with God as revealed through Jesus by His Spirit), that
it is more reasonable than not to believe in the existence of YHWH, as revealed in the Bible.
God exists! Simple, I know. But what power this brings—to know that as I worship I’m ultimately
not projecting my desires for a dad in the sky, or propping up fairy tales. Rather, I’m responding to
the God who is there and is not silent. This is God’s world, and nature is His creation. May we each
pray like we truly believe it, and live and share our beliefs boldly, unashamed in the face of
common criticism that to believe in God is irrational. But most of all, may we use these arguments
as a springboard to go from merely speaking about God, to experiencing God as our ever-present
and loving Heavenly Father.
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