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SERIES PREFACE

The average student has a problem—many problems in fact, but one 
in particular. No longer a child, he or she is entering adult life and 
facing the torrent of change that adult independence brings. It can be 
exhilarating but sometimes also frightening to have to stand on one’s 
own feet, to decide for oneself how to live, what career to follow, what 
goals to aim at and what values and principles to adopt.

How are such decisions to be made? Clearly much thought is 
needed and increasing knowledge and experience will help. But leave 
these basic decisions too long and there is a danger of simply drift-
ing through life and missing out on the character-forming process of 
thinking through one’s own worldview. For that is what is needed: 
a coherent framework that will give to life a true perspective and 
satisfying values and goals. To form such a worldview for oneself, 
particularly at a time when society’s traditional ideas and values are 
being radically questioned, can be a very daunting task for anyone, 
not least university students. After all, worldviews are normally com-
posed of many elements drawn from, among other sources, science, 
philosophy, literature, history and religion; and a student cannot be 
expected to be an expert in any one of them, let alone in all of them 
(indeed, is anyone of us?).

Nevertheless we do not have to wait for the accumulated wis-
dom of life’s later years to see what life’s major issues are; and once 
we grasp what they are, it is that much easier to make informed and 
wise decisions of every kind. It is as a contribution to that end that 
the authors offer this series of books to their younger fellow students. 
We intend that each book will stand on its own while also contribut-
ing to the fuller picture provided by the whole series.

So we begin by laying out the issues at stake in an extended intro-
duction that overviews the fundamental questions to be asked, key 
voices to be listened to, and why the meaning and nature of ultimate 
reality matter to each one of us. For it is inevitable that each one of 
us will, at some time and at some level, have to wrestle with the fun-
damental questions of our existence. Are we meant to be here, or is it 
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really by accident that we are? In what sense, if any, do we matter, or 
are we simply rather insignificant specks inhabiting an insubstantial 
corner of our galaxy? Is there a purpose in it all? And if indeed it does 
matter, where would we find reliable answers to these questions?

In Book 1, Being Truly Human, we consider questions surround-
ing the value of humans. Besides thinking about human freedom 
and the dangerous way it is often devalued, we consider the nature 
and basis of morality and how other moralities compare with one 
another. For any discussion of the freedom humans have to choose 
raises the question of the power we wield over other humans and also 
over nature, sometimes with disastrous consequences. What should 
guide our use of power? What, if anything, should limit our choices, 
and to what extent can our choices keep us from fulfilling our full 
potential and destiny?

The realities of these issues bring before us another problem. It is 
not the case that, having developed a worldview, life will unfold before 
us automatically and with no new choices. Quite the opposite. All of 
us from childhood onward are increasingly faced with the practical 
necessity of making ethical decisions about right and wrong, fairness 
and injustice, truth and falsity. Such decisions not only affect our in-
dividual relationships with people in our immediate circle: eventu-
ally they play their part in developing the social and moral tone of 
each nation and, indeed, of the world. We need, therefore, all the help 
we can get in learning how to make truly ethical decisions.

But ethical theory inevitably makes us ask what is the ultimate 
authority behind ethics. Who or what has the authority to tell us: you 
ought to do this, or you ought not to do that? If we cannot answer 
that question satisfactorily, the ethical theory we are following lacks 
a sufficiently solid and effective base. Ultimately, the answer to this 
question unavoidably leads us to the wider philosophical question: 
how are we related to the universe of which we form a part? What 
is the nature of ultimate reality? Is there a creator who made us and 
built into us our moral awareness, and requires us to live according 
to his laws? Or, are human beings the product of mindless, amoral 
forces that care nothing about ethics, so that as a human race we are 
left to make up our own ethical rules as best we can, and try to get as 
much general agreement to them as we can manage, either by per-
suasion or even, regretfully, by force?
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For this reason, we have devoted Book 2, Finding Ultimate Real-
ity, to a discussion of Ultimate Reality; and for comparison we have 
selected views and beliefs drawn from various parts of the world and 
from different centuries: the Indian philosophy of Shankara; the nat-
ural and moral philosophies of the ancient Greeks, with one exam-
ple of Greek mysticism; modern atheism and naturalism; and finally, 
Christian theism.

The perusal of such widely differing views, however, naturally 
provokes further questions: how can we know which of them, if any, 
is true? And what is truth anyway? Is there such a thing as absolute 
truth? And how should we recognise it, even if we encountered it? 
That, of course, raises the fundamental question that affects not only 
scientific and philosophical theories, but our day-to-day experience 
as well: how do we know anything?

The part of philosophy that deals with these questions is known 
as epistemology, and to it we devote Book 3, Questioning Our Knowl-
edge. Here we pay special attention to a theory that has found wide 
popularity in recent times, namely, postmodernism. We pay close 
attention to it, because if it were true (and we think it isn’t) it would 
seriously affect not only ethics, but science and the interpretation of 
literature.

When it comes to deciding what are the basic ethical principles 
that all should universally follow we should observe that we are not 
the first generation on earth to have thought about this question. 
Book 4, Doing What’s Right, therefore, presents a selection of notable 
but diverse ethical theories, so that we may profit from their insights 
that are of permanent value; and, at the same time, discern what, if 
any, are their weaknesses, or even fallacies.

But any serious consideration of humankind’s ethical behav-
iour will eventually raise another practical problem. As Aristotle ob-
served long ago, ethics can tell us what we ought to do; but by itself 
it gives us no adequate power to do it. It is the indisputable fact that, 
even when we know that something is ethically right and that it is 
our duty to do it, we fail to do it; and contrariwise, when we know 
something is wrong and should not be done, we nonetheless go and 
do it. Why is that? Unless we can find an answer to this problem, 
ethical theory—of whatever kind—will prove ultimately ineffective, 
because it is impractical.
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Therefore, it seemed to us that it would be seriously deficient 
to deal with ethics simply as a philosophy that tells us what ethical 
standards we ought to attain to in life. Our human plight is that, even 
when we know that something is wrong, we go and do it anyway. 
How can we overcome this universal weakness?

Jesus Christ, whose emphasis on ethical teaching is unmistaka-
ble, and in some respects unparalleled, nevertheless insisted that eth-
ical teaching is ineffective unless it is preceded by a spiritual rebirth 
(see Gospel of John 3). But this brings us into the area of religion, and 
many people find that difficult. What right has religion to talk about 
ethics, they say, when religion has been the cause of so many wars, 
and still leads to much violence? But the same is true of political phi-
losophies—and it does not stop us thinking about politics.

Then there are many religions, and they all claim to offer their 
adherents help to fulfil their ethical duties. How can we know if they 
are true, and that they offer real hope? It seems to us that, in order 
to know whether the help a religion offers is real or not, one would 
have to practise that religion and discover it by experience. We, the 
authors of this book, are Christians, and we would regard it as im-
pertinent of us to try to describe what other religions mean to their 
adherents. Therefore, in Book 5, Claiming to Answer, we confine our-
selves to stating why we think the claims of the Christian gospel are 
valid, and the help it offers real.

However, talk of God raises an obvious and very poignant prob-
lem: how can there be a God who cares for justice, when, apparently, 
he makes no attempt to put a stop to the injustices that ravage our 
world? And how can it be thought that there is an all-loving, all-
powerful, and all-wise creator when so many people suffer such bad 
things, inflicted on them not just by man’s cruelty but by natural 
disasters and disease? These are certainly difficult questions. It is the 
purpose of Book 6, Suffering Life’s Pain, to discuss these difficulties 
and to consider possible solutions.

It only remains to point out that every section and subsection of 
the book is provided with questions, both to help understanding of 
the subject matter and to encourage the widest possible discussion 
and debate.

David Gooding
John Lennox
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Our worldview . . . includes our views, 

however ill or well thought out, right or 

wrong, about the hard yet fascinating 

questions of existence and life: What am I 

to make of the universe? Where did it come 

from? Who am I? Where did I come from? 

How do I know things? Do I have any 

significance? Do I have any duty?
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THE SHAPING OF A WORLDVIEW  
FOR A LIFE FULL OF CHOICES

In this introductory section we are going to consider the need for 
each one of us to construct his or her own worldview. We shall dis-
cuss what a worldview is and why it is necessary to form one; and we 
shall enquire as to what voices we must listen to as we construct our 
worldview. As we set out to examine how we understand the world, 
we are also trying to discover whether we can know the ultimate truth 
about reality. So each of the subjects in this series will bring us back 
to the twin questions of what is real and why it matters whether we 
know what is real. We will, therefore, need to ask as we conclude this 
introductory section what we mean by ‘reality’ and then to ask: what 
is the nature of ultimate reality? 1

WHY WE NEED A WORLDVIEW

There is a tendency in our modern world for education to become a 
matter of increasing specialisation. The vast increase of knowledge 
during the past century means that unless we specialise in this or that 
topic it is very difficult to keep up with, and grasp the significance of, 
the ever-increasing flood of new discoveries. In one sense this is to be 
welcomed because it is the result of something that in itself is one of 
the marvels of our modern world, namely, the fantastic progress of 
science and technology.

But while that is so, it is good to remind ourselves that true edu-
cation has a much wider objective than this. If, for instance, we are to 
understand the progress of our modern world, we must see it against 

1 Please note this Introduction is the same for each book in the series, except for the final sec-
tion—Our Aim.
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the background of the traditions we have inherited from the past and 
that will mean that we need to have a good grasp of history.

Sometimes we forget that ancient philosophers faced and 
thought deeply about the basic philosophical principles that underlie 
all science and came up with answers from which we can still profit. 
If we forget this, we might spend a lot of time and effort thinking 
through the same problems and not coming up with as good answers 
as they did.

Moreover, the role of education is surely to try and understand 
how all the various fields of knowledge and experience in life fit to-
gether. To understand a grand painting one needs to see the picture 
as a whole and understand the interrelationship of all its details and 
not simply concentrate on one of its features.

Moreover, while we rightly insist on the objectivity of science we 
must not forget that it is we who are doing the science. And therefore, 
sooner or later, we must come to ask how we ourselves fit into the uni-
verse that we are studying. We must not allow ourselves to become 
so engrossed in our material world and its related technologies that 
we neglect our fellow human beings; for they, as we shall later see, are 
more important than the rest of the universe put together.2 The study 
of ourselves and our fellow human beings will, of course, take more 
than a knowledge of science. It will involve the worlds of philosophy, 
sociology, literature, art, music, history and much more besides.

Educationally, therefore, it is an important thing to remember—
and a thrilling thing to  discover—the interrelation and the unity of 
all knowledge. Take, for example, what it means to know what a rose 
is: What is the truth about a rose?

To answer the question adequately, we shall have to consult a 
whole array of people. First the scientists. We begin with the bota-
nists, who are constantly compiling and revising lists of all the known 
plants and flowers in the world and then classifying them in terms of 
families and groups. They help us to appreciate our rose by telling us 
what family it belongs to and what are its distinctive features.

Next, the plant breeders and gardeners will inform us of the his-
tory of our particular rose, how it was bred from other kinds, and the 
conditions under which its sort can best be cultivated.

2 Especially in Book 1 of this series, Being Truly Human.
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Then, the chemists, biochemists, biologists and geneticists will tell 
us about the chemical and biochemical constituents of our rose and 
the bewildering complexities of its cells, those micro-miniaturised 
factories which embody mechanisms more complicated than any 
built by human beings, and yet so tiny that we need highly special-
ised equipment to see them. They will tell us about the vast coded 
database of genetic information which the cell factories use in order 
to produce the building blocks of the rose. They will describe, among 
a host of other things, the processes by which the rose lives: how it 
photosynthesises sunlight into sugar-borne energy and the mecha-
nisms by which it is pollinated and propagated.

After that, the physicists and cosmologists will tell us that the 
chem icals of which our rose is composed are made up of atoms 
which themselves are built from various particles like electrons, pro-
tons and neutrons. They will give us their account of where the basic 
material in the universe comes from and how it was formed. If we 
ask how such knowledge helps us to understand roses, the cosmolo-
gists may well point out that our earth is the only planet in our solar 
system that is able to grow roses! In that respect, as in a multitude of 
other respects, our planet is very special—and that is surely some-
thing to be wondered at.

But when the botanists, plant breeders, gardeners, chemists, bio-
chemists, physicists and cosmologists have told us all they can, and 
it is a great deal which would fill many volumes, even then many 
of us will feel that they will scarcely have begun to tell us the truth 

FIGURE I.1. A Rose.

In William Shakespeare’s play Romeo 
and Juliet, the beloved dismisses the fact 
that her lover is from the rival house of 
Montague, invoking the beauty of one 
of the best known and most favourite 
flowers in the world: ‘What’s in a name? 
that which we call a rose / By any other 
name would smell as sweet’.

Reproduced with permission of © iStock/OGphoto.
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about roses. Indeed, they have not explained what perhaps most of 
us would think is the most important thing about roses: the beauty 
of their form, colour and fragrance.

Now here is a very significant thing: scientists can explain the as-
tonishing complexity of the mechanisms which lie behind our senses 
of vision and smell that enable us to see roses and detect their scent. 
But we don’t need to ask the scientists whether we ought to consider 
roses beautiful or not: we can see and smell that for ourselves! We 
perceive this by intuition. We just look at the rose and we can at once 
see that it is beautiful. We do not need anyone to tell us that it is 
beautiful. If anyone were so foolish as to suggest that because science 
cannot measure beauty, therefore beauty does not exist, we should 
simply say: ‘Don’t be silly.’

But the perception of beauty does not rest on our own intuition 
alone. We could also consult the artists. With their highly developed 
sense of colour, light and form, they will help us to perceive a depth 
and intensity of beauty in a rose that otherwise we might miss. They 
can educate our eyes.

Likewise, there are the poets. They, with their finely honed abil-
ity as word artists, will use imagery, metaphor, allusion, rhythm and 
rhyme to help us formulate and articulate the feelings we experience 
when we look at roses, feelings that otherwise might remain vague 
and difficult to express.

Finally, if we wanted to pursue this matter of the beauty of a 
rose deeper still, we could talk to the philosophers, especially experts 
in aesthetics. For each of us, perceiving that a rose is beautiful is a 
highly subjective experience, something that we see and feel at a deep 
level inside ourselves. Nevertheless, when we show a rose to other 
people, we expect them too to agree that it is beautiful. They usually 
have no difficulty in doing so.

From this it would seem that, though the appreciation of beauty 
is a highly subjective experience, yet we observe:

1. there are some objective criteria for deciding what is beauti-
ful and what is not;

2. there is in each person an inbuilt aesthetic sense, a capacity 
for perceiving beauty; and

3. where some people cannot, or will not, see beauty, in, say, 
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a rose, or will even prefer ugliness, it must be that their in-
ternal capacity for seeing beauty is defective or damaged in 
some way, as, for instance, by colour blindness or defective 
shape recognition, or through some psychological disorder 
(like, for instance, people who revel in cruelty, rather than 
in kindness).

Now by this time we may think that we have exhausted the truth 
about roses; but of course we haven’t. We have thought about the 
scientific explanation of roses. We have then considered the value we 
place on them, their beauty and what they mean to us. But precisely 
because they have meaning and value, they raise another group of 
questions about the moral, ethical and eventually spiritual signifi-
cance of what we do with them. Consider, for instance, the following 
situations:

First, a woman has used what little spare money she had to buy 
some roses. She likes roses intensely and wants to keep them as long 
as she can. But a poor neighbour of hers is sick, and she gets a strong 
feeling that she ought to give at least some of these roses to her sick 
neighbour. So now she has two conflicting instincts within her:

1. an instinct of self-interest: a strong desire to keep the roses 
for herself, and

2. an instinctive sense of duty: she ought to love her neighbour 
as herself, and therefore give her roses to her neighbour.

Questions arise. Where do these instincts come from? And how 
shall she decide between them? Some might argue that her selfish 
desire to keep the roses is simply the expression of the blind, but 
powerful, basic driving force of evolution: self-propagation. But the 
altruistic sense of duty to help her neighbour at the expense of loss 
to herself—where does that come from? Why ought she to obey it? 
She has a further problem: she must decide one way or the other. She 
cannot wait for scientists or philosophers, or indeed anyone else, to 
help her. She has to commit herself to some course of action. How 
and on what grounds should she decide between the two competing 
urges?

Second, a man likes roses, but he has no money to buy them. 
He sees that he could steal roses from someone else’s garden in such 
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a way that he could be certain that he would never be found out. 
Would it be wrong to steal them? If neither the owner of the roses, 
nor the police, nor the courts would ever find out that he stole them, 
why shouldn’t he steal them? Who has the right to say that it is wrong 
to steal?

Third, a man repeatedly gives bunches of roses to a woman 
whose husband is abroad on business. The suspicion is that he is giv-
ing her roses in order to tempt her to be disloyal to her husband. That 
would be adultery. Is adultery wrong? Always wrong? Who has the 
right to say so?

Now to answer questions like these in the first, second, and third 
situations thoroughly and adequately we must ask and answer the 
most fundamental questions that we can ask about roses (and indeed 
about anything else).

Where do roses come from? We human beings did not create 
them (and are still far from being able to create anything like them). 
Is there a God who designed and created them? Is he their ultimate 
owner, who has the right to lay down the rules as to how we should 
use them?

Or did roses simply evolve out of eternally existing inorganic 
matter, without any plan or purpose behind them, and without any 
ultimate owner to lay down the rules as to how they ought to be used? 
And if so, is the individual himself free to do what he likes, so long 
as no one finds out?

So far, then, we have been answering the simple question ‘What 
is the truth about a rose?’ and we have found that to answer it ad-
equately we have had to draw on, not one source of knowledge, like 
science or literature, but on many. Even the consideration of roses 
has led to deep and fundamental questions about the world beyond 
the roses.

It is our answers to these questions which combine to shape the 
framework into which we fit all of our knowledge of other things. 
That framework, which consists of those ideas, conscious or uncon-
scious, which all of us have about the basic nature of the world and 
of ourselves and of society, is called our worldview. It includes our 
views, however ill or well thought out, right or wrong, about the hard 
yet fascinating questions of existence and life: What am I to make of 
the universe? Where did it come from? Who am I? Where did I come 
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from? How do I know things? Do I 
have any significance? Do I have any 
duty? Our worldview is the big pic-
ture into which we fit everything else. 
It is the lens through which we look 
to try to make sense of the world.

ASKING THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS

‘He who will succeed’, said Aristotle, ‘must ask the right questions’; 
and so, when it comes to forming a worldview, must we.

It is at least comforting to know that we are not the first people to 
have asked such questions. Many others have done so in the past (and 
continue to do so in the present). That means they have done some 
of the work for us! In order to profit from their thinking and experi-
ence, it will be helpful for us to collect some of those fundamental 
questions which have been and are on practically everybody’s list. 
We shall then ask why these particular questions have been thought 
to be important. After that we shall briefly survey some of the varied 
answers that have been given, before we tackle the task of forming 
our own answers. So let’s get down to compiling a list of ‘worldview 
questions’. First of all there are questions about the universe in gen-
eral and about our home planet Earth in particular.

The Greeks were the first people in Europe to ask scientific ques-
tions about what the earth and the universe are made of, and how 
they work. It would appear that they asked their questions for no 
other reason than sheer intellectual curiosity. Their research was, as 
we would nowadays describe it, disinterested. They were not at first 
concerned with any technology that might result from it. Theirs was 
pure, not applied, science. We pause to point out that it is still a very 
healthy thing for any educational system to maintain a place for pure 
science in its curriculum and to foster an attitude of intellectual cu-
riosity for its own sake.

But we cannot afford to limit ourselves to pure science (and even 
less to technology, marvellous though it is). Centuries ago Socrates 
perceived that. He was initially curious about the universe, but grad-
ually came to feel that studying how human beings ought to behave 

Our worldview is the big picture 
into which we fit everything else. It 
is the lens through which we look 
to try to make sense of the world.
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FIGURE I.2. The School of Athens by Raphael.

Italian Renaissance artist Raphael 
likely painted the fresco Scuola 
di Atene (The School of Ath-
ens), representing Philosophy, 
between 1509 and 1511 for 
the Vatican. Many interpreters 
believe the hand gestures of the 
central figures, Plato and Aristo-
tle, and the books each is hold-
ing respectively, Timaeus and 
Nichomachean Ethics, indicate 
two approaches to metaphysics. 
A number of other great ancient 
Greek philosophers are featured 
by Raphael in this painting, 
 including Socrates (eighth figure 
to the left of Plato).

Reproduced from Wikimedia Commons.
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was far more important than finding out what the moon was made 
of. He therefore abandoned physics and immersed himself in moral 
philosophy.

On the other hand, the leaders of the major philosophical schools 
in ancient Greece came to see that you could not form an adequate 
doctrine of human moral behaviour without understanding how hu-
man beings are related both to their cosmic environment and to the 
powers and principles that control the universe. In this they were 
surely right, which brings us to what was and still is the first funda-
mental question.3

First fundamental worldview question

What lies behind the observable universe? Physics has taught us that 
things are not quite what they seem to be. A wooden table, which 
looks solid, turns out to be composed of atoms bound together by 
powerful forces which operate in the otherwise empty space between 
them. Each atom turns out also to be mostly empty space and can be 
modelled from one point of view as a nucleus surrounded by orbit-
ing electrons. The nucleus only occupies about one billionth of the 
space of the atom. Split the nucleus and we find protons and neutrons. 
They turn out to be composed of even stranger quarks and gluons. 
Are these the basic building blocks of matter, or are there other even 
more mysterious elementary building blocks to be found? That is one 
of the exciting quests of modern physics. And even as the search goes 
on, another question keeps nagging: what lies behind basic matter 
anyway?

The answers that are given to this question fall roughly into two 
groups: those that suggest that there is nothing ‘behind’ the basic 
matter of the universe, and those that maintain that there certainly 
is something.

Group A. There is nothing but matter. It is the prime reality, being 
self-existent and eternal. It is not dependent on anything 
or on anyone. It is blind and purposeless; nevertheless it 
has within it the power to develop and organise itself—

3 See Book 4: Doing What’s Right.
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still blindly and purposelessly—into all the variety of mat-
ter and life that we see in the universe today. This is the 
philosophy of materialism.

Group B. Behind matter, which had a beginning, stands some un-
created self-existent, creative Intelligence; or, as Jews and 
Muslims would say, God; and Christians, the God and Fa-
ther of the Lord Jesus Christ. This God upholds the uni-
verse, interacts with it, but is not part of it. He is spirit, not 
matter. The universe exists as an expression of his mind 
and for the purpose of fulfilling his will. This is the phi-
losophy of theism.

Second fundamental worldview question

This leads us to our second fundamental worldview question, which 
is in three parts: how did our world come into existence, how has it 
developed, and how has it come to be populated with such an amazing 
variety of life?

Again, answers to these questions tend to fall into two groups:

Group A. Inanimate matter itself, without any antecedent design or 
purpose, formed into that conglomerate which became 
the earth and then in some way (not yet observed or un-
derstood) as a result of its own inherent properties and 
powers by spontaneous generation spawned life. The ini-
tial lowly life forms then gradually evolved into the pres-
ent vast variety of life through the natural processes of 
mutation and natural selection, mechanisms likewise 
without any design or purpose. There is, therefore, no ul-
timate rational purpose behind either the existence of the 
universe, or of earth and its inhabitants.

Group B. The universe, the solar system and planet Earth have been 
designed and precision engineered to make it possible for 
life to exist on earth. The astonishing complexity of living 
systems, and the awesome sophistication of their mecha-
nisms, point in the same direction.



14

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

It is not difficult to see what different implications the two radi-
cally different views have for human significance and behaviour.

Third fundamental worldview question

The third fundamental worldview question comes, again, as a set of 
related questions with the answers commonly given to central ideas 
falling into two groups: What are human beings? Where do their ration-
ality and moral sense come from? What are their hopes for the future, 
and what, if anything, happens to them after death?

Group A. Human nature. Human beings are nothing but matter. They 
have no spirit and their powers of rational thought have 
arisen out of mindless matter by non-rational pro cesses.

  Morality. Man’s sense of morality and duty arise solely out 
of social interactions between him and his fellow humans.

  Human rights. Human beings have no inherent, natural 
rights, but only those that are granted by society or the 
government of the day.

  Purpose in life. Man makes his own purpose.

  The future. The utopia dreamed of and longed for will be 
brought about, either by the irresistible outworking of the 
forces inherent in matter and/or history; or, alternatively, 
as human beings learn to direct and control the biological 
processes of evolution itself.

  Death and beyond. Death for each individual means total 
extinction. Nothing survives.

Group B. Human nature. Human beings are created by God, in-
deed in the image of God (according, at least, to Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam). Human beings’ powers of ration-
ality are derived from the divine ‘Logos’ through whom 
they were created.

  Morality. Their moral sense arises from certain ‘laws of 
God’ implanted in them by their Creator.



SERIES INTRODUCTION

15

  Human rights. They have certain inalienable rights which 
all other human beings and governments must respect, 
simply because they are creatures of God, created in God’s 
image.

  Purpose in life. Their main purpose in life is to enjoy fel-
lowship with God and to serve God, and likewise to serve 
their fellow creatures for their Creator’s sake.

  The future. The utopia they long for is not a dream, but a 
sure hope based on the Creator’s plan for the redemption 
of humankind and of the world.

  Death and beyond. Death does not mean extinction. Hu-
man beings, after death, will be held accountable to God. 
Their ultimate state will eventually be, either to be with 
God in total fellowship in heaven; or to be excluded from 
his presence.

These, very broadly speaking, are the questions that people have 
asked through the whole of recorded history, and a brief survey of 
some of the answers that have been, and still are, given to them.

The fundamental difference between the two groups of answers

Now it is obvious that the two groups of answers given above are dia-
metrically opposed; but we ought to pause here to make sure that we 
have understood what exactly the nature and cause of the opposition 
is. If we were not thinking carefully, we might jump to the conclusion 
that the answers in the A-groups are those given by science, while the 
answers in the B-groups are those given by religion. But that would 
be a fundamental misunderstanding of the situation. It is true that 
the majority of scientists today would agree with the answers given in 
the A-groups; but there is a growing number of scientists who would 
agree with the answers given in the B-groups. It is not therefore a con-
flict between science and religion. It is a difference in the basic phi-
losophies which determine the interpretation of the evidence which 
science provides. Atheists will interpret that evidence in one way; 
theists (or pantheists) will interpret it in another.

This is understandable. No scientist comes to the task of doing 
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research with a mind completely free of presuppositions. The atheist 
does research on the presupposition that there is no God. That is his 
basic philosophy, his worldview. He claims that he can explain every-
thing without God. He will sometimes say that he cannot imagine 
what kind of scientific evidence there could possibly be for the exist-
ence of God; and not surprisingly he tends not to find any.

The theist, on the other hand, starts by believing in God and finds 
in his scientific discoveries abundant—overwhelming, he would 

say— evidence of God’s hand in the sophisti-
cated design and mechanisms of the universe.

It all comes down, then, to the impor-
tance of recognising what worldview we start 
with. Some of us, who have never yet thought 
deeply about these things, may feel that we 
have no worldview, and that we come to life’s 
questions in general, and science in particu-
lar, with a completely open mind. But that is 
unlikely to be so. We pick up ideas, beliefs and 
attitudes from our family and society, often 
without realising that we have done so, and 
without recognising how these largely uncon-
scious influences and presuppositions control 
our reactions to the questions with which life 
faces us. Hence the importance of consciously 

thinking through our worldview and of adjusting it where necessary 
to take account of the evidence available.

In that process, then, we certainly must listen to science and al-
low it to critique where necessary and to amend our presuppositions. 
But to form an adequate worldview we shall need to listen to many 
other voices as well.

VOICES TO BE LISTENED TO

So far, then, we have been surveying some worldview questions and 
various answers that have been, and still are, given to them. Now we 
must face these questions ourselves, and begin to come to our own 
decisions about them.

We pick up ideas, 
beliefs and attitudes from 
our family and society, 
often without realising 
that we have done so, 
and without recognising 
how these largely 
unconscious influences 
and presuppositions 
control our reactions to 
the questions with which 
life faces us.
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Our worldview must be our own, in the sense that we have per-
sonally thought it through and adopted it of our own free will. No 
one has the right to impose his or her worldview on us by force. The 
days are rightly gone when the church could force Galileo to deny 
what science had plainly taught him. Gone, too, for the most part, 
are the days when the State could force an atheistic worldview on 
people on pain of prison and even death. Human rights demand that 
people should be free to hold and to propagate by reasoned argument 
whatever worldview they believe in—so long, of course, that their 
view does not injure other people. We, the authors of this book, hold 
a theistic worldview. But we shall not attempt to force our view down 
anybody’s throat. We come from a tradition whose basic principle is 
‘Let everyone be persuaded in his own mind.’

So we must all make up our own minds and form our own world-
view. In the process of doing so there are a number of voices that we 
must listen to.

The voice of intuition

The first voice we must listen to is intuition. There are things in life 
that we see and know, not as the result of lengthy philosophical rea-
soning, nor as a result of rigorous scientific experimentation, but by 
direct, instinctive intuition. We ‘see’ that a rose is beautiful. We in-
stinctively ‘know’ that child abuse is wrong. A scientist can some-
times ‘see’ what the solution to a problem is going to be even before 
he has worked out the scientific technique that will eventually provide 
formal proof of it.

A few scientists and philosophers still try to persuade us that the 
laws of cause and effect operating in the human brain are completely 
deterministic so that our decisions are predetermined: real choice is 
not possible. But, say what they will, we ourselves intuitively know 
that we do have the ability to make a free choice, whether, say, to read 
a book, or to go for a walk, whether to tell the truth or to tell a lie. We 
know we are free to take either course of action, and everyone else 
knows it too, and acts accordingly. This freedom is such a part of our 
innate concept of human dignity and value that we (for the most part) 
insist on being treated as responsible human beings and on treating 
others as such. For that reason, if we commit a crime, the magistrate 
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will first enquire (a) if, when we committed the crime, we knew we 
were doing wrong; and (b) whether or not we were acting under du-
ress. The answer to these questions will determine the verdict.

We must, therefore, give due attention to intuition, and not allow 
ourselves to be persuaded by pseudo-intellectual arguments to deny 
(or affirm) what we intuitively know to be true (or false).

On the other hand, intuition has its limits. It can be mistaken. 
When ancient scientists first suggested that the world was a sphere, 
even some otherwise great thinkers rejected the idea. They intui-
tively felt that it was absurd to think that there were human beings 
on the opposite side of the earth to us, walking ‘upside-down’, their 
feet pointed towards our feet (hence the term ‘antipodean’) and their 
heads hanging perilously down into empty space! But intuition had 
misled them. The scientists who believed in a spherical earth were 
right, intuition was wrong.

The lesson is that we need both intuition and science, acting as 
checks and balances, the one on the other.

The voice of science

Science speaks to our modern world with a very powerful and au-
thoritative voice. It can proudly point to a string of scintillating theo-
retical breakthroughs which have spawned an almost endless array of 
technological spin-offs: from the invention of the light bulb to virtual-
reality environments; from the wheel to the moon-landing vehicle; 
from the discovery of aspirin and antibiotics to the cracking of the 
genetic code; from the vacuum cleaner to the smartphone; from the 
abacus to the parallel computer; from the bicycle to the self-driving 
car. The benefits that come from these achievements of science are 
self-evident, and they both excite our admiration and give to science 
an immense credibility.

Yet for many people the voice of science has a certain ambiv-
alence about it. For the achievements of science are not invariably 
used for the good of humanity. Indeed, in the past century science 
has produced the most hideously efficient weapons of destruction 
that the world has ever seen. The laser that is used to restore vision to 
the eye can be used to guide missiles with deadly efficiency. This de-
velopment has led in recent times to a strong anti-scientific reaction. 
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This is understandable; but we need to guard against the obvious fal-
lacy of blaming science for the misuse made of its discoveries. The 
blame for the devastation caused by the atomic bomb, for instance, 
does not chiefly lie with the scientists who discovered the possibility 
of atomic fission and fusion, but with the politicians who for rea-
sons of global conquest insisted on the discoveries being used for the 
making of weapons of mass destruction.

Science, in itself, is morally neutral. Indeed, as scientists who are 
Christians would say, it is a form of the worship of God through the 
reverent study of his handiwork and is by all means to be encouraged. 
It is for that reason that James Clerk Maxwell, the nineteenth-century 
Scottish physicist who discovered the famous equations governing 
electromagnetic waves which are now called after him, put the fol-
lowing quotation from the Hebrew Psalms above the door of the Cav-
endish Laboratory in Cambridge where it still stands: ‘The works of 
the Lord are great, sought out of all them that have pleasure therein’ 
(Ps 111:2).

We must distinguish, of course, between science as a method of 
investigation and individual scientists who actually do the investi-
gation. We must also distinguish between the facts which they es-
tablish beyond (reasonable) doubt and the tentative hypotheses and 
theories which they construct on the basis of their 
initial observations and experiments, and which 
they use to guide their subsequent research.

These distinctions are important because sci-
entists sometimes mistake their tentative theories 
for proven fact, and in their teaching of students 
and in their public lectures promulgate as estab-
lished fact what has never actually been proved. It 
can also happen that scientists advance a tentative 
theory which catches the attention of the media 
who then put it across to the public with so much 
hype that the impression is given that the theory 
has been established beyond question.

Then again, we need to remember the proper 
limits of science. As we discovered when talking about the beauty of 
roses, there are things which science, strictly so called, cannot and 
should not be expected to explain.

Scientists sometimes 
mistake their tentative 

theories for proven 
fact, and in their 

teaching of students 
and in their public  
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Sometimes some scientists forget this, and damage the reputa-
tion of science by making wildly exaggerated claims for it. The fa-
mous mathematician and philosopher Bertrand Russell, for instance, 
once wrote: ‘Whatever knowledge is attainable, must be attained by 
scientific methods; and what science cannot discover, mankind can-
not know.’ 4 Nobel laureate Sir Peter Medawar had a saner and more 
realistic view of science. He wrote:

There is no quicker way for a scientist to bring discredit upon 
himself and on his profession than roundly to declare—particu-
larly when no declaration of any kind is called for—that science 
knows or soon will know the answers to all questions worth ask-
ing, and that the questions that do not admit a scientific answer 
are in some way nonquestions or ‘pseudoquestions’ that only 
simpletons ask and only the gullible profess to be able to answer.5

Medawar says elsewhere: ‘The existence of a limit to science is, 
however, made clear by its inability to answer childlike elementary 
questions having to do with first and last things—questions such as 
“How did everything begin?”; “What are we all here for?”; “What is 
the point of living?”  ’ He adds that it is to imaginative literature and 
religion that we must turn for answers to such questions.6

However, when we have said all that should be said about the 
limits of science, the voice of science is still one of the most impor-
tant voices to which we must listen in forming our worldview. We 
cannot, of course, all be experts in science. But when the experts re-
port their findings to students in other disciplines or to the general 
public, as they increasingly do, we all must listen to them; listen as 
critically as we listen to experts in other fields. But we must listen.7

The voice of philosophy

The next voice we must listen to is the voice of philosophy. To some 
people the very thought of philosophy is daunting; but actually any-

4 Russell, Religion and Science, 243.
5 Medawar, Advice to a Young Scientist, 31.
6 Medawar, Limits of Science, 59–60.
7 Those who wish to study the topic further are directed to the Appendix in this book: ‘The 
Scientific Endeavour’, and to the books by John Lennox noted there.
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one who seriously attempts to investigate the truth of any statement 
is already thinking philosophically. Eminent philosopher Anthony 
Kenny writes:

Philosophy is exciting because it is the broadest of all disci-
plines, exploring the basic concepts which run through all our 
talking and thinking on any topic whatever. Moreover, it can 
be undertaken without any special preliminary training or in-
struction; anyone can do philosophy who is willing to think 
hard and follow a line of reasoning.8

Whether we realise it or not, the way we think and reason owes a 
great deal to philosophy—we have already listened to its voice!

Philosophy has a number of very positive benefits to confer on 
us. First and foremost is the shining example of men and women 
who have refused to go through life unthinkingly adopting whatever 
happened to be the majority view at the time. Socrates said that the 
unexamined life is not worth living. These men and women were de-
termined to use all their intellectual powers to try to understand what 
the universe was made of, how it worked, what man’s place in it was, 
what the essence of human nature was, why we human beings so fre-
quently do wrong and so damage ourselves and society; what could 
help us to avoid doing wrong; and what our chief goal in life should 
be, our summum bonum (Latin for ‘chief good’). Their zeal to dis-
cover the truth and then to live by it should encourage—perhaps even 
shame—us to follow their example.

Secondly, it was in their search for the truth that philosophers 
from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle onwards discovered the need for, 
and the rules of, rigorous logical thinking. The benefit of this to hu-
manity is incalculable, in that it enables us to learn to think straight, 
to expose the presuppositions that lie sometimes unnoticed behind 
even our scientific experiments and theories, to unpick the assump-
tions that lurk in the formulation and expressions of our opinions, to 
point to fallacies in our argumentation, to detect instances of circu-
lar reasoning, and so on.

However, philosophy, just like science, has its proper limits. It 
cannot tell us what axioms or fundamental assumptions we should 

8 Kenny, Brief History of Western Philosophy, xi.



22

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

adopt; but it can and will help us to see if the belief system which we 
build on those axioms is logically consistent.

There is yet a third benefit to be gained from philosophy. The his-
tory of philosophy shows that, of all the many different philosophical 
systems, or worldviews, that have been built up by rigorous philoso-
phers on the basis of human reasoning alone, none has proved con-
vincing to all other philosophers, let alone to the general public. None 
has achieved permanence, a fact which can seem very frustrating. 
But perhaps the frustration is not altogether bad in that it might lead 
us to ask whether there could just be another source of information 
without which human reason alone is by definition inadequate. And 
if our very frustration with philosophy for having seemed at first to 
promise so much satisfaction, and then in the end to have delivered 
so little, disposes us to look around for that other source of informa-
tion, even our frustration could turn out to be a supreme benefit.

The voice of history

Yet another voice to which we must listen is the voice of history. We 
are fortunate indeed to be living so far on in the course of human 
history as we do. Already in the first century ad a simple form of jet 
propulsion was described by Hero of Alexandria. But technology at 
that time knew no means of harnessing that discovery to any worth-
while practical purpose. Eighteen hundred years were to pass before 
scientists discovered a way of making jet engines powerful enough to 
be fitted to aircraft.

When in the 1950s and 1960s scientists, working on the basis of 
a discovery of Albert Einstein’s, argued that it would be possible to 
make laser beams, and then actually made them, many people mock-
ingly said that lasers were a solution to a non-existent problem, be-
cause no one could think of a practical use to which they could be 
put. History has proved the critics wrong and justified the pure sci-
entists (if pure science needs any justification!).

In other cases history has taught the opposite lesson. At one point 
the phlogiston theory of combustion came to be almost universally 
accepted. History eventually proved it wrong.

Fanatical religious sects (in spite, be it said, of the explicit prohi-
bition of the Bible) have from time to time predicted that the end of 
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the world would take place at such-and-such a time in such-and-such 
a place. History has invariably proved them wrong.

In the last century, the philosophical system known as logi-
cal positivism arose like a meteor and seemed set to dominate the 
philosophical landscape, superseding all other systems. But history 
discovered its fatal flaw, namely that it was based on a verification 
principle which allowed only two kinds of meaningful statement: an-
alytic (a statement which is true by definition, that is a tautology like 
‘a vixen is a female fox’), or synthetic (a statement which is capable of 
verification by experiment, like ‘water is composed of hydrogen and 
oxygen’). Thus all metaphysical statements were dismissed as mean-
ingless! But, as philosopher Karl Popper famously pointed out, the 
Verification Principle itself is neither analytic nor synthetic and so is 
meaningless! Logical positivism is therefore self-refuting. Professor 
Nicholas Fotion, in his article on the topic in The Oxford Compan-
ion to Philosophy, says: ‘By the late 1960s it became obvious that the 
movement had pretty much run its course.’ 9

Earlier still, Marx, basing himself on Hegel, applied his dialec-
tical materialism first to matter and then to history. He claimed to 
have discovered a law in the workings of social and political history 
that would irresistibly lead to the establishment of a utopia on earth; 
and millions gave their lives to help forward this process. The verdict 
has been that history seems not to know any such irresistible law.

History has also delivered a devastating verdict on the Nazi the-
ory of the supremacy of the Aryan races, which, it was promised, 
would lead to a new world order.

History, then, is a very valuable, if sometimes very disconcerting, 
adjudicator of our ideas and systems of thought. We should certainly 
pay serious heed to its lessons and be grateful for them.

But there is another reason why we should listen to history. It in-
troduces us to the men and women who have proved to be world lead-
ers of thought and whose influence is still a live force among us today. 
Among them, of course, is Jesus Christ. He was rejected, as we know, 
by his contemporaries and executed. But, then, so was Socrates. Soc-
rates’ influence has lived on; but Christ’s influence has been and still 
is infinitely greater than that of Socrates, or of any other world leader. 

9 Fotion, ‘Logical Positivism’.
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It would be very strange if we listened, as we do, to Socrates, Plato, 
Aristotle, Hume, Kant, Marx and Einstein, and neglected or refused 
to listen to Christ. The numerous (and some very early) manuscripts 

of the New Testament make available to us 
an authentic record of his teaching. Only ex-
treme prejudice would dismiss him without 
first listening to what he says.

The voice of divine self-revelation

The final voice that claims the right to be 
heard is a voice which runs persistently 
through history and refuses to be silenced in 
claiming that there is another source of in-
formation beyond that which intuition, sci-
entific research and philosophical reasoning 
can provide. That voice is the voice of divine 
self-revelation. The claim is that the Creator, 
whose existence and power can be intuitively 
perceived through his created works, has not 

otherwise remained silent and aloof. In the course of the centuries 
he has spoken into our world through his prophets and supremely 
through Jesus Christ.

Of course, atheists will say that for them this claim seems to be 
the stuff of fairy tales; and atheistic scientists will object that there 
is no scientific evidence for the existence of a creator (indeed, they 
may well claim that assuming the existence of a creator destroys the 
foundation of true scientific methodology—for more of that see this 
book’s Appendix); and that, therefore, the idea that we could have 
direct information from the creator himself is conceptually absurd. 
This reaction is, of course, perfectly consistent with the basic as-
sumption of atheism.

However, apparent conceptual absurdity is not proof positive 
that something is not possible, or even true. Remember what we no-
ticed earlier, that many leading thinkers, when they first encountered 
the suggestion that the earth was not flat but spherical, rejected it out 
of hand because of the conceptual absurdities to which they imag-
ined it led.

History introduces us to 
the men and women 
who have proved to be 
world leaders of thought 
and whose influence is 
still a live force among 
us today. . . . It would 
be very strange if we 
listened, as we do, to 
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, 
Hume, Kant, Marx and 
Einstein, and neglected or 
refused to listen to Christ.
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In the second century ad a certain Lucian of Samosata decided 
to debunk what he thought to be fanciful speculations of the early 
scientists and the grotesque traveller’s tales of so-called explorers. He 
wrote a book which, with his tongue in his cheek, he called Vera his-
toria (A True Story). In it he told how he had travelled through space 
to the moon. He discovered that the moon-dwellers had a special 
kind of mirror by means of which they could see what people were 
doing on earth. They also possessed something like a well shaft by 
means of which they could even hear what people on earth were say-
ing. His prose was sober enough, as if he were writing factual history. 
But he expected his readers to see that the very conceptual absurdity 
of what he claimed to have seen meant that these things were impos-
sible and would forever remain so.

Unknown to him, however, the forces and materials already 
existed in nature, which, when mankind learned to harness them, 
would send some astronauts into orbit round the moon, land others 
on the moon, and make possible radio and television communica-
tion between the moon and the earth!

We should remember, too, that atomic radiation and radio fre-
quency emissions from distant galaxies were not invented by scien-
tists in recent decades. They were there all the time, though invisible 
and undetected and not believed in nor even thought of for centuries; 
but they were not discovered until comparatively recent times, when 
brilliant scientists conceived the possibility that, against all popular 
expectation, such phenomena might exist. They looked for them, and 
found them.

Is it then, after all, so conceptually absurd to think that our hu-
man intellect and rationality come not from mindless matter through 
the agency of impersonal unthinking forces, but from a higher per-
sonal intellect and reason?

An old, but still valid, analogy will help us at this point. If we ask 
about a particular motor car: ‘Where did this motor car begin?’ one 
answer would be, ‘It began on the production lines of such-and-such 
a factory and was put together by humans and robots.’

Another, deeper-level, answer would be: ‘It had its beginning in 
the mineral from which its constituent parts were made.’

But in the prime sense of beginning, the motor car, of which 
this particular motor car is a specimen, had its beginning, not in the 
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factory,  nor in its basic materials, but in something altogether dif-
fer ent: in the intelligent mind of a person, that is, of its inventor. We 
know this, of course, by history and by experience; but we also know 
it intuitively: it is self-evidently true.

Millions of people likewise have felt, and still do feel, that what 
Christ and his prophets say about the ‘beginning’ of our human ra-
tionality is similarly self-evidently true: ‘In the beginning was the 
Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos was God. . . . All 
things were made by him . . .’ (John 1:1–2, our trans.). That is, at any 
rate, a far more likely story than that our human intelligence and 
rationality sprang originally out of mindless matter, by accidental 
permutations, selected by unthinking nature.

Now the term ‘Logos’ means both rationality and the expression 
of that rationality through intelligible communication. If that ra-
tional intelligence is God and personal, and we humans are endowed 
by him with personhood and intelligence, then it is far from being ab-
surd to think that the divine Logos, whose very nature and function it 
is to be the expression and communicator of that intelligence, should 
communicate with us. On the contrary, to deny a priori the possibil-
ity of divine revelation and to shut one’s ears in advance to what Jesus 
Christ has to say, before listening to his teaching to see if it is, or is 
not, self-evidently true, is not the true scientific attitude, which is to 
keep an open mind and explore any reasonable avenue to truth.10

Moreover, the fear that to assume the existence of a creator God 
would undermine true scientific methodology is contradicted by 
the sheer facts of history. Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626), widely re-
garded as the father of the modern scientific method, believed that 
God had revealed himself in two great Books, the Book of Nature 
and the Book of God’s Word, the Bible. In his famous Advancement 
of Learning (1605), Bacon wrote: ‘Let no man . . . think or maintain, 
that a man can search too far, or be too well studied in the book of 
God’s word, or in the book of God’s works; divinity or philosophy; 
but rather let men endeavour an endless progress or proficience in 
both.’ 11 It is this quotation which Charles Darwin chose to put at the 
front of On the Origin of Species (1859).

10 For the fuller treatment of these questions and related topics, see Book 5 in this series, 
Claiming to Answer.
11 Bacon, Advancement of Learning, 8.
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Historians of science point out that it was this theistic ‘Two-
Book’ view which was largely responsible for the meteoric rise of 
science beginning in the sixteenth century. C.  S. Lewis refers to a 
statement by one of the most eminent historians of all time, Sir Al-
fred North Whitehead, and says: ‘Professor Whitehead points out 
that centuries of belief in a God who combined “the personal en-
ergy of Jehovah” with “the rationality of a Greek philosopher” first 
produced that firm expectation of systematic order which rendered 
possible the birth of modern science. Men became scientific because 
they expected Law in Nature and they expected Law in Nature be-
cause they believed in a Legislator.’12 In other words, theism was the 
cradle of science. Indeed, far from thinking that the idea of a creator 
was conceptually absurd, most of the great leaders of science in that 
period did believe in a creator.

12 Lewis, Miracles, 110.

Johannes Kepler 1571–1630 Celestial mechanics
Blaise Pascal 1623–62 Hydrostatics
Robert Boyle 1627–91 Chemistry, Gas dynamics
Isaac Newton 1642–1727 Mathematics, Optics, Dynamics
Michael Faraday 1791–1867 Magnetism
Charles Babbage 1791–1871 Computer science
Gregor Mendel 1822–84 Genetics
Louis Pasteur 1822–95 Bacteriology
Lord Kelvin  1824–1907 Thermodynamics
James Clerk Maxwell 1831–79 Electrodynamics, Thermodynamics

Figure I.3.  
On the Origin of Species (1859)  
by Charles Darwin.

One of the book epigraphs 
Charles Darwin selected for 
his magnum opus is from 
Francis Bacon’s Advancement 
of Learning (1605).

Reproduced from Dennis O’Neil.
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All of these famous men would have agreed with Einstein: ‘Sci-
ence without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.’13 His-
tory shows us very clearly, then, that far from belief in God being a 
hindrance to science, it has provided one of the main impulses for its 
development.

Still today there are many first-rate scientists who are believers in 
God. For example, Professor William D. Phillips, Nobel laureate for 
Physics 1997, is an active Christian, as is the world-famous botanist 
and former Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in London, 
Sir Ghillean Prance, and so is the geneticist Francis S. Collins, who 
was the Director of the National Institutes of Health in the United 
States who gained recognition for his leadership of the international 
Human Genome Project which culminated in 2003 with the comple-
tion of a finished sequence of human DNA.14

But with many people another objection arises: if one is not sure 
that God even exists, would it not be unscientific to go looking for 
evidence for God’s existence? Surely not. Take the late Professor Carl 
Sagan and the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence (the SETI pro-
ject), which he promoted. Sagan was a famous astronomer, but when 
he began this search he had no hard-and-fast proven facts to go on. 
He proceeded simply on the basis of a hypothesis. If intelligent life 
has evolved on earth, then it would be possible, perhaps even likely, 
that it would have developed on other suitable planets elsewhere in 
the universe. He had no guarantee that it was so, or that he would 
find it, even if it existed. But even so both he and NASA (the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration) thought it worth spending 
great effort, time and considerable sums of money to employ radio 
telescopes to listen to remote galaxies for evidence of intelligent life 
elsewhere in the universe.

Why, then, should it be thought any less scientific to look for an 
intelligent creator, especially when there is evidence that the universe 
bears the imprint of his mind? The only valid excuse for not seeking 
for God would be the possession of convincing evidence that God 
does not, and could not, exist. No one has such proof.

But for many people divine revelation seems, nonetheless, an  utter 

13 Einstein, ‘Science and Religion’.
14 The list could go on, as any Internet search for ‘Christians in science’ will show.
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impossibility, for they have the impression that 
science has outgrown the cradle in which it was 
born and somehow proved that there is no God 
after all. For that reason, we examine in greater 
detail in the Appendix to this book what science 
is, what it means to be truly scientific in outlook, 
what science has and has not proved, and some 
of the fallacious ways in which science is com-
monly misunderstood. Here we must consider 
even larger questions about reality.

THE MEANING OF REALITY

One of the central questions we are setting out to examine is: can we 
know the ultimate truth about reality? Before we consider different 
aspects of reality, we need to determine what we mean by ‘reality’. 
For that purpose let’s start with the way we use the term in ordinary, 
everyday language. After that we can move on to consider its use at 
higher levels.

In everyday language the noun ‘reality’, the adjective ‘real’, and 
the adverb ‘really’ have several different connotations according to 
the contexts in which they are used. Let’s think about some examples.

First, in some situations the opposite of ‘real’ is ‘imaginary’ or ‘illu-
sory’. So, for instance, a thirsty traveller in the Sahara may see in the 
distance what looks to him like an oasis with water and palm trees, 
when in fact there is no oasis there at all. What he thinks he sees is 
a mirage, an optical illusion. The oasis is not real, we say; it does not 
actually exist.15 Similarly a patient, having been injected with power-
ful drugs in the course of a serious operation, may upon waking up 
from the anaesthetic suffer hallucinations, and imagine she sees all 
kinds of weird creatures stalking round her room. But if we say, as 
we do, that these things which she imagines she sees, are not real, we 

15 Mirages occur ‘when sharp differences in temperature and therefore in density develop be-
tween thin layers of air at and immediately above the ground. This causes light to be bent, or 
refracted, as it travels through one layer to the next. . . . During the day, when a warm layer 
occurs next to the ground, objects near the horizon often appear to be reflected in flat sur-
faces, such as beaches, deserts, roads and water. This produces the shimmering, floating im-
ages which are commonly observed on very hot days.’ Oxford Reference Encyclopaedia, 913.
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mean that they do not in actual fact exist. We could argue, of course, 
that something is going on in the patient’s brain, and she is experi-
encing impressions similar to those she would have received if the 
weird creatures had been real. Her impressions, then, are real in the 
sense that they exist in her brain; but they do not correspond with 
the external reality that the patient supposes is creating these sense 
impressions. The mechanisms of her brain are presenting her with a 
false picture: the weird creatures do not exist. She is not seeing them. 
They are not real. On the basis of examples like this (the traveller and 
the patient) some philosophers have argued that none of us can ever 
be sure that the sense impressions which we think we receive from 
the external world are true representations of the external world, and 
not illusions. We consider their arguments in detail in Book 3 in this 
series, Questioning Our Knowledge, dealing with epistemology and 
related matters.

To sum up so far, then: neither the traveller nor the patient was per-
ceiving external reality as it really was. But the reasons for their failure 
were different: with the traveller it was an external illusion (possibly 
reinforced by his thirst) that made him misread reality and imagine 
there was a real oasis there, when there wasn’t. With the patient there 
was nothing unusual in the appearance of her room to cause her dis-
ordered perception. The difficulty was altogether internal to her. The 
drugs had distorted the perception mechanisms of her brain.

From these two examples we can learn some practical lessons:

1. It is important for us all to question from time to time 
whether what we unthinkingly take to be reality is in fact 
reality.

2. In cases like these it is external reality that has to be the 
standard by which we judge whether our sense perceptions 
are true or not.

3. Setting people free from their internal subjective misper-
ceptions will depend on getting them, by some means or 
other, to face and perceive the external, objective reality.

Second, in other situations the opposite of ‘real’, in everyday lan-
guage, is ‘counterfeit’, ‘spurious’, ‘ fraudulent’. So if we describe a 
piece of metal as being ‘real gold’, we mean that it is genuine gold, 
and not something such as brass that looks like gold, but isn’t. The 
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practical importance of being able to discern the difference between 
what is real in this sense and what is spurious or counterfeit, can eas-
ily be illustrated.

Take coinage, for instance. In past centuries, when coins were 
made (or supposed to be made) of real gold, or real silver, fraudsters 
would often adulterate the coinage by mixing inferior metal with gold 
or silver. Buyers or sellers, if they had no means of testing whether the 
coins they were offered were genuine, and of full value, or not, could 
easily be cheated.

Similarly, in our modern world counterfeiters print false bank 
notes and surreptitiously get them into circulation. Eventually, when 
the fraud is discovered, banks and traders refuse the spurious bank 
notes, with the result that innocent people are left with worthless 
pieces of paper.

Or, again, a dishonest jeweller might show a rich woman a neck-
lace made, according to him, of valuable gems; and the rich, but un-
suspecting, woman might pay a large price for it, only to discover 
later on that the gems were not real: they were imitations, made of a 
kind of glass called paste, or strass.

Conversely, an elderly woman might take her necklace, made 
of real gems, to a jeweller and offer to sell it to him in order to get 
some money to maintain herself in her old age. But the unscrupulous 
jeweller might make out that the gems were not as valuable as she 
thought: they were imitations, made of paste; and by this deceit he 
would persuade the reluctant woman to sell him the necklace for a 
much lesser price than it was worth.

Once more it will be instructive to study the underlying prin-
ciples at work in these examples, because later on, when we come 
to study reality at a higher level, they could provide us with helpful 
analogies and thought models.16

Notice, then, that these last three examples involve significantly 
different principles from those that were operating in the two which 
we studied earlier. The oasis and the weird creatures were not real, 
because they did not actually exist in the external world. But the 
spurious coins, the fraudulent bank notes, and the genuine and the 

16 See especially in Book 2: Finding Ultimate Reality.
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imitation gems, all existed in the external world. In that sense, there-
fore, they were all real, part of the external reality, actual pieces of 
matter.

What, then, was the trouble with them? It was that the fraudsters 
had claimed for the coins and the bank notes a value and a buying 
power that they did not actually possess; and in the case of the two 
necklaces the unscrupulous jewellers had on both occasions misrep-
resented the nature of the matter of which the gems were composed.

The question arises: how can people avoid being taken in by such 
spurious claims and misrepresentations of matter? It is not difficult 
to see how questions like this will become important when we come 
to consider the matter of the universe and its properties.

In modern, as in ancient, times, to test whether an object is made 
of pure gold or not, use is made of a black, fine-grained, siliceous 
stone, called a touchstone. When pure gold is rubbed on this touch-
stone, it leaves behind on the stone streaks of a certain character; 
whereas objects made of adulterated gold, or of some baser metal, 
will leave behind streaks of a different character.

In the ancient world merchants would always carry a touchstone 
with them; but even so it would require considerable knowledge and 
expertise to interpret the test correctly. When it comes to bank notes 
and gems, the imitations may be so cleverly made that only an expert 
could tell the difference between the real thing and the false. In that 
case non-experts, like ourselves, would have to depend on the judg-
ments of experts.

But what are we to do when the experts disagree? How do we de-

FIGURE I.4. A Touchstone.

First mentioned by Theophrastus (c.372–c.287 bc) 
in his treatise On Stone, touchstones are tablets 
of finely grained black stones used to assay or 
 estimate the proportion of gold or silver in a sample 
of metal. Traces of gold can be seen on the stone.

Reproduced from Mauro Cateb/Flickr
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cide which experts to trust? Is there any kind of touchstone that or-
dinary people can use on the experts themselves, or at least on their 
interpretations?

There is one more situation worth investigating at this point be-
fore we begin our main study.

Third, when we are confronted with what purports to be an ac-
count of something that happened in the past and of the causes that 
led to its happening, we rightly ask questions: ‘Did this event really 
take place? Did it take place in the way that this account says it did? 
Was the alleged cause the real cause?’ The difficulty with things that 
happened in the past is that we cannot get them to repeat themselves 
in the present, and watch them happening all over again in our labo-
ratories. We have therefore to search out and study what evidence is 
available and then decide which interpretation of the evidence best 
explains what actually happened.

This, of course, is no unusual situation to be in. Detectives, seek-
ing to solve a murder mystery and to discover the real criminal, are 
constantly in this situation; and this is what historians and archaeol-
ogists and palaeontologists do all the time. But mistakes can be made 
in handling and interpreting the evidence. For instance, in 1980 
a man and his wife were camping in the Australian outback, when 
a dingo (an Australian wild dog) suddenly attacked and killed their 
little child. When, however, the police investigated the matter, they 
did not believe the parents’ story; they alleged that the woman herself 
had actually killed the child. The courts found her guilty and she was 
duly sentenced. But new evidence was discovered that corroborated 
the parents’ story, and proved that it really was a dingo that killed the 
infant. The couple was not fully and finally exonerated until 2012.

Does this kind of case mean, then, that we cannot ever be certain 
that any historical event really happened? Or that we can never be 
sure as to its real causes? Of course not! It is beyond all doubt that, for 
instance, Napoleon invaded Russia, and that Genghis Khan besieged 
Beijing (then called Zhongdu). The question is, as we considered ear-
lier: what kind of evidence must we have in order to be sure that a 
historical event really happened?

But enough of these preliminary exercises. It is time now to take 
our first step towards answering the question: can we know the ulti-
mate truth about reality?
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WHAT IS THE NATURE OF ULTIMATE REALITY?

We have thought about the meaning of reality in various practical 
situations in daily life. Now we must begin to consider reality at the 
higher levels of our own individual existence, and that of our fellow 
human beings, and eventually that of the whole universe.

Ourselves as individuals

Let’s start with ourselves as individuals. We know we exist. We do 
not have to engage in lengthy philosophical discussion before we can 
be certain that we exist. We know it intuitively. Indeed, we cannot 
logically deny it. If I were to claim ‘I do not exist’, I would, by stating 
my claim, refute it. A non-existent person cannot make any claim. If 
I didn’t exist, I couldn’t even say ‘I do not exist’, since I have to exist 
in order to make the claim. I cannot, therefore, logically affirm my 
own non-existence.17

There are other things too which we know about ourselves by 
intuition.

First, we are self-conscious, that is, we are aware of ourselves as 
separate individuals. I know I am not my brother, or my sister, or 
my next-door neighbour. I was born of my parents; but I am not just 
an extension of my father and mother. I am a separate individual, a 
human being in my own right. My will is not a continuation of their 
will, such that, if they will something, I automatically will the same 
thing. My will is my own.

My will may be conditioned by many past experiences, most of 
which have now passed into my subconscious memory. My will may 
well be pressurised by many internal desires or fears, and by external 
circumstances. But whatever philosophers of the determinist school 
may say, we know in our heart of hearts that we have the power 
of choice. Our wills, in that sense, are free. If they weren’t, no one 
could ever be held to be guilty for doing wrong, or praised for doing  
right.

Second, we are also intuitively aware of ourselves as persons, in-
trinsically different from, and superior to, non-personal things. It is 

17 We call this law of logic the law of non-affirmability.
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not a question of size, but of mind and personality. A mountain may 
be large, but it is mindless and impersonal. It is composed of non-
rational matter. We are aware of the mountain; it is not aware of us. It 
is not aware of itself. It neither loves nor hates, neither anticipates nor 
reflects, has no hopes nor fears. Non-rational though it is, if it became 
a volcano, it might well destroy us, though we are rational beings. 
Yet we should not conclude from the fact that simply because such 
impersonal, non-rational matter is larger and more powerful that it 
is therefore a higher form of existence than personal, rational human 
beings. But it poignantly raises the question: what, then, is the status 
of our human existence in this material world and universe?

Our status in the world

We know that we did not always exist. We can remember being little 
children. We have watched ourselves growing up to full manhood 
and womanhood. We have also observed that sooner or later people 
die, and the unthinking earth, unknowingly, becomes their grave. 
What then is the significance of the individual human person, and of 
his or her comparatively short life on earth?

Some think that it is Mankind, the human race as a whole, that 
is the significant phenomenon: the individual counts for very little. 
On this view, the human race is like a great fruit tree. Each year it 
produces a large crop of apples. All of them are more or less alike. 
None is of any particular significance as an individual. Everyone is 

FIGURE I.5. An Apple.

Apple trees take four to five years 
to produce their first fruit, and it 
takes the energy from 50 leaves to 
produce one apple. Archaeologists 
have found evidence that humans 
have been enjoying apples since 
before recorded history.

Reproduced with permission of © iStock/ChrisBoswell.
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destined for a very short life before, like the rest of the crop, it is 
consumed and forgotten; and so makes room for next year’s crop. 
The tree itself lives on, producing crops year after year, in a seemingly 
endless cycle of birth, growth and disappearance. On this view 
then, the tree is the permanent, significant phenomenon; any one 
individual apple is of comparatively little value.

Our origin

But this view of the individual in relation to the race, does not get us 
to the root of our question; for the human race too did not always ex-
ist, but had a beginning, and so did the universe itself. This, therefore, 
only pushes the question one stage further back: to what ultimately 
do the human race as a whole, and the universe itself, owe their ex-
istence? What is the Great Reality behind the non-rational matter of 
the universe and behind us rational, personal, individual members 
of the human race?

Before we begin to survey the answers that have been given to 
this question over the centuries, we should notice that though sci-
ence can point towards an answer, it cannot finally give us a complete 
answer. That is not because there is something wrong with science; 
the difficulty lies in the nature of things. The most widely accepted 
scientific theory nowadays (but not the only one) is that the universe 
came into being at the so-called Big Bang. But the theory tells us that 
here we encounter a singularity, that is, a point at which the laws of 
physics all break down. If that is true, it follows that science by itself 
cannot give a scientific account of what lay before, and led to, the Big 
Bang, and thus to the universe, and eventually to ourselves as indi-
vidual human beings.

Our purpose

The fact that science cannot answer these questions does not mean, of 
course, that they are pseudo-questions and not worth asking. Adam 
Schaff, the Polish Marxist philosopher, long ago observed:

What is the meaning of life? What is man’s place in the uni-
verse? It seems difficult to express oneself scientifically on such 
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hazy topics. And yet if one should assert ten times over that 
these are typical pseudo-problems, problems would remain.18

Yes, surely problems would remain; and they are life’s most im-
portant questions. Suppose by the help of science we could come to 
know everything about every atom, every molecule, every cell, every 
electrical current, every mechanism in our body and brain. How 
much further forward should we be? We should now know what we 
are made of, and how we work. But we should still not know what 
we are made for.

Suppose for analogy’s sake we woke up one morning to find a 
new, empty jeep parked outside our house, with our name written 
on it, by some anonymous donor, specifying that it was for our use. 
Scientists could describe every atom and molecule it was made of. 
Engineers could explain how it worked, and that it was designed 
for transporting people. It was obviously intended, therefore, to go 
places. But where? Neither science as such, nor engineering as such, 
could tell us where we were meant to drive the jeep to. Should we not 
then need to discover who the anonymous donor was, and whether 
the jeep was ours to do what we liked with, answerable to nobody, or 
whether the jeep had been given to us on permanent loan by its maker 
and owner with the expectation that we should consult the donor’s 
intentions, follow the rules in the driver’s handbook, and in the end 
be answerable to the donor for how we had used it?

That surely is the situation we find ourselves in 
as human beings. We are equipped with a magnifi-
cent piece of physical and biological engineering, 
that is, our body and brain; and we are in the driv-
er’s seat, behind the steering wheel. But we did not 
make ourselves, nor the ‘machine’ we are in charge 
of. Must we not ask what our relationship is to 
whatever we owe our existence to? After all, what if 
it turned out to be that we owe our existence not to 
an impersonal what but to a personal who?

To some the latter possibility is instinctively 
unattractive if not frightening; they would prefer 

18 Schaff, Philosophy of Man, 34 (emphasis added).
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to think that they owe their existence to impersonal material, forces 
and processes. But then that view induces in some who hold it its 
own peculiar angst. Scientist Jacob Bronowski (1908–74) confessed to 
a deep instinctive longing, not simply to exist, but to be a recognisa-
bly distinct individual, and not just one among millions of otherwise 
undifferentiated human beings:

When I say that I want to be myself, I mean as the existentialist 
does that I want to be free to be myself. This implies that I want 
to be rid of constraints (inner as well as outward constraints) 
in order to act in unexpected ways. Yet I do not mean that I 
want to act either at random or unpredictably. It is not in these 
senses that I want to be free, but in the sense that I want to be 
allowed to be different from others. I want to follow my own 
way—but I want it to be a way recognisably my own, and not 
zig-zag. And I want people to recognise it: I want them to say, 
‘How characteristic!’ 19

Yet at the same time he confessed that certain interpretations of 
science roused in him a fear that undermined his confidence:

This is where the fulcrum of our fears lies: that man as a spe-
cies and we as thinking men, will be shown to be no more than 
a machinery of atoms. We pay lip service to the vital life of 
the amoeba and the cheese mite; but what we are defending is 
the human claim to have a complex of will and thoughts and 
 emotions—to have a mind. . . .

The crisis of confidence . . . springs from each man’s wish to 
be a mind and a person, in face of the nagging fear that he is a 
mechanism. The central question I ask is this: Can man be both 
a machine and a self? 20

Our Search

And so we come back to our original question; but now we clearly 
notice that it is a double question: not merely to what or to whom 

19 Bronowski, Identity of Man, 14–5.
20 Bronowski, Identity of Man, 7–9.
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does humanity as a whole owe its existence, but what is the status of 
the individual human being in relation to the race as a whole and to 
the uncountable myriads of individual phenomena that go to make 
up the universe? Or, we might ask it another way: what is our sig-
nificance within the reality in which we find ourselves? This is the 
ultimate question hanging over every one of our lives, whether we 
seek answers or we don’t. The answers we have for it will affect our 
thinking in every significant area of life.

These, then, are not merely academic questions irrelevant to 
prac tical living. They lie at the heart of life itself; and naturally in 
the course of the centuries notable answers to them have been given, 
many of which are held still today around the world.

If we are to try to understand something of the seriously held 
views of our fellow human beings, we must try to understand their 
views and the reasons for which they hold them. But just here we 
must sound a warning that will be necessary to repeat again in the 
course of these books: those who start out seriously enquiring for 
truth will find that at however lowly a level they start, they will not be 
logically able to resist asking what the Ultimate Truth about every-
thing is!

In the spirit of truthfulness and honesty, then, let us say directly 
that we, the authors of this book, are Christians. We do not pretend 
to be indifferent guides; we commend to you wholeheartedly the an-
swers we have discovered and will tell you why we think the claims 
of the Christian gospel are valid, and the help it offers real. This does 
not, however, preclude the possibility of our approaching other views 
in a spirit of honesty and fairness. We hope that those who do not 
share our views will approach them in the same spirit. We can ask 
nothing more as we set out together on this quest—in search of real-
ity and significance.

OUR AIM

Our small contribution to this quest is set out in the 6 volumes of 
this series. In this, the fifth book in the series, we consider evidence 
for the claims of the Christian gospel. We first compare some of the 
answers that the world’s major religions provide and ask whether, as 
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is commonly thought, all religions are leading to the same goal. We 
then consider the question of the historicity of the New Testament, 
including external sources that refer to its key events, as well as the 
accuracy of its own documents. We then turn to Jesus Christ and the 
question of whether he was a real figure in history or only a product 
of religious myth supported by literary fiction. We then consider the 
idea that Christ came back from the dead and whether anyone should 
believe in that, or in any other, miracle in our day. And, finally, we 
consider the specific evidence for the resurrection of Christ, that mir-
acle upon which the truth of Christianity rests and in which both the 
hope and the judgement of the world are promised.
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INTRODUCTION

More or less religion?

When anyone appears to claim that religion is the remedy for the hu-
man race’s faults and failings, and the cure for the moral confusion, 
cynicism and nihilism from which the world suffers, the claim, to 
many people, must seem, to say the least, problematical, if not alto-
gether incredible. Look at the history of religions, they say. Religion 
has been the cause of endless wars, misery and bloodshed. And is it 
not the clash of world religions that at this present moment is foment-
ing international strife and terrorism? The fact is that Christendom 
in the Crusades raised its armies and slaughtered Muslims, Turks 
and Jews in disputes over sacred lands and sites. Catholicism in the 
auto-da-fés of Spain tortured and burned both Jews and Protestants; 
and Protestants in their turn in other countries fought Catholic ar-
mies and executed Catholic ‘heretics’. Hindus and Muslims still fight 
each other over the possession of holy sites. And does not the dispute 
over possession of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem still threaten world 
peace? To all of which we could add that in the twentieth century sec-
ular ideologies of both the East and West were pursued and enforced 
with all the absolutism of virtual religious and messianic zeal—with 
the result that large economies were ruined and multimillions died. 
Surely, say many, we need less religion, not more.

Others are not so sure. They have experienced the barren in-
ability of atheism, naturalism and secularism to provide either a 
firm basis, or an adequate motivation, for private and public moral-
ity. Instinctively they feel that religion, with its spiritual dimension, 
could provide that basis, and stimulate sufficiently strong faith, hope 
and courage, to achieve private and public unselfishness, altruism, 
and morality necessary for the cohesion of both family and society. 
At least religion could do this, they feel, if (but it’s a very big if) all 
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 religions could be persuaded to stop fighting each other, and work 
together for the common good.

So far so good; and in the light of Christ’s prohibition on the use 
of force either to defend or to promote his kingdom and truth (see 
John 18:36–37), all Christians will blush with shame at the thought 
of people in the name of Christ waging war on other religions and 
trying to impose the Christian gospel by force of any kind.1

A common argument for mutual tolerance

But now there enters another argument, and it goes like this:

1. It has been the stressing of differences between the various 
religions that has been, and still is, responsible for stirring 
up animosity and hatred between people of different faiths.

2. Such stressing of the differences between religions is foolish, 
since all religions are essentially aiming at the same goal. 
They may be following different paths; but they are paths 
up the same mountain, and they are all aiming at, and will 
eventually arrive at, the same summit.

3. The duty of all religions and religious people, therefore, is 
to agree to, and to preach, the fact that they all lead to the 
same God, that all aim at the same goal, and that their dif-
ferences are minimally important. Thus all can, and should, 
work together for the common good.

This triple argument is undoubtedly attractive; but its cogency de-
pends on the truth or otherwise of the three assumptions it makes:

1. that the chief goal at which all religions aim is to get people 
to behave well towards one another;

2. that all religions would agree that this is their chief goal; and
3. that all religions would accept that their distinctive doc-

trines and beliefs are minimally important.

Assumption 1 gains plausibility because teaching people to ob-
serve a moral code is precisely what all mature religions set out to do; 

1 For a fuller discussion of Christ’s prohibition, see Ch. 8—‘Truth on Trial’ in Book 3: Ques-
tioning Our Knowledge.
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and all these moral codes have a good deal in common, e.g. kindness 
to little children and to the elderly, almsgiving to the poor, care for 
orphans and for the sick, respect for one’s fellow human beings, hon-
esty in commerce, truth-telling, unselfishness, good citizenship, etc.

Even so, one would have to remember that not all religions have 
been, or are, particularly concerned with morality. The ancient clas-
sical religions of Greece and Rome worshipped gods and goddesses 
who were represented in their myths as behaving far more immor-
ally than the people who worshipped them. Serious ethical teaching 
in the ancient classical world was the province, not of religion, but of 
philosophy.

Similarly, ancestor or spirit worship, which is still widely prac-
tised even among scientifically and technologically advanced nations, 
is not solely (or even, perhaps, chiefly) concerned with showing loving 
respect to the memory of one’s departed relatives, but also in great part 
with cajoling their spirits by the appropriate rites to stay in the spirit 
world and not to cause trouble by returning and haunting the homes 
of their living descendants. Or again, in some places, sacrifices and of-
ferings are made to the gods (as we have ourselves witnessed) in order 
to persuade them to grant success in the football lottery, or to bribe 
them to favour oneself and be against one’s business competitors.

But let’s leave this aside, and return to the observation that ma-
ture religions are seriously concerned with teaching and encourag-
ing people to behave well towards one another. But what follows from 
that?

Assumption 2 supposes that all these mature religions would 
agree that their main purpose is to encourage people to treat each 
other well and to do their duty to society. But the assumption is not 
true. The religions themselves would not agree with it; and they have 
a right not to. Religion is not simply moral philosophy. Though true 
religion is concerned, as the Christian New Testament puts it, ‘to visit 
orphans and widows in their affliction’ (Jas 1:27), there’s more to re-
ligion than that. Religion’s prime concern is with God, or the gods, 
and with the human race’s right relations with him, or them. An athe-
ist can be seriously and sincerely concerned to live and work for the 
good of his fellow-citizens; and most atheists, we presume, are. But 
an atheist’s attitude to God is seriously astray. Let’s use an analogy to 
illustrate the point.
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In centuries gone by, the seas of the world were sailed by many 
pirate ships. In some of those ships the pirates doubtless behaved very 
well towards one another and had rigorous and well-kept rules to en-
sure that the booty they captured was fairly shared out. In that sense 
they may well have been satisfied with the standard of morality they 
had achieved. But that would have overlooked the fundamental fact 
that they were pirates in rebellion against the lawful government on 
land! If that government had caught them, their excellent moral behav-
iour towards one another would not have saved them from hanging.

If there is a supreme being, a Creator to whom we owe our very 
life and breath, our first duty is to him, to ‘love him with all our heart, 
soul and strength’ as Judaism’s Bible puts it (see Deut 6:5), and then 

secondly, to ‘love your neighbour as your-
self ’ (Lev 19:18). The second commandment 
is closely entailed by the first, so much so that 
the New Testament argues: ‘If anyone says, “I 
love God”, and hates his brother, he is a liar; for 
he who does not love his brother whom he has 
seen cannot love God whom he has not seen’ 
(1 John 4:20). But that does not mean that so 
long as I have treated my brother well, it does 
not matter if I have ignored God, rejected his 
authority, refused him my love, obedience and 

loyalty, and denied his very existence. And if I have treated God so, 
when he finally calls me to account, it will be no excuse to plead that 
nevertheless I have behaved well to my fellow human beings.

Assumption 3—that all religions would be prepared to accept that 
their distinctive doctrines and beliefs are minimally important—is 
offensive to their adherents’ intelligence and integrity. In addition, it 
borders on the absurd. Without its distinctive doctrines and beliefs a 
religion would cease to exist as a religion. Moreover, people must be 
free honestly to publicise what they sincerely believe to be true, pro-
vided always they do it by peaceful means; and both truth and logic 
demand that they should be free to assert that what contradicts the 
truth is not true. No religion is going to accept that its doctrines are 
merely a form of pragmatism in which it does not matter in the end 
whether they are true or not.

By that same token, no religion has the right to take offence, if 

If there is a supreme 
being, a Creator to 
whom we owe our very 
life and breath, our first 
duty is to him, to ‘love 
him with all our heart, 
soul and strength’ . . .
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others question the truth of its beliefs. Religions that use the power 
of the State to forbid anyone publicly to question the truth of their 
doctrines, merely advertises thereby the weakness of those doctrines. 
Such questioning by no means calls into doubt the sincerity of those 
who believe those doctrines; but in no other department of life would 
any responsible person be content to take sincerity as a guarantee 
of either truth or safety. All forms of medical practice, for instance, 
have by definition the same goal, namely the healing of the sick. But 
not all medicines are equally potent or equally safe. Some are poi-
son. We should not be wise to swallow the contents of a bottle indis-
criminately simply because the label bore the word ‘medicine’. We all 
believe in the objectivity of truth where medicine is concerned. In 
the same way we cannot afford to assume that a religion is true just 
because it labels itself ‘a religion’.

The facts

Our task now, then, is to answer honestly the question that stands at 
the head of this chapter: ‘Do all religions lead to the same goal?’ For 
that purpose we shall consider five major religions: Hinduism, Bud-
dhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. We shall consider what they 
believe and teach concerning matters that are necessarily fundamen-
tal to any and all religions.2

WHAT THE MAJOR RELIGIONS MEAN BY ‘GOD’

Hindu religion

We have considered the views of Hindu philosophy on this topic in an 
earlier book in this series.3 Here we consider Hindu religion.

It is claimed by some that original Hindu religion was monothe-
istic. Certainly popular Hinduism still believes in a supreme Being 

2 We are, of course, aware that there are many other religions in the world; but a survey of them 
all would be impossible in this chapter, and would, in any case, simply demonstrate the same 
point: that world religions disagree over fundamental issues. Students, however, should check 
for themselves the accuracy of our account by reference to detailed studies and encyclopaedias.
3 See Ch. 1—‘Indian Pantheistic Monism’, Book 2: Finding Ultimate Reality.
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called Brahman, who (or which) is largely unknowable. But alongside 
of that, Hindus believe in literally thousands of gods and goddesses, 
the elephant god, Ganesha, included; and these they tend to worship 
rather than Brahman. There are abundant temples to all the other gods 
and goddesses; temples to Brahman, however, are rare, or non- existent. 
Of course, any one person cannot worship all these deities; people con-
centrate on one or more to whom they are specially devoted.

Popular Hindu religion, like philosophical Hinduism, also holds 
the doctrine of pantheism, that everyone and everything is identical 
with God.4 The doctrine runs into enormous difficulties, as we see in 
the following statement by Sri Ramakrishna:

God alone is, and it is He who has become this universe . . . ‘As 
the snake I bite, as the healer I cure.’ God is the ignorant man 
and God is the enlightened man. God as the ignorant man re-
mains deluded. Again He as the guru gives enlightenment to 
God in the ignorant.5

Ravi Zacharias well brings out the implications of this doctrine 
for other religions:

The question arises, then, that when Buddha rejected the Ve-
das [the sacred Scriptures of Hinduism] was he God in igno-
rance or God in enlightenment? When Mohammed posited 
monotheism and the way of submission to Allah, was he God 
in ignorance or God in enlightenment? So runs the sequence of 
questions when all that exists is God.6

The doctrine also inevitably carries the implication that evil, as 
well as good, is God. Judaism, Christianity and Islam recoil in hor-
ror from this.

Buddhism

Original Buddhism split from Hinduism. Strictly speaking it is not a 
religion: it does not concern itself, or necessarily believe in, any god 

4 See the discussions of pantheism in Chs. 1 and 2 in Book 2: Finding Ultimate Reality.
5 Isherwood, Vedanta for Modern Man, 222.
6 Jesus Among Other Gods, 162.
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at all. It is a philosophy which offers its adherents a body of doctrine 
(The Three Pitakas) and a set of psychological disciplines calculated to 
deliver them from the tyranny of desire and to lead them into a way 
of life increasingly free from turmoil, stress and fear, and also into 
peaceful relations with their fellow men and women.

Mahayana (or, Popular) Buddhism. This form of Buddhism, of 
which there are many varieties, is much influenced by Hinduism, 
and in consequence believes in multitudinous deities.

Judaism, Christianity and Islam

Positively believing in God, they must, and do, consider original 
Buddhism’s disregard (or denial) of God’s existence as a form of the 
human race’s fundamental sin. Being also monotheistic, Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam will never agree with Hinduism’s and Ma-
hayana Buddhism’s worship of thousands of gods. They hold that it 
is a grave sin thus to compromise the oneness of the One True God.

WHAT THE MAJOR RELIGIONS TEACH 
ABOUT THE MATERIAL WORLD

Mainline Judaism, Christianity and Islam

All three believe that the material creation as it left the hand of the 
Creator was good, and that our material bodies are likewise essen-
tially good, designed and created by the deliberate intention of the 
One True God himself. Though spoiled by sin and subject to corrup-
tion and death, they will one day be resurrected and glorified.

Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism

These two religions teach the very opposite. They teach that the mate-
rial world and our material bodies were not the direct creation of the 
supreme deity, though they emanated from It (or, Him). They were 
the creation of some lesser deity, or some lesser form of the supreme 
deity; and matter is undesirable, if not positively evil. Accordingly the 
human race’s wisdom is to escape as far as possible from the taint of 
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their material bodies and to strive on an upward path of spirituality 
until they are finally free from matter altogether, attain moksha, enter 
nirvana, and becomes one with the pure World-Soul.

All three monotheistic faiths regard this devaluation of the hu-
man body as a virtual insult to the Creator. Christianity holds also 
that it is utterly irreconcilable with the incarnation of the Son of God 
in a human body, his bodily resurrection and ascension into heaven, 
the eventual resurrection and glorification of the bodies of his peo-
ple, and the redemption and restoration of the whole creation.

Already, then, it is obvious that we are dealing here, not with mi-
nor differences but with two fundamentally irreconcilable worldviews.

WHAT ANSWER DO THE MAJOR RELIGIONS 
HAVE TO THE PROBLEM OF GUILT?

The problem stated

It is true, as we have already noticed, that when it comes to the ba-
sic principles of morality, all mature religions teach more or less the 
same. Compare, for instance, the Five Precepts of Buddhism with 
the Ten Commandments of Judaism. In a word, all religions teach 
us that we ought to be good. Our human predicament, however, is 
that we have not been good. We have sinned against God, broken his 
laws, and incurred their penalties. We have sinned against our fel-
low men and women, and have done them damage. We have sinned 
against ourselves; and if we are indeed God’s creatures, then to sin 
against our fellow creatures and against ourselves is also a grievous 
sin against the Creator.

The result is—whether our consciences are still working and reg-
ister our guilt, or whether they have ceased to function, and so fail to 
register it—we are, in objective fact, guilty. If we are to have soundly 
based peace with our Creator, we need release from our guilt. Thus 
any religion worthy of the name must have some answer to this prob-
lem of guilt.

But how? It is clearly no use telling men and women that their 
past sin and guilt do not matter and can conveniently be forgotten. 
For in the end that would mean that the people against whom they 



DO ALL RELIGIONS LEAD TO THE SAME GOAL?

51

have sinned do not matter, the damage they have done doesn’t mat-
ter, and that conscience is a mere mental weakness that can be sup-
pressed with impunity. God will never take that view.

Nor can there be any thought of our somehow compensating 
God for our sins. If we could do our duty perfectly, love and serve 
God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength, we should still have 
nothing left over to compensate God with.

Every man and woman urgently needs, therefore, a solution to 
this problem that can uphold their own moral standards and their 
sense of justice, as well as—and above all—God’s standards, and yet 
at the same time bring them forgiveness and justly release them from 
the chains of past guilt. What do the major religions say?

The doctrine of karma, reincarnation  
and the transmigration of souls

The way of dealing with guilt propounded by eastern pantheistic reli-
gions such as Hinduism and Buddhism is the doctrine of karma. This 
teaching maintains that every evil deed or sin a person does brings 
an inevitable amount of deserved suffering upon him or her. It is the 
principle of ‘what you sow, you reap’. Moreover, the suffering cannot 
end until the full amount of it, determined by the law of karma, has 
been endured, or paid off, in some way.

In this context the idea of forgiveness is irrelevant. Indeed it makes 
no sense; and in consequence, in some forms of Buddhism there is no 
such thing as forgiveness. The law of karma is thought of as an imper-
sonal principle, like, say, the law of gravity. Sin, therefore, is not like 
sin against the law of a personal Creator God, who of his mercy can 
forgive the guilt of sin. The impersonal law of karma dictates that the 
only way a man can be freed from the consequence of his sin is him-
self to suffer the necessary amount of suffering deserved by his sin. 
He can expect no outside help. ‘No one can purify another.’ 7

The law of karma goes on to say that when a man dies and his soul 
leaves his body, if by that time he has not suffered enough to satisfy 
the law of karma, his soul must come back to earth and be reincar-
nated in another human body. (The doctrine of the transmigration 

7 Zaehner, The Concise Encyclopaedia of Living Faiths, 265.



52

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

of the soul teaches that if the man in his lifetime has behaved very 
badly, his soul may be reincarnated in the body of some beast.) This 
cycle must then be repeated, if need be many times over, until the 
man has suffered enough to work off all his karma, and so can be re-
leased from having to be reincarnated ever again thereafter.

But see what this means. If a child is born disabled, the doctrine 
of reincarnation will say that this is because this child (or his soul) 
sinned in a previous incarnation and by the time it came to die, it had 
not suffered enough to work off its karma. Therefore it had to be rein-
carnated so that it could continue to suffer. No one, however, can tell 
the child what sins they were which he did in his previous incarna-
tions for which he now suffers, nor how many previous incarnations 
he has been through already and still has not suffered enough to work 
off his karma. What hope has he, therefore, that in this present incar-
nation he will not sin further and so make endless further incarna-
tions necessary? Moreover, it would not actually be helpful to try to 
alleviate the child’s sufferings, for that would cut down the amount of 
suffering that the child must go through in order to fulfil its karma.

In many eyes this is a very cruel doctrine. It carries, moreover, the 
corollary that a man who from childhood has enjoyed splendid health 
and prosperity, can, according to this doctrine, claim to have deserved 

this prosperity because he lived a better pre-
vious life than the child, even if his present 
prosperity has been secured by crooked fi-
nancial dealings. Furthermore, this doctrine 
has undoubtedly helped to buttress and to 
justify the caste system.

Judaism, Christianity and Islam, there-
fore, resolutely reject this doctrine. They 
would deny that to be born into this world is 

a penalty for having sinned in a previous incarnation. To imply any 
such thing is surely an insult to life itself and a slander on the Creator. 
When Christ encountered a man blind from birth, and was asked, 
‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ 
Jesus answered [emphatically], ‘It was not that this man sinned, or his 
parents . . .’ (John 9:1–3).

If a woman through promiscuity contracts AIDS, her newborn 
child may be infected, and as a result will suffer greatly in its short life. 

Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam deny that to be  
born into this world is a 
penalty for having sinned 
in a previous incarnation.
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In that sense, children do suffer as the result of the sins of their fore-
bears. But Judaism, Christianity and Islam will none of them say that 
this is the child’s fault because of sins it did in a previous incarnation.

THE QUESTION OF SALVATION IN THE 
THREE MONOTHEISTIC FAITHS

Our brief survey so far has demonstrated some of the fundamental 
differences between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam on the one side, 
and the other major world religions on the other. But it is no secret 
that these three monotheistic faiths disagree with each other, and do 
so over a matter that lies at their very heart. If, then, we are to under-
stand their special characteristics, we must now examine what this 
fundamental difference is.

But first let us emphasise what they have in common. To start 
with, all three are monotheistic, that is, they believe in the One True 
God; and they attribute the creation of the world and of humankind 
to him.

Christians gladly acknowledge their huge debt to Judaism. They 
accept the Old Testament—called by the Jews Tanak, an acronym 
for the Hebrew words Torah (Law), Nebi’im (Prophets), Kethubim 
 (Writings)—as the inspired word of God. The Christian New Tes-
tament, moreover, is a Jewish book; and above all, the one whom 
Christians worship as the Messiah, the Son of God, and Redeemer, 
was a Jew. Christians in fact believe that he was the one whose com-
ing the Old Testament prophets predicted.

Islam’s holy book, the Qur’an, commands Muslims to honour 
the Tawret, the Zabur and the Injil, i.e. the Pentateuch of Moses, the 
Psalms of David, and the Gospel of Jesus. (Qur’an, Sura 10. 94; 5. 44–
46; 4. 163). The Qur’an believes in the virgin birth of Jesus (Sura 3. 
45–47; 19. 16–21); accepts that Jesus is the Messiah (Sura 3. 45), is (in 
some sense) the Word of God (Sura 4. 171) and is the Spirit, or, Soul 
of God (Sura 4. 171) and believes that Jesus is now alive in heaven 
(Sura 4. 157–158).8

8 As in any comparison of religions, we must take care to understand how the adherents of one 
faith define both their own terms and those of the faith with which they are claiming to agree.
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But when it comes to the question how, and on what terms, hu-
mankind can be released from the guilt of sin and have peace with 
God, then both Judaism and Islam disagree most resolutely with 
Christianity.

The Christian doctrine of salvation

The Christian gospel presents Jesus not only as a prophet, or teacher, 
or Messiah, but as Saviour and Redeemer. The classic statement of the 
gospel runs like this:

Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to 
you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which you 
are being saved . . . that Christ died for our sins in accordance 
with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. (1 Cor 15:1–4)

According to Christianity, then, human salvation depends on 
Christ. Christ’s death on the cross was the God-appointed sacrifice 
for the sins of the world: he was ‘the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). His resurrection and ascension were 
God’s way of declaring that the sacrifice of Christ paid the penalty 
imposed on human sin by God’s justice, and that in consequence 
God can in full justice pardon and accept all those who in true re-
pentance put their faith in Jesus (Rom 3:23–28; 4:24–25). That means 
that people are forgiven and saved not by their own sufferings (as in 
Hinduism), but by the suffering of Christ on their behalf; not on the 
basis of their meritorious deeds (as in so many religions), but on the 
basis of the work of redemption that Christ accomplished for them 
by his death and resurrection (1 Pet 3:18; Titus 3:3–7; Eph 2:1–10). 
The resultant peace and confidence that this gives in view of the final 
judgment, is then expressed like this:

But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages 
to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. And just as it is ap-
pointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, so 
Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will 
appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who 
are eagerly waiting for him. (Heb 9:26–28)
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Or as the Christian Apostle Paul puts it:

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, 
Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a 
righteous person, though for a good person someone might 
possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us 
in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much 
more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him! For if, 
when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through 
the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, 
shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also 
boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we 
have now received reconciliation. (Rom  5:6–11 niv)

Islam’s doctrine of salvation

Its difference from Christianity
Islam denies the deity of the Lord Jesus. Though it regards him as 
the Messiah, as the Word and the Spirit of God, it denies that he is 
God incarnate. Moreover, though it believes that John the Baptist, the 
forerunner of Christ, was a prophet—and John, according to the New 
Testament officially announced Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world (John 1:29)—nevertheless Islam denies that 
Jesus died on the cross. At the last moment, so the Qur’an teaches, 
before he was crucified, God snatched him alive up to heaven, and 
someone else—perhaps Barabbas, or a look-alike, none can be sure 
who—was substituted for him (see Sura 4. 156–158).

Islam’s own doctrine of salvation
Islam teaches the reality of heaven (e.g. Sura 2. 59; 7. 40) and hell (e.g. 
Sura 81. 12; 82. 14–16; 83. 16; 85. 10), and urges the need for belief in 
the One True God and for the performance of good works to gain 
heaven and avoid hell. It takes seriously the final judgment, and em-
phasizes its justice:

Just balances will we set up for the day of resurrection, neither 
shall any soul be wronged in aught; though, were a work but the 
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weight of a grain of mustard seed, we would bring it forth to be 
weighed: and our reckoning will suffice. (Sura 21. 48, Rodwell 
trans.)

But Islam has no Saviour—the Prophet Muhammad never 
claimed to be one—and no atoning sacrifice on the basis of which 
God grants salvation. Hope of salvation in the end, therefore, de-
pends on a person’s good works outweighing the bad in the scales of 
God’s justice. As to forgiveness the Qur’an states:

Verily, God will not forgive the union of other gods with him-
self! But other than this will He forgive to whom He pleaseth 
(Sura 4. 48 Rodwell trans., cf. 4. 116).

But believers and doers of good works, for them is mercy, and a 
great reward! (Sura 35. 7, Rodwell trans.)

None then can be sure in advance that his good works will out-
weigh his bad deeds. And, even if they did, how could a holy God be 
content with any admixture of evil with good? If, moreover, forgive-
ness depends on God’s arbitrary decision—‘He will forgive to whom 
He pleases’ (Sura 4. 48)—no one can ever be sure in this life that he 
or she will be forgiven.

If . . . forgiveness depends on God’s arbitrary decision . . . no one 
can ever be sure in this life that he or she will be forgiven.

Judaism’s doctrine of salvation

Unlike Islam, Judaism does not deny that Jesus died on the cross; but 
it does deny his resurrection and ascension into heaven, and along 
with that it denies that by that resurrection God vindicated Jesus’ 
claim to be the Son of God. It follows that Judaism denies that Jesus 
is mankind’s Redeemer and that his death was the God-appointed 
sacrifice for the sins of the world.

This all means that Judaism nowadays has no atoning sacrifice 
for sin. In Judaism, as in Islam, final salvation depends on the quality 
of a person’s works, though again the hope has to be that in arriving 
at his verdict God will be merciful and generous.

Historically, this was not always so in Israel. According to their 
own holy Scriptures, God’s forgiveness was connected with the of-
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fering in the temple of sacrifices for sin. No serious thinkers in Israel 
imagined that the death of the animals concerned compensated God 
for their sins, or paid him—still less bribed him—to forgive their 
sins. These sacrifices were an expression and constant reminder of 
God’s justice. As the moral governor of the universe he could not 
simply agree to forget sin and create the impression that in the end 
sin does not really matter. Justice demanded that God’s wrath and 
displeasure at sin must be expressed, and the penalty of sin paid. 
Hence the sacrifices.

In the light of that, it is significant that one of Israel’s most fa-
mous prophets, who eventually foretold the coming of God’s Ser-
vant, proclaimed that God would lay on this Servant the iniquity of 
us all, and that he would be wounded for our transgressions. Thus he 
would be the real sacrifice for sin, of which Israel’s animal sacrifices 
were but foreshadowings (Isa 53).

Israel, then, continued the practice of offering sacrifices for sin 
right up to the time of Jesus. He claimed to be the fulfilment of those 
sacrifices, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. The 
majority in Israel were not convinced, and continued with their an-
imal sacrifices until in ad  70 the Romans destroyed their temple, 
the only place on earth where according to their Scriptures those 
sacrifices were allowed to be offered. Still today Orthodox Judaism 
observes the yearly Day of Atonement—Yom Kippur—and confesses 
its sins according to the Old Testament’s prescriptions. But the sacri-
fices which the Old Testament prescribed, it cannot offer; and it has 
no substitute.

But to sum up the central difference between Judaism and Islam 
on the one side and Christianity on the other: Islam denies that Jesus 
died; Judaism denies that he rose from the dead. But these are mat-
ters of history, and it is to history that we now turn.
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THE HISTORICAL NATURE  
OF THE CHRISTIAN GOSPEL

A reader of the New Testament will almost immediately be struck 
with its strong historical tones. For example, the author of the Third 
Gospel, Luke, gives us this introduction to his work:

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that 
have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to 
us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants 
of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully 
investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to 
write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so 
that you may know the certainty of the things you have been 
taught. (Luke 1:1–4 niv)

So Luke claims to be writing about events that happened over 
a period of time, the report of which was traceable back to eyewit-
nesses. He also claims that he had personally conducted his own re-
search in order to prepare an orderly account for a highly-positioned 
Roman called Theophilus, with the object of showing him the cer-
tainty of these events.

It, therefore, belongs to his objectives to anchor his account of 
the life of Christ firmly in its setting in contemporary history. So he 
starts his account proper with the statement: ‘In the time of Herod 
king of Judaea’ (1:5 niv). He dates the events surrounding the birth 
of Christ in more detail: ‘In those days Caesar Augustus issued a de-
cree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This 
was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor 
of Syria)’ (2:1 niv). When he comes to the start of the public life of 
Christ he gives even more dating information:

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pon-
tius Pilate was governor of Judaea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, 
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his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysan-
ias tetrarch of Abilene—during the high priesthood of Annas 
and Caiaphas . . . (3:1–2 niv)

This kind of detail and method of dating is characteristic of se-
rious ancient historians who wish to mark important events. Luke 
does not content himself with the ‘sometime, somewhere’ of mythol-
ogy; he pins down the event accurately to its historical context with 
checkable information, which shows his readers that he intends them 
to take what he is recounting as serious history.

Luke’s credibility as a historian is a separate issue, which we shall 
discuss later. At the moment we wish simply to stress that the New 

Testament claims to be firmly anchored in 
history. This shows that the Christian mes-
sage does not, like mathematics or philoso-
phy, consist simply of a set of timeless ideas 
and truths, where the important thing is their 
content, and not so much when, or where, or 
by whom, they were first enunciated. Nor is 
it a set of religious ideas like Buddhism, in 
which it is the teaching that is important, not 
so much the person who gave it. The Chris-
tian gospel is based on the historical person 
of Jesus Christ and on the historical events 
surrounding him. If you remove the person 
of Jesus Christ from the Christian gospel, 

you have destroyed it. Its truths are primarily truths about him—his 
life and teaching about himself, his death, his resurrection and ascen-
sion; in the first place these are facts of history, though the message 
they convey is spiritual and everlasting.

Two samples of early Christian preaching

From its very beginning Christian preaching was marked by its con-
stant emphasis on these major themes. We see that in the very first 
public statement of the Christian gospel, given by Peter in Jerusalem 
on the day of Pentecost, a mere fifty days after the resurrection of 
Christ (Acts 2). Again and again we find these same statements recur-

The Christian message 
does not, like mathematics 
or philosophy, consist 
simply of a set of timeless 
ideas and truths, where 
the important thing is  
their content, and not so  
much when, or where, 
or by whom, they were 
first enunciated.
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ring in the examples of early Christian preaching given in the Acts of 
the Apostles. Here, as a sample, is part of the speech the Apostle Paul 
made in the synagogue at Antioch of Pisidia:

After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the rulers of 
the synagogue sent a message to them, saying, ‘Brothers, if you 
have any word of encouragement for the people, say it.’ So Paul 
stood up, and motioning with his hand said:

‘Men of Israel and you who fear God, listen. The God of this 
people Israel chose our fathers and made the people great dur-
ing their stay in the land of Egypt, and with uplifted arm he led 
them out of it. And for about forty years he put up with them in 
the wilderness. And after destroying seven nations in the land 
of Canaan, he gave them their land as an inheritance. All this 
took about 450 years. And after that he gave them judges until 
Samuel the prophet. Then they asked for a king, and God gave 
them Saul the son of Kish, a man of the tribe of Benjamin, for 
forty years. And when he had removed him, he raised up David 
to be their king, of whom he testified and said, “I have found in 
David the son of Jesse, a man after my heart, who will do all my 
will.” Of this man’s offspring God has brought to Israel a Sav-
iour, Jesus, as he promised. Before his coming, John had pro-
claimed a baptism of repentance to all the people of Israel. And 
as John was finishing his course, he said, “Who do you suppose 
that I am? I am not he. No, but behold, after me one is coming, 
the sandals of whose feet I am not worthy to untie.”

‘Brothers, sons of the family of Abraham, and those among 
you who fear God, to us has been sent the message of this salva-
tion. For those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers, because 
they did not recognize him nor understand the utterances of 
the prophets, which are read every Sabbath, fulfilled them by 
condemning him. And though they found in him no guilt wor-
thy of death, they asked Pilate to have him executed. And when 
they had carried out all that was written of him, they took him 
down from the tree and laid him in a tomb. But God raised him 
from the dead, and for many days he appeared to those who 
had come up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now 
his witnesses to the people. And we bring you the good news 
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that what God promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to 
us their children by raising Jesus, as also it is written in the sec-
ond Psalm, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you.” And 
as for the fact that he raised him from the dead, no more to re-
turn to corruption, he has spoken in this way, “I will give you 
the holy and sure blessings of David.” Therefore he says also in 
another psalm, “You will not let your Holy One see corruption.” 
For David, after he had served the purpose of God in his own 
generation, fell asleep and was laid with his fathers and saw cor-
ruption, but he whom God raised up did not see corruption. Let 
it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through this man 
forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, and by him everyone 
who believes is freed from everything from which you could 
not be freed by the law of Moses. Beware, therefore, lest what 
is said in the Prophets should come about: “Look, you scoffers, 
be astounded and perish; for I am doing a work in your days, a 
work that you will not believe, even if one tells it to you.”’

As they went out, the people begged that these things might 
be told them the next Sabbath. (Acts 13:15–42)

This passage gives us a fascinating glimpse into what the early 
Christians preached. Let us list the elements.

1. Paul gives a summary of Israel’s history, from its inception 
to the time of King David.

2. Jesus is introduced as a historical descendant of David, 
whose unique divine character was announced to Israel by 
the historical person known as John the Baptist.

3. In spite of that, Jesus was rejected by the leaders in Jerusa-
lem and executed (by crucifixion) by the historical Roman 
procurator Pilate.

4. Jesus was buried.
5. But Jesus rose from the dead and was seen alive by eyewit-

nesses over a lengthy period of time.
6. All this happened in precise fulfilment of what the Hebrew 

prophets had predicted.
7. On the basis of these facts, forgiveness of sins is offered to 

all, through faith in Jesus as Saviour.
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The constant emphasis on the historical dimension is unmistak-
able.

Or take another famous summary of the Christian gospel, again 
from the pen of the Apostle Paul:

Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to 
you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which you 
are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—
unless you believed in vain.

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also re-
ceived: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scrip-
tures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in 
accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, 
then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred 
brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some 
have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the 
apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to 
me. For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an 
apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. (1 Cor 15:1–9)

Here Paul is writing mainly to non-Jews, and so we do not have 
any mention of the history of Israel; but we once more see the same 
strong historical assertions as before:

1. Christ died for our sins.
2. He was buried.
3. He rose the third day.
4. This all fulfils the Hebrew prophetic Scriptures.
5. There are many witnesses who saw Jesus alive after his 

resurrection.
6. Most of these witnesses are themselves still alive (and, 

therefore, are accessible for questioning).
7. Paul is one of the witnesses, who, far from being prejudiced 

in favour of Christ, started off completely hostile to the 
Christian church.

Of course, what claims to be historical is open to historical crit-
icism, and so we must presently attend to the matter of historical 
method.
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THE RELIABILITY OF THE HISTORICAL SOURCES

Historical method

History and natural science are two very different disciplines. 
Whereas one of the fundamental tools in the natural sciences is re-
peatable experimentation, history by definition deals with unrepeat-
able past events. The battle of Waterloo cannot be re-run, in order for 
us to observe what really happened! Therefore, the historian is more 
like a lawyer than a natural scientist, in that he or she must rely on 
evidence from historical sources, determine how reliable and authen-
tic those sources are, and then make as reasonable an inference as 
possible to the best coherent explanation of the evidence.

Historians will want to ask a number of questions, including the 
following:

1. What is the evidence that the things claimed in the New 
Testament actually happened?

2. What are the sources for the information contained in the 
New Testament?

3. How near in time are the sources to those events?
4. How near in time to the events were the accounts written?
5. How reliable is the documentary evidence?
6. What archaeological, and what independent contemporary 

historical, evidence is there?

The earliest datable written sources

Perhaps the first important thing to notice is that the order in which 
the books appear in the New Testament is not chronological. The first 
four books, the Gospels, which are biographies of Jesus, were written 
after almost all of the letters of Paul. Paul’s letters, which take up more 
than half of the New Testament, date from the late 40s ad onwards, 
most of them appearing during the 50s.

For many years, the standard dating for the Gospels was, Mark 
in the 70s, Matthew and Luke in the 80s, and John in the 90s; al-
though there were arguments for placing John earlier. Some will dis-
agree, but the scholarly consensus has moved towards earlier dates 
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for all of the Gospels, and it is quite probable that all but John were 
written before ad 70.

The book of Acts ends with Paul under house arrest in Rome, 
so we do not learn his fate (execution by Nero, in ad 62) from the 
book of Acts. This strongly suggests that Acts was written before Paul 
died—hence before 62.

Thus, most of the New Testament was written within the lifetime 
of many eyewitnesses of the events; and it was from the reports of 
these eyewitnesses that the New Testament writ-
ers compiled their records. This also means that 
the New Testament was written at a time when 
any hostile eyewitnesses could easily have ob-
jected to inaccurate reporting, or to the overlay-
ing of the historical facts with legendary material.

It is useful at this point to have some kind of 
comparison with other historical documents. For 
example, the two earliest biographies of Alexan-
der the Great, by Arrian and Plutarch, were written more than 400 
years after Alexander’s death in 323 bc; yet historians consider them 
to be generally reliable. Interestingly, legendary material did begin 
to develop around the story of Alexander, but not until the centu-
ries after Arrian and Plutarch. Thus, the amount of time between 
the events depicted in the Gospels and Acts, and their being written 
down, is practically negligible by comparison; so that the question of 
legendary additions is essentially a non-starter.

However, for the earliest information, we turn first to Paul and 
ask if there are indications that even earlier sources were available for 
use by him. The answer is clearly in the affirmative, since Paul incor-
porates in his writings some very early creeds, which go back to the 
very beginning of the Church.

The most important of these creeds is probably the one cited 
just above, from 1 Corinthians 15, which was written by Paul about 
ad  55. Consider its historical significance. Paul’s conversion took 
place about ad 32. Immediately after his conversion he went to Da-
mascus and met with Ananias and some other Christian disciples; 
his first meeting with the apostles would have been about ad 35 in 
Jerusalem. In ad 55, after preaching the Christian gospel himself in 
Asia and in Europe, he then wrote down in credal form what he had 

Most of the New 
Testament was written 

within the lifetime of 
many eyewitnesses 

of the events.
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been preaching for the last 20 years. When we look at his writing, 
we find it contains the same major themes as the very first sermon 
preached by Peter on the day of Pentecost.

This extremely short time-gap between the events and the 
sources reporting them refutes the all-too-common notion, that the 
resurrection of Jesus was a legendary concept added in later centu-
ries to enhance his status among his followers.

The Roman historian, A. N. Sherwin-White, who has studied the 
way in which myth and legend get added to history in the ancient 
world, concludes:

Herodotus enables us to test the tempo of myth-making, and 
the tests suggest that even two generations are too short a span 
to allow the mythical tendency to prevail over the hard historic 
core of the oral tradition.1

Luke’s credibility as a historian: the confirmation of archaeology

Historical and archaeological research has confirmed Luke’s status as 
a historian again and again. For example, we quoted above his dating 
of the beginning of Christ’s public life as occurring when Lysanias 
was tetrarch of Abilene (Luke 3:1). For a long time this was cited as 
evidence that Luke could not be taken seriously as a historian, since 
it was said to be common knowledge that Lysanias was not a tetrarch, 
but the ruler of Chalcis half a century earlier. Then, an inscription 
was found from the time of Tiberius (ad 14–37), naming a Lysanias 
as tetrarch in Abila near Damascus—precisely as Luke had said!

Similarly, Luke was thought by critics to be mistaken, when he 
refers in his history of the early Christian church, the book of Acts, to 
city officials in Thessalonica as ‘politarchs’ (Acts 17:6), since there was 
no evidence from other contemporary Roman documents that such 
a term was used. Yet subsequently, archaeologists have found over 35 
inscriptions referring to politarchs, some of them in Thessalonica, 
dating from the very same period to which Luke was referring.

An earlier generation of scholars felt that the mention of non- 
Jewish ‘God-fearers’ in the book of Acts (see, e.g. Acts 17:17) showed 

1 Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, 190.
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that Luke could not be taken as a serious historian, since the existence 
of such a category of Gentiles was doubtful. However, the ancient 
historian, Irina Levinskaya, of the Russian Academy of Sciences and 
St Petersburg University, impressively demonstrates in her book,2 
that Luke’s account has been vindicated by archaeological research. 
Inscriptions have been found, indicating the existence of precisely 
such a class of Gentiles. They are, in fact, listed on one Greek inscrip-
tion from Aphrodisias, under a separate heading from the members 
of the Jewish community. She writes:

The importance of this inscription for the historical controversy 
about Gentile sympathisers with Judaism lies in the fact that, 
once and for all, it has tipped the balance and shifted the onus 
of proof from those who believe in the existence of Luke’s God-
fearers to those who have either denied or had doubts about it.3

The eminent historian Sir William Ramsay spent over twenty 
years’ archaeological research in the areas about which Luke wrote, 
and showed that, in his references to thirty-two countries, fifty-four 
cities and nine islands, Luke made no mistakes.4

In his magisterial work Colin Hemer details many areas in which 
Luke displays very accurate knowledge.5 We can give only a very few 
examples:

1. Acts 13:7 shows Cyprus correctly as a proconsular (senator-
ial) province at the time, with the proconsul resident at 
Paphos;

2. 14:11 shows correctly that Lycaonian was (unusually) spoken 
in Lystra, at the time;

3. 14:12 reflects local interest in, and concepts of, the gods Zeus 
and Hermes;

4. 16:12: Philippi is correctly identified as a Roman colony, and 
its seaport is correctly named Neapolis;

5. 16:14: Thyatira is identified as a centre of dyeing, confirmed 
by at least seven inscriptions in the city;

2 The Book of Acts in its First Century Setting, 5:51–82.
3 The Book of Acts in its First Century Setting, 80.
4 St. Paul the Traveller and the Roman Citizen.
5 The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History, 107–155.
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6. 17:1 rightly shows Amphipolis and Apollonia as stations on 
the Egnatian Way from Philippi to Thessalonica;

7. 17:16–18 shows accurate knowledge of Athens: its abun-
dance of idols, its interest in philosophical debate, and its 
Stoic and Epicurean philosophers and their teachings;

8.  chs. 27–28 show detailed accurate knowledge of the geogra-
phy and navigational details of the voyage to Rome.

All this accurately recorded detail, and much more besides, sup-
ports Roman historian A. N. Sherwin-White’s verdict: ‘For Acts the 
confirmation of historicity is overwhelming . . . any attempt to reject 
its basic historicity even in matters of detail must now appear ab-
surd.’ 6 Thus Luke has proved to be a first-rate historian, and we have 
no reason to doubt his record.

The accuracy of oral tradition upon which the Gospels depend

Jesus wrote nothing himself so that it was left to his followers to pro-
vide us with records of what he said and did. This is felt by some to be 
a weakness in the evidence for the authenticity of the New Testament 
documents. This reaction betrays the fact that most of us today live 
in cultures where oral tradition does not play a significant role and 
memorising is not part of everyday scholarly life.

In New Testament times it was very different. Historical research 
has established that oral tradition played an important part in many 
ancient societies, including Israel; and was therefore preserved with 
astonishing accuracy. Some rabbis were famed for having memo-
rised all of the Old Testament, which is very much bigger than the 
New Testament; and so there really is no difficulty in believing that 
Jesus’ disciples were capable of memorising the teaching of Jesus and 
passing it on accurately.

Oral tradition often passed direct from grandfather to grandson, 
thus spanning the generations accurately and rapidly. Being often re-
told at any given time in history, it was constantly subject to checking 
by knowledgeable and critical audiences—much in the same way as 
children often insist we tell them a story again, in exactly the same 

6 Roman Society, 189.
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words as we told it before; and, as most parents know, they will notice 
at once if we make any alterations.

Now if you (at some point in the future) tell your grandson some-
thing you clearly recall your grandfather saying, you will find that it 
is very easy to bridge more than 120 years! Many of us who are al-
ready older have total vivid recall of important events and conversa-
tions of forty years ago.

Moreover, it is conceivable—even probable—that some of Christ’s 
disciples made written notes of his teaching as he gave it; just as many 
students in the schools of the first two centuries ad made notes of 
what their lecturers said. Matthew, the author of the first Gospel, was 
a former tax collector; such people in the ancient world are known to 
have been accustomed to taking notes and keeping records. It is quite 
possible, therefore, that Matthew did what we know that first century 
authors did: he used his notes in order to produce the final version of 
his Gospel.7

The accuracy and consistency of the Four Gospels

It is often alleged that the Four Gospels, with their distinctive ac-
counts of the life, death and resurrection of Christ, cannot be re-
garded as historical, since they contain contradictory material. There 
are a number of aspects to this question.

The first is that, if each of the Gospels simply repeated word 
for word what the other said, then the charge would be made that 
the writers had simply conspired among themselves to produce one 
common testimony instead of four. That charge would certainly in-
validate them as independent witnesses and make us suspicious as to 
why four accounts were necessary.

If, indeed, the Gospels are largely independent works, written 
by four different people from four different points of view, to give 
us a rounded and comprehensive account, then it is highly likely 
there will appear in them what, at least at first sight, appear to us as 
discrepancies in the accounts. We have already seen that the writer, 
Luke, has again and again been proved right where critics formerly 

7 See Millard, Reading and Writing in the Time of Jesus. See also Powers, The Progressive Pub-
lication of Matthew.



72

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

thought him wrong, because they did not have adequate knowledge. 
So we ought at least to be cautious before we automatically assume 
that an apparent discrepancy between the accounts invalidates them.

For example, Craig Blomberg, an authority on the Gospels, 
points out that some of the differences can be accounted for by the 
fact that studies of cultures with oral traditions have shown that 
‘there was freedom to vary how much of the story was told on any 
given  occasion—what was included, what was left out, what was 
para phrased, what was explained, and so forth.’ 8 Blomberg goes on 
to say that, if we make allowance for this, ‘the Gospels are extremely 
consistent with each other by ancient standards, which are the only 
standards by which it’s fair to judge them.’ 9

As an example of this kind of thing, we find Matthew saying 
about a certain incident that a certain centurion came to ask Jesus 
to heal his servant; whereas Luke says that the centurion sent the 
elders to ask Jesus (Matt 8:5). For the people of the time there is no 
contradiction here, since it was acceptable, common practice that ac-
tions were often attributed to people in authority, even if those ac-
tions were actually carried out by their subordinates. Indeed, the 
same occurs today. We all know that when a news report says ‘The 
president said today . . .’, it may well be that the speech was written 
by a speechwriter, given by a press secretary, and simply checked by 
the president.10

EVIDENCES FROM NON-CHRISTIAN SOURCES

Tacitus

Tacitus (c. ad 56–c.120) is one of the most important Roman histori-
ans of the period, and is regarded as one of the more accurate ancient 
historians. In his account of the Great Fire of Rome, he refers to the 
fact that the emperor Nero had been blamed for the fire, and had used 
the Christians as scapegoats:

8 Interviewed by Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ, 43.
9 The Case for Christ, 45.
10 For a fuller discussion of this passage from Matthew and the related issues, see Poythress, 
Inerrancy and the Gospels.
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Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt, 
and inflicted the most exquisite tortures, on a class hated for 
their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Chris-
tus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme 
penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our 
procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous supersti-
tion, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in 
Judea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome. . . Accord-
ingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, 
upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, 
not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against 
mankind.11

Suetonius

Suetonius (born c. ad 69), the chief secretary to the Roman emperor 
Hadrian (ad 117–138), wrote the following two important passages:

(a) ‘The Jews he expelled from Rome, since they were constantly 
in rebellion, at the instigation of Chrestus.’ 12

(b) After the great fire of Rome ‘punishments were imposed on 
the Christians—adherents of a new and dangerous superstition.’ 13

Again, we see that the texts establish the historical existence of 
Christ. The disturbances at Rome related to Christ (but, of course, 
were not directly caused by him: Suetonius was probably in no posi-
tion, and had no interest, to check out the detail). Interestingly, Sue-
tonius, in mentioning the expulsion of Jews from Rome by Claudius, 
confirms Luke’s account of the same event, in Acts 18:2.

Josephus

More evidence comes from the historian, Flavius Josephus (ad 37/38–
97), a Jewish revolutionary, who changed over his allegiance to the 
Romans. In his famous book, Antiquities of the Jews, he mentions 
how a high priest, named Ananias, took advantage of the death of the 

11 Annals, xv.44; online at Perseus, http://data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts:latinLit:phi1351 
.phi005.perseus-eng1:15.44.
12 Claudius, 25.
13 Nero, 16.
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Roman governor, Festus, in order to have James killed. Now, Ana-
nias and Festus are both mentioned in the New Testament; as also 
is James, whom Josephus describes as ‘the brother of Jesus, who was 
called Christ’;14 thus confirming the New Testament’s claim as to the 
existence of Jesus called Christ and his brother James. But Josephus’ 
most famous quotation is: ‘Now there was about this time Jesus, a 
wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man; for he was a doer of won-
derful works . . . he appeared to them alive again the third day; as the 
divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful 
things concerning him.’ 15

The consensus of Jewish and Christian scholarly opinion about 
this text is that, in general, it is authentic, although there may well 
be interpolations, possibly supplied by later Christian copyists. For 
example, there is good reason to think that the mention of Jesus is 
not an interpolation. Christians would not normally refer to him as a 
‘wise man’. On the other hand, Christians might well have added, ‘if 
it be lawful to call him a man’. In addition, the reference to Jesus in 
Antiquities xx.9, mentioned above, arguably presupposes an earlier 
reference to Jesus in the book.

Pliny

The Roman author and administrator Pliny the Younger, who was 
governor of Bithynia, in what is now northwestern Turkey, gives 
an interesting and important description of early Christian wor-
ship in his famous correspondence with his friend the emperor Tra-
jan (c. ad 112), in which he describes the trial and punishment of 
Christians:

I have asked them in person if they are Christians, and if they 
admit it, I repeat the question a second and third time, with a 
warning of the punishment awaiting them. If they persist, I or-
der them to be led away for execution; for, whatever the nature 
of their admission, I am convinced that their stubbornness and 
unshakeable obstinacy ought not to go unpunished. .  .  . They 
also declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted 

14 Antiquities, xx.9.
15 Antiquities, xviii.3.
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to no more than this: they had met regularly before dawn on a 
fixed day to chant verses [of a hymn] amongst themselves in 
honour of Christ as if to a god, and also to bind themselves by 
oath, not for any criminal purpose, but to abstain from theft, 
robbery, and adultery, to commit no breach of trust and not to 
deny a deposit when called upon to restore it. After this cere-
mony it had been their custom to disperse and reassemble later 
to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind.16

This is a striking confirmation of the New Testament claim that 
the early Christians worshipped Jesus as God, and that they were 
committed to live lives of exemplary purity. The meal referred to is 
the ‘Lord’s Supper’ or ‘Communion’, which, according to the New 
Testament, was instigated by Christ himself (see, e.g. Luke 22:7–20 
and 1 Cor 11:23–26).

Pliny’s letter also attests to the rapid spread of Christianity, not 
only geographically (he is writing from Bithynia), but also socially; 
for, elsewhere in the letter, he mentions having Christian slave-
women tortured, and having Roman citizens among the Christians 
sent to Rome for trial. It was a criminal offence for Roman governors 
to torture Roman citizens.

All this shows that Bertrand Russell was talking in sheer igno-
rance of the facts, when he wrote: ‘Historically it is quite doubtful 
whether Christ ever existed at all, and if He did we know nothing 
about Him.’ 17

THE MANUSCRIPTS OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

The number of the manuscripts

It is the fact that no original manuscripts of the New Testament sur-
vive today: all we have are copies. This leads many people to feel that, 
if all we possess is the result of a multiple-copying-process over cen-
turies, how can we have any hope today that what we read bears any 
resemblance to the original text?

16 Letters, xx.96.
17 Why I am Not a Christian, 16.
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This difficulty is generally felt by people who are not aware of 
how overwhelmingly strong the evidence for the original text of the 
New Testament actually is. First, there is the sheer number of the 
manuscripts. There are 5,664 partial or complete manuscripts of 
the New Testament in the original Greek language which have been 
cata logued; and over 9,000, in early translations into Latin, Syriac, 
Coptic, Arabic, etc. Added to this, there are 38,289 quotations of the 
New Testament by the early Church Fathers, who wrote between the 
second and fourth centuries ad. If, then, we lost all the New Testa-
ment manuscripts, from these quotations we could reconstruct the 
entire New Testament (except for eleven verses).

In order to get some idea of the significance of this manuscript 
evidence, we can compare it with the documentary evidence available 
for other ancient works of literature. Take, for example, The Annals 
of Imperial Rome, which was written by the Roman historian Tacitus 
in about ad 116. The first six books of the Annals survive in only one 
manuscript, which was copied in about ad 850. Books xi to xvi are 
in another single manuscript, dated to the eleventh century. Thus, not 

only is the manuscript evidence extremely scanty, 
but the time gap between original compilation 
and the earliest manuscripts is over 700 years.

Or consider The Jewish War, written in Greek 
by the first-century historian Josephus. The sur-
viving documentary evidence for it consists of 
nine manuscripts, copied in the tenth to twelfth 
centuries ad, a Latin translation from the fourth 
century, and some Russian versions from the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries.

The ancient secular work with the most doc-
umentary support is Homer’s Iliad (c.800 bc), of 
which there are 643 manuscript copies, dated 
from the second and later centuries ad. Thus, in 

this case, the time gap between the original and the earliest surviv-
ing manuscripts is a thousand years.

The very important point to note here is that, in spite of the pau-
city of the number of manuscripts and their late dates, scholars have 
confidence in treating these documents as authentic representations 
of the originals.

The ancient secular 
work with the most 
documentary support 
is Homer’s Iliad 
(c.800 bc ) . . . the 
time gap between 
the original and the 
earliest surviving 
manuscripts is a 
thousand years.
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In comparison, the New Testament is, in fact, the best-attested 
document from the ancient world.

The age of the manuscripts

We have mentioned the time lapse between the date of certain ancient 
manuscripts, and the originals of which they are copies. Now, we 
must consider the same question, in relation to the New Testament. 
Here, once more, the evidence for the text of the New Testament is 
simply overwhelming.

Some of the New Testament manuscripts are of a very great age. 
The Bodmer Papyri (in the Bodmer Collection, Culagny, Switzer-
land) contain about two-thirds of the Gospel of John, in one papy-
rus dated to about ad 200. Another third-century papyrus has parts 
of Luke and John. Perhaps the most important manuscripts are the 
Chester Beatty Papyri, which were discovered in 1930 and are now 
housed in the Chester Beatty Museum in Dublin, Ireland. Papyrus 1 
comes from the third century and contains parts of the Four gospels 
and Acts. Papyrus 2 contains substantial portions of eight of Paul’s 
letters, plus parts of the Letter to the Hebrews, and is dated to around 
ad 200. Papyrus 3 has a large part of the book of Revelation and is 
dated to the third century.

Some fragments are even earlier. The famous Rylands fragment 
(Rylands Library Papyrus P52 held in the John Rylands Library in 
Manchester, England), which consists of five verses from the Gospel 
of John, is dated by some to the time of the emperor Hadrian, ad 117–
138; and by others even to the reign of Trajan, ad 98–117. This refutes 
the influential view of sceptical nineteenth-century German scholars 
that John’s Gospel could not have been written before ad 160.

The earliest surviving manuscripts containing all the books of the 
New Testament were written around ad 325–350. Incidentally, it was 
in ad 325 that the Council of Nicaea decreed that the Bible could be 
freely copied. The most important of these manuscripts are the Codex 
Vaticanus and the Codex Sinaiticus, which are called uncial manu-
scripts, because they are written in Greek capital letters. The Codex 
Vaticanus was catalogued by the Vatican Library (hence its name) in 
1475; but for 400 years after that, scholars were forbidden to study it—
rather odd, in light of the original decision of the Council of Nicaea!
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The Codex Sinaiticus was found by Tischendorf (1815–44) in the 
Monastery of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai in Arabia, and is now 
in the British Museum in London. It is regarded as one of the most 
important witnesses to the text of the New Testament because of its 
antiquity, accuracy and lack of omissions.

Mistakes in the copying process

We can now readily see that the objection that the New Testament 
cannot be reliable, because it has been copied out so many times, 
is completely unfounded. Take, for example, a manuscript that was 
written about ad 200, and is therefore now some 1800 years old. How 
old was the manuscript from which it was originally copied? We do 
not know, of course; but it could very easily have been 140 years old 
at the time it was copied. If that were so, then that manuscript was 
written out when many of the authors of the New Testament were still 
alive. Thus, we get from New Testament times to the modern day in 
just two steps!

Furthermore, whereas there are copying mistakes in most manu-
scripts (it is virtually impossible to copy out a lengthy document by 
hand without making some mistakes), no two manuscripts contain 
exactly the same mistakes. Therefore, by comparing all these manu-
scripts with each other, it is possible to reconstruct the original text 
to a point where expert opinion holds that less than two per cent 
of that text is uncertain, with a large part of that two per cent in-
volving small linguistic features that make no difference to the gen-
eral meaning. Moreover, since no New Testament doctrine depends 
solely on one verse or one passage, no New Testament doctrine is put 
in doubt by these minor uncertainties.18

Summing up the situation, Sir Frederic Kenyon, former Director 
of the British Museum, and a leading authority on ancient manu-
scripts wrote:

The number of manuscripts of the New Testament, of early 
translations from it, and of quotations from it in the oldest 
writers of the Church, is so large that it is practically certain 

18 See Wallace, ‘The Majority Text and the Original Text: Are They Identical?’. See also Geisler 
and Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible.
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that the true reading of every doubtful passage is preserved in 
some one or other of these ancient authorities. This can be said 
of no other ancient book in the world.19

This verdict was approved by Bruce Metzger, formerly Professor 
Emeritus of New Testament at Princeton Theological Seminary:

We can have great confidence in the fidelity with which this 
material has come down to us, especially compared with any 
other ancient literary work.20

On this basis, then, we may have every confidence that, when 
today we read the New Testament, we have for all practical purposes 
what its original authors intended us to have.

THE CANON OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

Granted, then, that there is overwhelming manuscript evidence estab-
lishing the text of the New Testament, why does the New Testament 
contain just these twenty-seven books and no others? For example, 
there are four Gospels in the New Testament canon; but other docu-
ments exist which claim to be gospels: for example, the Gospels of 
Barnabas, Nicodemus, Philip, Peter, Thomas, the Gospel of the Egyp-
tians, and the Gospel of the Nativity of Mary, and many others. Why 
should Matthew, Mark, Luke and John be included and these excluded?

The question arises, therefore: who decided which books should 
be included in, and which excluded from, the canon; and by what cri-
teria was the question settled? Bruce Metzger says: ‘the canon is a list 
of authoritative books more than it is an authoritative list of books.’ 
He goes on to explain what he means:

These documents didn’t derive their authority from being se-
lected; each one was authoritative before anyone gathered them 
together. The early church merely listened and sensed that these 
were authoritative accounts. For somebody now to say that the 

19 Our Bible and the Ancient Manuscripts, 23.
20 Interview recorded by Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ, 63. Metzger was the author of The 
Text of the New Testament, Its Transmission, Corruption and Restoration. Until his death in 
2007, he was one of the world’s most eminent New Testament scholars. 
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canon emerged only after councils and synods made these pro-
nouncements would be like saying, ‘Let’s get several academies 
of musicians to make a pronouncement that the music of Bach 
and Beethoven is wonderful.’ . . . ‘We knew that before the pro-
nouncement was made.’ We know it because of sensitivity to 
what is good music and what is not. The same with the canon.21

The general considerations which moved the early church was a 
combination of the following:

Apostolic authority. Any book that was written by an apostle, or 
by people close to the apostles, was included.

Conformity to the rule of faith. Books were only recognised as ca-
nonical if they were consistent with the basic doctrines of Christian-
ity, as taught from the beginning by Christ and his apostles.

Most of the books, of what is now the New Testament, were ac-
cepted very rapidly. In a few countries, there were one or two books 
which were not accepted in all quarters until the fourth century. Af-
ter that, there was no dispute for centuries.

Spurious gospels

Metzger says of the ‘Gospels’ that are not regarded as canonical: 
‘They’re written later than the four Gospels, in the second, third, 
fourth, fifth, even sixth century, long after Jesus, and they’re gener-
ally quite banal. They carry names—like the Gospel of Peter and the 
Gospel of Mary—that are unrelated to their real authorship.’ 22 They 
also include material completely alien to the canonical Gospels. For 
example, in the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus is alleged to say, ‘Split wood; I 
am there. Lift up a stone and you will find me there.’ 23 This is panthe-
ism. At the end of the Gospel, we read, ‘Let Mary go away from us be-
cause women are not worthy of life.’ 24 Such a statement is completely 
incongruous with the Jesus of the canonical Gospels, who treated 
women with a courtesy and dignity uncommon in ancient society. It 
is easy to see why the church rejected the Gospel of Thomas.

21 Interviewed by Strobel, The Case for Christ, 69.
22 Strobel, The Case for Christ, 67.
23 Strobel, The Case for Christ, 68.
24 Strobel, The Case for Christ, 68.
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The Gospel of Barnabas

An interesting test case is the so-called Gospel of Barnabas, which is 
supposed to be written by Barnabas, who was the companion of Paul 
(Acts 13:1–3). Incidentally, it is important not to confuse the Gospel of 
Barnabas with the first-century Epistle of (Pseudo-)Barnabas, which 
is a completely different book, also not in the canon. The question is: 
why should we not accept the Gospel of Barnabas’ account, along with 
that of the canonical Gospels?

In their introduction to the text of the The Gospel of Barnabas, 
Lonsdale and Laura Ragg point out that the book evidences:

1. ‘an obvious and primary dependence on the Christian Bible 
and especially on the four canonical Gospels’;

2. frequent and voluminous insertions of Jewish and Islamic 
material; and

3. traces of mediaeval materials.25

The Raggs make the important observation that the first point 
once-for-all disposes of the Gospel of Barnabas’ claim to be an au-
thentic and independent Gospel. Other major reasons for rejecting 
the book as canonical are:

The lack of early manuscript evidence. The Raggs say of the Gos-
pel of Barnabas that the earliest form of it known to us is in an Italian 
manuscript. This has been closely analysed by scholars and is judged 
to belong to the fifteenth or sixteenth century ad, i.e. 1400 years after 
the time of Barnabas.26 Moreover, from the first to the fifteenth cen-
tury, no teacher of the Christian church ever quoted from it; which is 
hardly likely to be the case, if it had ever been regarded as authentic.

The presence of anachronisms. For example, it uses the text from 
the Latin Vulgate version of the Bible (fourth century), even though 
it is supposed to have been written by Barnabas in the first century 
ad. It contains descriptions of mediaeval European life and customs, 
which reveal that it could scarcely have been written before the four-
teenth century. For example, it refers to the year of jubilee only com-
ing once every one hundred years, instead of the biblical fifty; and we 

25 The Gospel of Barnabas, ix.
26 The Gospel of Barnabas, xxxvii.
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know that there was a papal decree in ad 1343, which changed it to 
every one hundred years.

The presence of factual errors. There are clear and serious histori-
cal errors, such as the assertion that Jesus was born when Pilate was 
Governor of Judea; when, in fact, Pilate did not become governor 
until ad 26/7. There are glaring geographical errors, such as the as-
sertion that Jesus sailed to Nazareth—a town which is not even on 
the seashore! There are even mistakes in citing the books of the Bible: 
the book of Proverbs is called ‘David’, and Isaiah is called ‘Ezekiel’!

The Gospel of Barnabas is also well known for its contradiction 
of the canonical Gospels, in that it claims (sect. 217) that Jesus did 
not die on the cross; but that Judas Iscariot was substituted for him. 
From the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries onwards, many Muslims 
have cited the Gospel of Barnabas to support their  conviction—which 
they express with considerable vigour—that Christians have changed 
the New Testament, in order to make it say that Jesus died on the 
cross, when originally it said that he did not. The use of the Gospel of 
 Barnabas to support this view is very strange, in light of the fact that 
in other respects the Gospel of Barnabas contradicts the Qur’an. For 
example, the Gospel of Barnabas says that Jesus said that he was not 
the Messiah, but that he was the forerunner of  Muhammad, who is 
named and referred to as the Messiah. It even asserts that the name 
‘Muhammad’ was written on the left thumbnail of Adam before the 
creation of Eve.

Academician Professor Sir Norman Anderson, former Professor 
of Oriental Laws, and Director of the Institute of Advanced Legal 
Studies in London University, writes:

It is intrinsically unlikely, moreover, that the Barnabas of the 
first century should have predicted by name the coming of 
Muḥammed and should (contrary to the Qur’ān as well as the 
Bible) have referred to him, rather than Jesus, as the Messiah. 
It is very strange that orthodox Muslims should accept a book 
which flatly, and repeatedly, contradicts the clear Quranic state-
ment ‘O Mary, Allāh giveth thee tidings of a word from Himself 
whose name is the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary . . .’ (Sura 3. 40). 
The Qur’ān never gives this title to Muḥammed.27

27 Islam in the Modern World, 234.
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In any case, the assertion that Jesus did not die is refuted, not 
only by the thousands of manuscripts of the four Gospels which we 
have, but also by the evidence from the non-biblical sources cited 
above, that clearly attest the death of Jesus by crucifixion. The sheer 
weight of textual evidence means that it is simply contrary to the 
plain historical facts to suggest on the basis of one mediaeval docu-
ment that the New Testament documents have been changed from 
their supposed original agreement with the Gospel of Barnabas. The 
extreme improbability of this position is further seen if one reflects 
that, if it were true, it would force one to assume that the non-biblical 
sources had also been tampered with in this way.

Moreover, we have seen that the very earliest datable sources go 
back to the apostles themselves, to a very few years after the events 
which they are describing. Those sources are unanimous in making 
the death of Jesus central to their message. In light of all of this, to 
suggest that all the manuscripts attesting to the historical death of 
Jesus have been corrupted and changed, is simply incredible.
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INTRODUCTION

In the preceding chapter we discovered that the Christian gospel is 
firmly rooted in history. We saw, for example, that the prologue to 
Luke’s Gospel clearly shows that his intention was to write history, 
and that, in order to do so, he thoroughly researched all possible 
sources, both oral and written (Luke 1:1–4). He carefully places both 
the birth of Christ and the beginning of his public ministry in the 
context of contemporary political history (Luke 2:1–2; 3:1). Further-
more, in the Acts—his account of the rise and initial spread of Chris-
tianity from Jerusalem outwards—Luke has proved to be extremely 
accurate in his use of background terminology: geographical, politi-
cal, social, nautical, etc.

However, as we all well know, a modern writer of a historical 
novel will research the background for the novel meticulously, so 
that all the detailed historical, geographical, social and technical de-
tails are authentic. But that background accuracy is, of course, no 
guarantee that the novelist has not been very imaginative and given 
rein to exaggeration in his or her depiction of the central characters 
of the narrative, or even invented them.

The question arises, therefore, as to whether the same is true of 
the New Testament Gospel writers. We may well believe that the his-
torical background is accurate, but the writers make extraordinary 
claims for their central figure, Jesus of Nazareth. In particular, they 
record him as saying that he was the Son of God. How do we know 
in particular that the figure of Christ, as depicted in the New Testa-
ment, was not invented? His biographers were obviously fervid and 
loyal disciples: could it not be that their devotion to him has led them 
to polish or exaggerate their account of him?

It is precisely this issue that is being discussed between the liter-
ary editor Berlioz and the poet Bezdomny in the opening scene of 
Bulgakov’s literary masterpiece, The Master and Margarita. Berlioz 
has commissioned Bezdomny to write an anti-religious poem for his 
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journal; but the result represents Jesus as far too lifelike for Berlioz’s 
taste. ‘Now Berlioz wanted to prove to the poet that the main thing 
was not how Jesus was, good or bad, but that this same Jesus, as a per-
son, simply never existed in the world, and all the stories about him 
were mere fiction, the most ordinary mythology.’ 1 A foreign-looking 
man (who later turns out to be the devil in disguise) breaks in on 
their conversation:

‘Unless I heard wrong, you were pleased to say that Jesus never 
existed?’ the foreigner asked, turning his left green eye to Berlioz.

‘No, you did not hear wrong,’ Berlioz replied courteously, 
‘that is precisely what I was saying.’ . . .

‘And you were agreeing with your interlocutor?’ inquired 
the stranger, turning to Homeless [Bezdomny] on his right.

‘A hundred percent!’ confirmed the man, who was fond of 
whimsical and figurative expressions. . . .

‘In our country atheism does not surprise anyone,’ Berlioz 
said with diplomatic politeness. ‘The majority of our popula-
tion consciously and long ago ceased believing in the fairy tales 
about God.’ 2

All of this, then, leads us to ask if Berlioz and Bezdomny are 
right. Is the figure of Christ a literary fiction, a religious myth or a 
historical reality?

IS THE FIGURE OF JESUS IN THE GOSPELS AN INVENTION?

The achievement of the Gospel writers

For the sake of the argument, let us suppose that the authors of the 
Gospels did not simply describe a Jesus who actually lived, but in-
vented this character, taking as their raw material, perhaps, some 
peasant ‘wise man’ and freely reconstructing, adding to, shaping and 
exaggerating it, so that the result was an ideal, more than human, 
but fictional, character, who as such never existed. Let us suppose 

1 The Master and Margarita, 9.
2 The Master and Margarita, 11–12.
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that this was how it was, and then let us work out the implications of 
this theory.

The first thing to say about it would be that, if the character of 
Jesus is a literary fiction, then what we have in the Gospels is a near-
miracle. Literature is full of fictional characters; but comparatively 
few of them have attained worldwide fame. To have created the char-
acter of Jesus, and to have invented and put into his mouth parables 
that are in themselves literary masterpieces, would have required lit-
erary genius of the highest order. But in the Gospels we have appar-
ently four such geniuses, all flowering at once. Who were these men? 
What kind of men were they? Were they brilliant men, coming from 
the very top rank of the educated literary elite? Hardly. According 
to the New Testament, Matthew was a low-level tax official, John a 
fisherman, and about Mark we have very little information. Luke, the 
physician, was probably the only one who had any significant edu-
cation. It is, therefore, scarcely credible that all four just happened 
simultaneously to be literary geniuses of world rank.

But there is more to be said. Even the most brilliant, most lifelike, 
fictional characters remain for their readers simply that: fictional 
characters. They do not rise up out of the page, so to speak, take on 
an independent existence, and become for their readers a real living 
person, whom they can know in the way one knows a living person, 
and with whom they can have a personal relationship. Understand-
ably not! Yet that is what has happened to this supposedly fictional 
character, Jesus Christ. For millions of people over twenty centuries, 
he has become a real, living person, with whom they would claim to 
have a personal relationship: a person whom they love, to the point 
of being prepared to die for him, as thousands actually have. Now, 
some people may, of course, think them seriously misguided for feel-
ing this way about Jesus, but that does not alter the undeniable fact 
that they do. And our point is this: if Jesus was merely a fictional 
character invented by the authors of the Gospels, then, in creating 
a character who for millions has become a living person worthy of 
love, devotion and sacrifice, those authors have achieved a literary 
feat unparalleled in the whole of world literature. Miracle would not 
be too strong a word for it.

There are, of course, some (though remarkably few) characters 
in literature that strike us as real persons, whom we can know and 
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recognise. One of them is Plato’s Socrates. Plato’s dialogues are not 
only philosophical works; they are works of world-ranking literature. 
Yet, the Socrates who appears in them has struck generation after 
generation of readers as a real person, whose character traits they 
would recognise anywhere; so much so that, if they were presented 
with a depiction of Socrates in some apocryphal, second-rate work, 
they would say at once, ‘No, that was not how the real Socrates would 
have reacted, or spoken.’

But the reason why the Socrates of Plato’s dialogues strikes us 
like that is precisely because Plato did not invent him. He was a real, 
historical person, who actually lived. Plato’s picture of Socrates may 
be highly polished, but the person and character of Socrates were no 
invention of Plato’s. It was the other way round. It was the impact of 
Socrates’ character that helped to ‘create’ the philosopher and liter-
ary artist, Plato. So it is with Jesus Christ.

Jesus: nobody’s idea of a hero

We stay for a moment longer with the hypothesis that someone in-
vented the character of Jesus and presented this fiction to the world, 
where it immediately appealed to people of widely different cultures 
and was taken over as their religious ideal.

But this hypothesis falls at the very first historical hurdle. The 
more we know about the leading cultures of the time, the more it 
becomes clear that, if the character of Jesus had not been a historical 
reality, nobody would have invented it—even if they could. The Jesus 
of the Gospels fitted nobody’s concept of a hero. Greek, Roman and 
Jew—all found him the very opposite of their ideal.

Not the Jewish ideal
Take, first, the Jews. Not merely the Jews who were, and continued 
to be, hostile to Jesus, but the comparatively few who were at first 
his friends. They themselves tell us—and they certainly did not in-
vent this bit—that when he first announced to them that he would go 
to Jerusalem, be rejected by the leaders of the nation and be killed, 
they were so shocked that they tried very hard to dissuade him (Matt 
16:21–23). The reason for this reaction was that, if this announcement 
was true, Jesus was turning out to be utterly contrary to what they 
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looked for in a hero. Their concept of a hero was a messianic figure 
like the Maccabee—a strong, military type, fired with religious ideals, 
and prepared to fight (with the help of angelic assistance, so popular 
fervour believed) the imperialist Romans, who had subjugated the 
country. At least some of the popular following that 
Jesus enjoyed must be attributed to the fact that there 
were many in Israel who looked for such a messiah.

But when matters came to a head between Jesus 
and the authorities, and they came to arrest him, 
Jesus refused to fight, or to let his disciples fight ei-
ther, and deliberately allowed himself to be arrested; 
at which point, all his followers abandoned him for 
a time (Matt 26:47–56). Such non-resistance to evil 
simply was not a Jewish ideal. Many Jews today feel 
similarly. A Jewish friend of one of the authors, who 
only just managed to escape Hitler’s gas chambers, 
used to say, ‘This Jesus of yours is a weakling. He won’t do as a mes-
siah for me. My philosophy is that if someone hits you on the nose, 
you hit him back!’ That is how Jesus’ first disciples originally thought. 
Indeed, the historian Luke records a conversation that took place be-
tween the risen Jesus and two of his disciples on the road between 
Emmaus and Jerusalem. Not recognising who Jesus was at first, the 
travellers discussed with him the events that had just happened at 
Jerusalem, and said concerning Jesus, ‘We had hoped that he was the 
one who would liberate Israel’ (Luke 24:21 own trans.). They were 
clearly expecting a powerful military liberator to lead them to politi-
cal freedom: they were certainly not expecting him to be crucified. 
Jesus had to explain to them that their preconceived ideas about the 
Messiah were false. In the end, they tell us, it was his explanation 
of the Old Testament Scriptures that radically changed their ideas of 
what the Messiah should be and do, and led them to believe that he 
had risen from the dead.

Not the Greek ideal
Contemporary Greeks admired various kinds of character. Some fa-
voured the ideal Epicurean, who, as far as possible, carefully avoided 
all pains and pleasure that could disturb his tranquillity. Others fa-
voured the ideal Stoic, who, following a rigid rationality, subdued 
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his emotions and met suffering and death with undisturbed self- 
possession. Plato’s followers would have looked back with admira-
tion to Socrates, who, we remember, drank the poisoned cup with 
unflinching cheerfulness and equanimity.

In the form of the eyewitness testimony by Phaedo of Elis to a 
group of philosophers, including one, Echecrates, Plato gives us this 
information—we break into his account, as the prison official hands 
the cup of poison to Socrates:

As he spoke he handed the cup to Socrates, who received it quite 
cheerfully, Echecrates, without a tremor, without any change of 
colour or expression, and said, looking up under his brows with 
his usual steady gaze, ‘What do you say about pouring a liba-
tion from this drink? Is it permitted, or not?’

‘We only prepare what we regard as the normal dose, Soc-
rates,’ he replied.

‘I see,’ said Socrates. ‘But I suppose I am allowed, or rather 
bound, to pray the gods that my removal from this world to the 
other may be prosperous. This is my prayer, then; and I hope 
that it may be granted.’ With these words, quite calmly and 
with no sign of distaste, he drained the cup in one breath.3

How completely different is the Jesus of the Gospels. Tormented 
with anguish and agony in Gethsemane, until his sweat rolled down 
like heavy drops of blood, he pleaded with God to let him off drink-
ing the cup that was presented to him; and on the cross he cried 
out publicly: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Matt 
27:46). He certainly was no one that a Greek would have recognised 
as a hero, no one that a Greek philosopher would have invented as an 
ideal to look up to.

Not the Roman ideal
As for the Romans, the philosophically minded tended to prefer Stoi-
cism (cf. Cicero and Seneca). Christ would not have fitted their ideal. 
Pilate, the military and political man, seems to have found Christ 
unworldly and impractical,4 and King Herod mocked him, and his 

3 Plato, Phaedo 117B–C; see The Last Days of Socrates, 182.
4 See Ch. 8—‘Truth on Trial’, in Book 3: Questioning Our Knowledge.



THE FIGURE OF CHRIST: FICTION, MYTH, OR REALITY?

93

soldiers considered a ‘king’ like Jesus to be fair game for the crudest 
of practical jokes (Luke 23:11).

The plain fact is that, in the end, Jesus ran counter to everybody’s 
concept of an ideal hero—political, philosophical, or religious. No-
body invented him, and nobody (even if they had invented him) 
would have considered for a moment that here was an ideal that 
would instantly appeal to the public.

The cross: nobody’s idea of a philosophy

This is also very much the case, when it comes to what the early Chris-
tians preached. Even some years after the resurrection of Christ, the 
great Christian preacher and missionary, Paul, confesses in his writ-
ings that the preaching of the cross of Christ constantly struck the 
Jews as scandalous, and the Greeks as sheer folly (1 Cor 1:20–25). It is 
important that we understand why that was.

The scandalous folly of the Christian gospel
In the ancient Roman world, crucifixion was the most opprobrious 
form of punishment one could possibly imagine, so that it was not 
even regarded as a subject suitable for polite conversation. Martin 
Hengel, former Professor of New Testament and Ancient Judaism at 
the University of Tübingen, writes:

It should be further noted that we find very few descriptions 
of crucifixion from antiquity. Mark 15:20–39 and the parallel 
account of the other three gospels are by far the most extensive 
of these. Ancient authors generally considered it far too unsa-
voury a subject. If it was mentioned at all, the mere indication 
that someone had been crucified sufficed; for this reason other 
details were not mentioned.5

The famous orator Marcus Tullius Cicero wrote: ‘Even the mere 
word, cross, must remain far, not only from the lips of the citizens of 
Rome, but also from their thoughts, their eyes, their ears.’ 6 In light 
of this, the early Christian preaching of the cross of Christ seemed 

5 Studies in Early Christology, 48.
6 Pro Rabirio, v.16.



94

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

highly distasteful and foolish to the sophisticated Graeco-Roman 
world—how could a crucified man be the ultimate solution to the 
world’s problems and the key to the enigma of the universe?

For the Jews it was even worse. To preach that someone who had 
recently been crucified was God’s Messiah and the Redeemer of hu-
mankind, sounded hideously blasphemous. The reason for that was 
simple. In Jewish law, in the worst cases of capital crime, the criminal 
was stoned to death, and then his body was hung for a short time on 
a tree as a public example:

If a man has committed a crime punishable by death and he is 
put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his body shall not re-
main all night on the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, 
for a hanged man is cursed by God. (Deut 21:22–23)

To the Jews, therefore, the fact that God had allowed Jesus Christ 
to be hung on a cross was evidence that God’s curse was on him. To 
suggest to them that someone whom God had cursed was their Mes-
siah, Son of God, and the Saviour of the world, was not only absurd, 
but also unspeakably blasphemous.

The source of the message of the cross
It is obvious, then, that the disciples of Christ did not invent the story 
of the crucifixion. Where, then, did the idea behind their message 
come from? Was it that, after the crucifixion, the Christians did their 
best to salvage their faith in Jesus as the Messiah by inventing the idea 
that his death was a sacrifice for the sins of the world? The answer to 
that is an emphatic, No. The idea goes back to Christ himself, who, 
before the cross, announced: ‘the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Matt 
20:28 niv).

Furthermore, the night before his crucifixion he instituted a cer-
emony by which his followers should thereafter remember him. It is 
very instructive to notice the nature of that ceremony. When his fol-
lowers met together, he did not ask that they should recite the story 
of one of his spectacular miracles: that would have suggested that the 
main thing about his ministry was that he was a miracle-worker. Nor 
did he ask that they should select and recite a portion of his moral 
teaching: that would have suggested that the main purpose of his life 
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was to be a philosopher-teacher. He asked that they should take bread 
and wine to represent his body and blood, and eat and drink them in 
memory of the fact that on the cross he gave his body, and shed his 
blood, to secure for them forgiveness of sins (Matt 26:26–28).

Thus, according to Christ, the message of the cross, that seemed 
so scandalous and foolish to the world, was actually the very heart of 
the Christian gospel of forgiveness of sins. What is more, he pointed 
out that it had its roots even further back in the Old Testament pro-
phetic tradition. In the conversation recorded in Luke 24 between 
the two disciples on the road to Emmaus and the risen Christ, that 
we referred to above, Jesus chided them for their failure to see from 
the Old Testament that the Messiah (Christ in Greek), whoever he 
was, had to suffer:

‘How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the 
prophets have spoken! Did not the Messiah have to suffer these 
things and then enter his glory?’ And beginning with Moses 
and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all 
the Scriptures concerning himself. (Luke 24:25–27 niv)

In talking about his death as a ransom for the forgiveness of  
sins, Christ was echoing words written by the Hebrew prophet Isaiah 
about seven centuries before the crucifixion:

Surely he has borne our griefs
and carried our sorrows;

yet we esteemed him stricken,
smitten by God, and afflicted.

But he was wounded for our transgressions;
he was crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,
and with his stripes we are healed.

All we like sheep have gone astray;
we have turned—every one—to his own way;

and the Lord has laid on him
the iniquity of us all.

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,
yet he opened not his mouth;

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,
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and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,
so he opened not his mouth.

 (Isa 53: 4–7)

Again in this connection, much is made in the Gospels of the fact 
that John the Baptist, the forerunner of Christ, was a fulfilment of an-
other one of the prophet Isaiah’s predictions, in chapter 40 (see Matt 
3:1–3, Mark 1:1–4, Luke 3:1–20, John 4:19–28). It was John, who—not 
after the cross, but at the beginning of Christ’s ministry—heralded 
him as ‘the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 
1:29); and the term he used, ‘the Lamb of God’, would have been 
understood by all his hearers. They were accustomed to lambs being 
sacrificed as offerings for sin, particularly at the Jewish ceremony of 
Passover; and so they clearly understood that John was saying that 
Jesus had come in order to die as such a sacrifice.

And the early Christians understood all of this very clearly. The 
records show that, from the very beginning, they began to meet on 
the first day of the week (Acts 20:7), to do what Christ had com-
manded them to do: eat bread and drink wine, to recall his sacrificial 
death on the cross for their forgiveness. This understanding of his 
death, therefore, was not a later theological interpretation, put upon 
it by subsequent theologians.

The early preaching of the cross
In their preaching in the synagogues, the Christians were not slow 
to explain to their Jewish hearers that the death of Christ had ful-
filled the Old Testament prophecies (see, for example, Acts 13:13–
52). But then they would make the further telling point—it was not 
the Christians who had organised the crucifixion of Christ, so as to 
bring it about that he would appear to have fulfilled those Old Testa-
ment prophecies—it was the Jewish authorities, themselves hostile to 
Christ, who had acted in collusion with Pilate to get Christ crucified, 
in order to put an end to his claim that he was the Messiah. As the 
Christians acutely observed:

For those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers, because they 
did not recognize him nor understand the utterances of the 
prophets, which are read every Sabbath, fulfilled them by con-
demning him. And though they found in him no guilt worthy of 
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death, they asked Pilate to have him executed. And when they 
had carried out all that was written of him, they took him down 
from the tree and laid him in a tomb. (Acts 13:27–29, emph. 
added)

It remains to be said that this story of the cross of Christ, as 
God’s provision for forgiveness and reconciliation of man to God, is 
unique in all the history of religion, and it is not disrespectful of any 
other religion to take from the hands of Christ what no other religion 
or philosophy offers.

WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE THAT JESUS 
CLAIMED TO BE THE SON OF GOD?

Alternative explanations

There are three very common reactions to the Christian claim that 
Jesus is the Son of God:

1. to suggest that Jesus himself never claimed it, but that the 
whole idea is the product of primitive superstition;

2. to suggest that it arose from a subsequent misunderstand-
ing, when the sayings of Christ were in later decades 
translated from their original language (Aramaic) into Hel-
lenistic Greek;

3. to suggest that the term ‘Son of God’ is the language of 
Christian mythology.

Let us look at these three suggestions in turn:

First suggestion: a primitive superstition
Since the ancient world was full of stories of gods visiting earth in 
the form of exceptional human beings, the suggestion here is that it 
is likely that the Gospels were written under the influence of these 
superstitions. Now, it is true that the nations in the ancient world be-
lieved that there were many gods, and that those gods did visit earth 
from time to time. That is, all the nations did, with one notable excep-
tion. That one exception was the Jewish nation, to which, almost to a 
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man, the writers of the New Testament belonged. The Jews in the time 
of Christ were strict monotheists. They despised the other nations for 
their absurd polytheism, and for making gods out of their kings and 
heroes. For them, to claim divine honours for anybody other than 
God the Creator was a blasphemy so serious that, according to their 
law, it was punishable by death. For centuries, in every home in the 
land, as the fundamental tenet of their faith, they had been taught to 
recite in their daily religious devotions: ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our 
God is one Lord’ (Deut 6:4 esv mg.). This was the last nation and 
culture on earth, therefore, where one would expect to find the claim 
that a man was the Son of God. Yet, in that land, according to the 
Gospels, Jesus did make that claim.

Second suggestion: a translation error
The suggestion here is that the idea that Jesus was the Son of God 
arose, not among the original disciples of Christ, but only decades 
later among Hellenistic Christians, and was occasioned by a misun-
derstanding of the translation of the original words of Jesus from 
Ara maic into Greek. In Aramaic, the term Son of God could be used 
as an honorific, and applied to a king (see, for example, the elevated 
way in which the king is addressed in Psalm 45). It is argued that, 
when the gospel spread into Greek-speaking countries and the Ara-
maic of Jesus’ speech was translated in Greek, Greek speakers mis-
understood it, taking the term Son of God to mean that he was really 
the Son of God in an ontological sense.

Furthermore, it is noticed by some that this emphasis on Christ’s 
deity occurs particularly in the Gospel of John, in which Christ is 
entitled the Word (Logos) of God (John 1:1). Older critics pointed out 
that the term Logos was commonplace in Hellenistic philosophy, as, 
for instance, in the writings of Philo of Alexandria, the Hellenistic 
Jewish religious philosopher. They argued, therefore, that the Gospel 
of John was a late production, made under the influence of Hellen-
istic thought. The result was a reinterpretation and upgrading of the 
figure of Christ.

Historical research, however, has shown that these ideas are un-
founded. Martin Hengel 7 pointed out that Palestine in the time of 

7 Judaism and Hellenism.
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Christ had already been thoroughly Hellenized for two or three cen-
turies. Greek was widely known and spoken, and, of course, the ten 
cities founded by Alexander the Great (the Decapolis) were Greek 
cities. It is even possible that on occasion Christ himself spoke Greek. 
There is no evidence, therefore, that the use of the term Logos for 
Christ indicates later Hellenistic interpretation.

There is another consideration that reinforces this view. The fact 
is, as we now know, that the literature of the Dead Sea Scrolls (which 
is contemporary with Christ, and written in Aramaic) already used 
the Aramaic word, memra (= word), to denote the Word of God, by 
which God made the universe. When, therefore, the Gospel of John 
styles the Lord Jesus as the Word of God, through whom God made 
the universe (John 1:1–3), he is certainly using a Greek word that 
would have been understood by the Greeks (as the rational mind be-
hind the universe); but that does not prove that he derived this term 
from Hellenistic philosophy, and was reinterpreting the nature of 
Christ in the light of that philosophy.

Third suggestion: a mythological term
The third suggestion is that such terms as Son of God are part of 
the mythological vocabulary, by which the apostles struggled to ex-
press the impact that Christ had had upon them. Having experienced 
the impact of the person and teaching of Christ, the early Christians 
used the only kind of language available to them to express that ex-
perience, namely, mythological language; but in our day, when we 
decode what they wrote into straightforward theological language, 
we must abandon their mythological language, thus leaving us with 
a Jesus who was certainly a remarkable teacher about God, but still 
no more than human. However, on inspection, this view is shown to 
be inadequate by the fact that the claim that Jesus was, in the fullest 
ontological sense, the Son of God, goes back to Christ himself during 
his life on earth.

Christ’s explicit statements
There are two strands to the argument here. Firstly, the explicit state-
ments Christ made. Here are some examples of the ways in which 
Jesus made his claim to be God incarnate, as recorded by the Apostle 
John. He said to his contemporaries: ‘I am from above. . . . I am not 
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of this world. . . . unless you believe that I am he 8 you will die in your 
sins’ (John 8:23–24). He also claimed that he existed before Abraham: 
‘Before Abraham was born, I am’ (John 8:58 niv).

In other places he claimed oneness with the Father: ‘I and the Fa-
ther are one’, he said (John 10:30), and then in addition he claimed to 
be the exact representation of the Father: ‘Whoever has seen me has 

seen the Father’ (John 14:9).
It is quite obvious from the Gospels that 

this is what the contemporary Jews understood 
him to be saying. On one occasion, when they 
accused him of breaking the Sabbath, he replied 
by saying: ‘My Father is working until now, and 
I am working’—they objected very strongly to 
this statement—‘This was why the Jews were 
seeking all the more to kill him, because not 
only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was 
even calling God his own Father, making him-

self equal with God’ (John 5:17–18). Somewhat later there was an-
other attempt to kill him, on the same grounds: ‘It is not for a good 
work that we are going to stone you but for blasphemy, because you, 
being a man, make yourself God’ (John 10:33).

And when eventually they brought him before the Roman proc-
urator, they urged their case upon Pilate to have him crucified, argu-
ing: ‘We have a law, and according to that law he ought to die because 
he has made himself the Son of God’ (John 19:7).

As a matter of history, therefore, there can be no doubt that Jesus 
made the claim to be God incarnate, and gave his life for it. What 
is more, Christ put having faith in himself in the same category as 
having faith in God. He said to his disciples, ‘You believe in God, 
believe also in me’ (John 14:1 esv mg.). He also accepted divine hon-
ours from his fellow human beings. Indeed, as we shall presently see, 
he claimed that the Father had committed all judgment unto him, 
with the explicitly stated purpose that ‘all may honour the Son, just 
as they honour the Father’ (John 5:22–23). And when, according to 
the Apostle John, in one of Jesus’ resurrection appearances in Jeru-

8 We should remember that, in Exod 3:14, God expressed his name as, ‘I am that I am’. It was 
because Jesus used this kind of language about himself that people picked up stones to stone 
him to death (John 8:59).

It is not for a good 
work that we are go
ing to stone you but for 
blasphemy, because 
you, being a man, 
make yourself God.
—John 10:33
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salem, the disciple Thomas addressed him as ‘My Lord and my God,’ 
Jesus did not rebuke him but approved of his worship, responding: 
‘Because you have seen me, you have believed’ (John 20:28–29 niv).

The implicit claims of Christ
The second strand of the argument is equally important, and con-
cerns claims to deity implicit in Christ’s statements. On several occa-
sions (and not only in the Gospel of John) his contemporaries were 
staggered to hear him forgive sins (Mark 2:1–12). The record bears all 
the hallmarks of a contemporary statement of Christ’s that was not 
invented by the apostles. C. S. Lewis analyses it as follows:

Now it is quite natural for a man to forgive something you do 
to him. Thus if somebody cheats me out of £5 it is quite possible 
and reasonable for me to say, ‘Well, I forgive him, we will say no 
more about it.’ What on earth would you say if somebody had 
done you out of £5 and I said, ‘That is all right, I forgive him’? 9

The only person who has the right to forgive sins is God, be-
cause, in the last analysis, all sin is sin against him and his law. It was 
for this reason, when Jesus claimed to forgive the sins of the para-
lytic man, that the teachers of the law said, ‘Who can forgive sins but 
God alone?’ (Mark 2:7). They correctly understood that his action 
in forgiving the man, without reference to the person he had sinned 
against, directly implied a claim to divinity.

In the Sermon on the Mount Christ makes himself the centre of 
morality. He ends the series of his famous Beatitudes (‘Blessed are 
the poor in spirit’, etc.) by pronouncing a blessing on those who are 
persecuted for his sake: ‘Blessed are you when others revile you and 
persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my ac-
count’ (Matt 5:11). And then he repeatedly takes precepts from the 
Old Testament, and comments on them in such a way as to imply that 
he has the same authority as the God who was originally said to have 
given them: ‘You have heard that it was said to those of old, “You shall 
not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.” But I 
say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable 
to judgment’ (Matt 5:21–22). Or again, ‘You have heard that it was 

9 God in the Dock, 167.
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said, “You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.” But I say 
to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so 
that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven’ (Matt 5:43–44).

Not only that, but Christ makes himself and his teaching the cri-
terion of the final judgment:

On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy 
in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many 
mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, 
‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’

Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them 
will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. And the 
rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on 
that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the 
rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not 
do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the 
sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew 
and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of 
it. (Matt 7:22–27)

Such implicit claims to divine authority had a breathtaking ef-
fect on those who heard them. It is no wonder, as Matthew finally 
records, that ‘the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he was 
teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes’ 
(Matt 7:28–29).

C. S. Lewis sums up the situation as follows:

The historical difficulty of giving for the life, sayings and influ-
ence of Jesus any explanation that is not harder than the Chris-
tian explanation is very great. The discrepancy between the depth 
and sanity and (let me add) shrewdness of his moral teaching and 
the rampant megalomania which must lie behind his theological 
teaching unless he is indeed God, has never been satisfactorily 
got over. Hence the non-Christian hypotheses succeed one an-
other with the restless fertility of bewilderment.10

Incidentally, Christ’s claim is without parallel in other religions. 
Again, C. S. Lewis writes,

10 Miracles, 174–5, emphasis in original.
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If you had gone to Buddha and asked him, ‘Are you the son of 
Bramah?’ he would have said, ‘My son, you are still in the vale of 
illusion.’ If you had gone to Socrates and asked, ‘Are you Zeus?’ 
he would have laughed at you. If you had gone to Mohammed 
and asked, ‘Are you Allah?’ he would first have rent his clothes 
and then cut your head off. If you had asked Confucius, ‘Are 
you Heaven?’ I think he would probably have replied, ‘Remarks 
which are not in accordance with nature are in bad taste.’ The 
idea of a great moral teacher saying what Christ said is out of 
the question.11

In the light of that evidence, that Christ’s claim to be the Son 
of God was no invention of the early Christians but stemmed from 
himself, we next ask: Was he, then, a deliberate liar?

Was Christ a fraud?

If Christ was a deliberate deceiver, we run at once into a major moral 
difficulty. To enable us to grasp it, just imagine that we wanted an 
opinion about some question to do with music. We should not con-
sult just anybody. We should not even consult a top medical doctor, 
since possessing the highest qualifications in medicine says nothing 
at all about a person’s ability as a musician. We should consult the best 
teachers of music we could get hold of. If we could resurrect Bach, we 
would naturally consult him.

Now suppose we wanted to know not about music, but about 
morality. Once more we would consult the highest world-ranking 
experts we could find. And that would lead us, of course, directly to 
Jesus Christ. None ever taught a higher, purer morality. His Sermon 
on the Mount remains an unsurpassed standard—as anyone can eas-
ily verify by trying to live according to its precepts even for a week.

But with this, we come to the point of this discussion. Through-
out the New Testament, when we come alongside Jesus of Nazareth, 
we find that his teaching on morality and his personal holiness of 
life expose us to ourselves as the sinners we are. We need no exter-
nal proof that he is true at this level: we know it instinctively. But 
then comes the striking fact: it was this Jesus Christ—whose moral 

11 God in the Dock, 168.
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teaching was flawless, and whose life matched his teaching—that 
claimed to be equal with God. As the above quote from C. S. Lewis 
shows, no other great moral teacher has ever claimed anything like 
it. This unique circumstance surely means that, if his claim is false, 
then Jesus was a fraud of the most despicable moral and religious 
kind in that, having taught morality, he deliberately deceived others 
on such a scale. Thus the view that Jesus was a fraud makes no moral 
sense whatsoever.

Could Jesus have been mistaken in his claim?

It will, however, be argued by some that Jesus could have been genu-
inely mistaken, without being a deliberate fraud. He may have made 
the claim to be the Son of God, without realising that it was false. 
However, the logical implications of this view surely rule it out very 
quickly. People who mistakenly think they are God are suffering from 
serious megalomania, and clearly are deeply mentally disturbed. Are 
we to conclude, then, that Jesus Christ was suffering from mental ill-
ness? One is tempted to say that, if this is the case, very few people 
have ever been sane.

As for megalomania, it is impossible to study the behaviour and 
words of Christ as described in the New Testament and come to any 
such conclusion. The Jesus who could say with conviction, ‘Come to 
me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take 
my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in 
heart’ (Matt 11:28–29), was no Hitler or Mussolini. In fact, one might 
well think that, if he really was a megalomaniac, the world could do 
with more like him; for it is a simple matter of fact, that Jesus Christ 
has been responsible for more mental health and stability than any-
one else in the world. Reading his words has brought peace to mil-
lions. Faith in him and in his sacrifice has given millions release from 
the torture of a guilty conscience.

It was Jesus Christ, of course, who taught us that God is love. If 
we believe in God at all, we probably take it for granted that he is love. 
We might even suppose that anyone in any century could have seen 
that God is love. And yet, for example, if we consider the rich store 
of ancient Greek and Latin literature, there is, so far as we know, 
not one writer or philosopher who claimed that God was love. All-
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powerful, yes. Good, in a detached, absolute sense, approving man’s 
good behaviour, and disapproving his evil acts. But not love in the 
sense of positive, warm-hearted, involved, caring, sacrificing love for 
mankind.12 No one ever thought it or taught it like Jesus Christ did: 
‘Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one of them is 
forgotten before God. Why, even the hairs of your head are all num-
bered. Fear not; you are of more value than many sparrows’ (Luke 
12:6–7). These are scarcely the words of a deluded megalomaniac.

WHERE DOES THE EVIDENCE ULTIMATELY COME FROM,  
THAT JESUS IS THE SON OF GOD?

A circular argument?

The answer to our question is: it comes from Jesus himself! Now we 
admit at once that this looks as if it involves the following circular 
argument:

1.  Jesus claims to be the Son of God.
2.  How do I know that he is speaking the truth?
3.  I know it because it is he who claims it.

To which you might object: but you are assuming what you want 
to prove! Well, in a sense you are right. The reasoning is circular, but 
it is not a vicious circle.

To see that, let us begin with God. Now, of course, you may not 
believe in God. But, for the sake of the argument, it is important to 
realise that if there is a God, then, in the last analysis, he must sup-
ply his own evidence. Since he is the Creator of all things, then by 
definition everything is dependent on him: nothing and no one is, 
or can be, independent of him. In the nature of things, there can be 
no source of evidence for God’s existence independent of God him-
self. Indeed, if we were ultimately dependent for evidence for God on 
something independent of God, then that something would inevita-
bly be of greater authority than God—which is absurd.

12 See the concepts of God discussed in connection with Hinduism, Aristotle and Plotinus in 
Book 2: Finding Ultimate Reality.
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In light of this, it is instructive to see how Christ himself referred 
to the source of the evidence that he is the Son of God. John, the 
writer of the Fourth Gospel, records in detail an incident that took 
place at the Pool of Bethesda near the Sheep Gate in Jerusalem, when 
Jesus healed a man who had been diseased for thirty-eight years 
(John 5). Some of the Jews present were angry with Jesus because he 
did this on the Sabbath day, in apparent contravention of their laws 
on Sabbath observance. Jesus replied to them, ‘My Father is working 
until now, and I am working.’ But his claim to have a uniquely special 
relationship with God incensed them even more: ‘This was why the 
Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because not only was he 
breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own Father, 
making himself equal with God’ (John 5:17–18). Notice that, in reply 
to their objection, Jesus did not say, ‘You have mistaken me; I didn’t 
mean to claim equality with God.’ Instead, he proceeded to make a 
series of statements, emphasising his equality with God even further.

We summarise it in propositional form:
1. The Son does exactly what the Father does and does it in the 

very same way as the Father: ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do 
nothing of his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. 
For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise’ (John 5:19, 
emph. added).

Christ then spells out the implications of this statement:
2. The Son is the source of life, just as the Father is: ‘For as the Fa-

ther has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in 
himself ’ (John 5:26).

3. The Son, of his own volition, raises the dead, as does the Father: 
‘For as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so also the Son 
gives life to whom he will. . . . an hour is coming when all who are in 
the tombs will hear his voice and come out’ (John 5:21, 28–29).

4. The Son, not the Father, is the final judge: ‘The Father judges 
no one, but has given all judgment to the Son, that all may honour 
the Son, just as they honour the Father. Whoever does not honour the 
Son does not honour the Father who sent him’ (John 5:22–23, emph. 
added).

The claim that he should be honoured as the Father is honoured 
would be the height of blasphemy, if Jesus was merely a human being 
and not equal to the Father.
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The question arises: what was the source of the evidence for such 
a tremendous claim?

The source of the evidence submitted by Christ

Christ first cites the evidence of the prophet John the Baptist, whose 
role as the forerunner of Messiah was predicted in the Old Testament 
(see, for example, Mark 1:1–3; Luke 3:1–6); and who in that role had 
clearly pointed the Jewish nation to Jesus as the Messiah, as we have 
just seen above. But after citing John as witness, Christ then signifi-
cantly adds, ‘But it is not from a human being that I receive evidence’ 
(John 5:34 own trans.). Here he is stating the principle to which we 
alluded earlier: as God incarnate he must ultimately be the source 
of his own evidence. There can be no evidence independent of him.

John the Baptist was a very great witness—according to Christ 
‘a burning and shining lamp’ (John 5:35). However, if Jesus is the 
Word of God incarnate, as he claimed to be, then he was behind the 
witness of John—he was ultimately responsible for arranging it. And 
so it is with every other human witness to God throughout the ages: 
ultimately it all depends on God himself. Take, for example the phe-
nomenon of Old Testament prophecy. It was, says the Apostle Peter, 
the Spirit of Christ in the prophets that ‘predicted the sufferings of 
Christ and the subsequent glories’ (1 Pet 1:11). There are no sources 
of witness independent of God.13

Next, Christ invited his hearers to consider as a witness, the 
works which he did:

But the testimony that I have is greater than that of John. For 
the works that the Father has given me to accomplish, the very 
works that I am doing, bear witness about me that the Father 
has sent me. (John 5:36)

But here, once more, the works are not a source of evidence in-
dependent of God. It is the Father dwelling in Christ who does them:

13 We note that it is the same with creation. By its design, creation points to God. But then, 
creation actually comes from the pre-incarnate Word and Son of God, so it is not an independ-
ent source of evidence either: ‘All things were made through him’ (John 1:3).
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Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in 
me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own au-
thority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works. Believe 
me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me, or else be-
lieve on account of the works themselves. (John 14:10–11)

Because the Father lives and works through him, his evidence is 
the Father’s evidence—it comes directly from God himself. It is in-
teresting and important to note that Christ is fully aware of the fact 
that he must be his own evidence. If he had not been aware of it, but 
had relied only on the evidence of the men around him, it would have 
given ground to thinking that his claim was false.

The implications for our approach to the New Testament

This fact that, in the end, Christ must be his own evidence, has im-
portant implications for the kind of attitude we bring to the reading 
of the narratives in the Gospels. The persuasive power of those narra-
tives, if they have any persuasive power, must ultimately derive from 
Christ himself. Of course, we cannot know the facts about Christ if 
we do not read the New Testament; but many people seem to find a 
difficulty here. They feel that if they are going to believe that Jesus is 
the Son of God, they must first believe that the New Testament is true. 
However, since they do not themselves grant the supposition that the 
New Testament is true, they feel it is pointless to read what the Gos-
pels say about Jesus.

But the objection is not valid. You don’t have first to believe that 
the Gospels are true before you read them, any more than you have 
to believe that the newspapers are true before you read them. Indeed, 
when it comes to newspapers, we know that much in them is not 
true, and we certainly do not decide, before we read them, to be-
lieve whatever they say. But, of course, that doesn’t stop us reading 
them. We usually have confidence enough in our own judgment to 
read what they say, reflect on it, and make up our own mind whether 
it’s true or not. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to treat the New 
Testament in the same way; although, of course, the New Testament 
claims higher authority than our newspapers. But you don’t have to 
grant this before you start reading it.

If Jesus is the Son of God, then these records of what he said and 
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did on earth do, in fact, come to us with his authority. But if we are 
prepared to read them, then it is up to him to convince us that he 
is the truth. He is on record as inviting his contemporaries to use 
their critical judgment on the moral character of his word and ac-
tions: ‘Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment’ 
(John 7:24). If we are thus prepared to use our 
moral judgment and think seriously about 
Christ’s words and works, then Christ himself 
says that God will show us personally whether 
Christ’s claims are true or not—on one condi-
tion. The condition is this: ‘If anyone’s will is to 
do God’s will’—that is, when he discovers what 
God’s will is—‘he will know whether the teach-
ing is from God or whether I am speaking on 
my own authority’ (John 7:17). He will find out 
because, as he reads, studies and thinks about 
what Jesus taught, God will speak to his heart, 
and show him that what Jesus says is true.

The trouble sometimes lies in the fact that 
many people find this condition to be stringent and difficult. Some 
people sense that, if God did show them, it would carry far-reaching 
implications for their way of life that they might not wish to face. 
So they would prefer to approach the whole thing impersonally, like 
they approach experiments in physics or chemistry, without com-
mitting themselves in advance to any practical implications. But it 
is not possible to treat God like that, precisely because he is God. 
Clearly, we cannot come to the Almighty, and virtually say to him, 
‘Please show me if Jesus is your Son or not; but I want you to know 
in advance that, if you do show me that he is your Son, I am not nec-
essarily willing to accept the implications of it.’ God has no time for 
spiritual dilettantes.

Seeing and believing
But someone else will object, by saying, ‘If I read the Gospels in that 
frame of mind, might I not very easily persuade myself that I have 
had some kind of spiritual enlightenment, when all the time my ex-
perience is only the result of wish fulfilment or autosuggestion? After 
all, we can persuade ourselves to believe all sorts of things, can’t we?’

If Jesus is the Son of  
God, then these records 

of what he said and  
did on earth do, in  

fact, come to us with  
his authority. But if we  
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he is the truth.
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Perhaps an answer to that difficulty is to be found, to some ex-
tent, in the story of one of Christ’s miracles, as recorded in John 9. 
We do not stop to argue the case for miracles at this point (for that, 
see the next chapter), since all we wish to do at this juncture is to ap-
peal to the account solely as an illustration.

The story goes like this: Jesus once came across a man who had 
been born blind, and asked him if he would like to be given sight. 
Now it is clear that it would be extremely difficult to try to explain to 
someone born blind what sight is, or what colour is like; or even to 
convince him that there are such things as light and colour. There-
fore, we could have well understood it, if the blind man had replied 
to Jesus that he didn’t know what sight was, and considered all claims 
that there was such a thing as sight to be nonsense. That, at least, is 
the way many people react nowadays, when they hear Jesus Christ 
say that he can give them spiritual sight: that he can give them eter-
nal life, which is the faculty of knowing God personally (John 17:3).

So Jesus Christ suggested to the man that, if he was willing, there 
was an experiment he could perform; and he guaranteed that if he 
performed it, he would receive sight. Now the experiment Christ laid 
down seemed very odd. First he spat on the ground and made clay 
with the spittle. Then he put the clay on the man’s eyes and told him 
to go to the Pool of Siloam and wash himself.

Now to suggest that physical sight could be given to him this 
way probably seemed completely absurd. But now the man had to 
make up his mind about Jesus. Was he a crank or a charlatan? Cer-
tainly, the nature of the experiment arguably pointed in that direc-
tion. And suppose he went and did what Christ asked, and it didn’t 
work—would he not look a fool, as well as being very disillusioned 
and disappointed? Even if he did have some kind of experience (after 
all, he didn’t know what ‘seeing’ meant), might that not simply be the 
result of autosuggestion or wish fulfilment, and be of little value to 
him? On the other hand, he had evidence around him of other people 
who claimed to have experienced the power of Christ. So what was he 
to do? And anyway, he had nothing to lose, and possibly everything 
to gain, by making the experiment. So he made his way to the Pool 
of Siloam, washed his eyes, and recovered his physical sight at once.

Thereafter it is interesting to see how he eventually came to the 
conclusion that Jesus is the Son of God. He did not see that at once. 
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The text shows that he had a keen mind, and, in argument with his 
neighbours and the Pharisees, he worked through all the suggested 
alternative explanations that they made to him about Jesus, and 
came to the conclusion that the only explanation that fitted all the 
facts was that Jesus actually was the Son of God. But we note that, if 
the man had not originally been prepared to do the experiment, he 
would never have found out whether or not Christ could give him 
sight as he claimed; and he would never have discovered whether or 
not Jesus was the Son of God.

The double purpose of the evidence
The story of the blind man is one among many pieces and kinds of 
evidence for the deity of Christ that John includes in his Gospel. To-
wards the end of his Gospel, he formally states the purpose that he 
has had in mind in presenting the evidence:

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 
which are not written in this book; but these are written so that 
you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 
that by believing you may have life in his name. (John 20:30–31)

We notice that there are, not just one, but two objectives stated 
here. The second describes a personal faith-commitment to Christ: 
it is belief in him as the only way of having that spiritual experience 
called ‘receiving eternal life’; and it is the only way of discovering the 
full reality of Christ. After all, a man and woman cannot fully expe-
rience what marriage is, unless and until they commit themselves 
one to the other and get married. So it is with believing in Christ 
‘that you may have life in his name’.

But that faith-commitment is not, as many imagine it, a leap in 
the dark—an act of blind faith, an arbitrary, irrational step, taken 
without any evidence. It is only the second step of a double process; 
the first step is to consider the evidence, the massive evidence, for the 
truth of the proposition that Jesus is, in fact, the Christ, the Son of 
God. And it is to the cornerstone of that evidence that we turn next: 
the resurrection of Christ.
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THE PRIME MIRACLE

The Christian gospel is based squarely on a miracle. It was the miracle 
of the resurrection of Christ that started it going, and that same mira-
cle is its central message. Indeed the basic qualification of a Christian 
apostle was to be an eyewitness of the resurrection (Acts 1:22). C. S. 
Lewis expresses the situation precisely:

The first fact in the history of Christendom is a number of peo-
ple who say they have seen the Resurrection. If they had died 
without making anyone else believe this ‘gospel’, no gospels 
would ever have been written.1

According to the early Christians, then, without the resurrec-
tion there simply is no Christian message. Paul writes: ‘If Christ has 
not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith’ (1 Cor 
15:14 niv).

DAVID HUME AND MIRACLES

It is here that the Christian gospel conflicts with the widely held view 
that miracles are impossible. One of the thinkers who was most in-
fluential in spreading the view that science has made it impossible to 
believe in miracles was the Enlightenment Scottish philosopher Da-
vid Hume (1711–76). He was a sceptical naturalist philosopher. In his 
famous essay An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (EHU), 
he wrote:

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and 
unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof 
against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as 
any argument from experience as possibly can be imagined . . . 

1 Miracles, 235.
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It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should die 
on a sudden: because such a kind of death, though more unu-
sual than any other, has yet been frequently observed to happen. 
But it is a miracle, that a dead man should come to life; because 
that has never been observed, in any age or country. There must, 
therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous 
event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation.2

We notice that there are essentially two arguments here, al-
though they overlap.

First, there is an argument from the uniformity of nature:

1. Miracles are violations of the laws of nature.
2. These laws have been established by ‘firm and unalterable’ 

experience.
3. Therefore, the argument against miracle is as good as any 

argument from experience can be.

Second, there is the argument from the uniformity of experience:

1. Unusual, yet frequently observed, events are not miracles—
like a healthy person suddenly dropping dead.

2. A resurrection would be a miracle because it has never been 
observed anywhere at any time.

3. There is uniform experience against every miraculous 
event, otherwise it would not be called miraculous.

The argument from the uniformity of nature

In this instance, Hume holds a self-contradictory position. Hume de-
nies miracle because, as he says, miracles would go against the uni-
form laws of nature. But elsewhere he denies the uniformity of nature! 
He famously argues that, just because the sun has been observed to 
rise in the morning for thousands of years, that does not mean that we 
can be sure that it will rise tomorrow.3 On the basis of past experience 
you cannot predict the future, says Hume. But if that were true, see 

2 EHU 10.12; Dover edn, 73.
3 EHU 4.2; Dover edn, 14. This is an example of the so-called Problem of Induction which we 
discuss under ‘Induction’ in the Appendix to this book: ‘The Scientific Endeavour’. 
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what it implies in particular. Suppose that Hume is right that no dead 
man has ever risen up from the grave through the whole of earth’s his-
tory so far; then, by his own argument, he still couldn’t be sure that a 
dead man will not rise up tomorrow. That being so he cannot rule out 
miracle. What now has become of Hume’s insistence on the laws of 
nature and the uniformity of nature? He has exploded the very basis 
on which he denies the possibility of miracle.

The same argument would work just as 
well backwards in time, as well as forwards. 
For instance, the fact that no one has been 
observed to rise from the dead in the past 
thousand years, is no guarantee that there 
was no resurrection before that. Let us illus-
trate this with the following analogy. Uni-
form experience over the past three hundred 
years shows that kings of England are not 
decapitated. If you knew this, and were faced with the claim that 
King Charles  I was decapitated, you might refuse to believe it be-
cause it went against uniform experience. You would be wrong! He 
was beheaded. Uniformity is one thing; absolute uniformity another.

In any case, if, according to Hume, we can infer no regularities, 
it would be impossible even to speak of a ‘law of nature’, let alone the 
uniformity of nature with respect to those laws. And if nature is not 
uniform, then using the uniformity of nature as an argument against 
miracles is simply absurd.

In spite of this fundamental inconsistency, Hume’s argument 
has been, in large part, responsible for the widespread contemporary 
view (at least in the western world), that we have a straightforward 
choice between mutually exclusive alternatives. Either we believe in 
miracles, or we believe in the scientific understanding of the laws of 
nature, but not both. The latter, of course, being the only option for 
the intelligent person.

It cannot, however, be quite as simple as that; if only for the fact 
that there are highly intelligent, eminent, scientists, like Professor 
William Phillips (Physics Nobel Prizewinner 1997), Professor John 
Polkinghorne FRS (Quantum Physicist, Cambridge), and the former 
Director of the Human Genome Project, Francis Collins (to name 
just three), who, though well aware of Hume’s argument, nevertheless 

Hume denies miracle 
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the uniform laws of nature. 
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the uniformity of nature!
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publicly affirm their belief in the resurrection of Jesus. This means, at 
the very least, that it is clearly no necessary part of being a scientist 
that one should reject the resurrection. In that connection, it is im-
portant that we discuss Hume’s definition of miracles as ‘violations 
of the laws of nature’.

MIRACLES AND THE LAWS OF NATURE

It has been one of the impressive achievements of science, not only to 
describe what goes on in the universe, but to discover the laws which 
govern its workings. Since Hume defines miracles to be violations of 
those laws, it will be important for us here, both to understand, and 
indeed to grant, what scientists claim about their nature.

Scientific laws are not simply descriptions of what happens, al-
though they are at least that. They arise from our perception of the 
essential processes involved in any given phenomenon. That is, the 
laws are giving us insight into the internal logic of a system in terms 
of the cause and effect relationships of its constituent parts.

It is just here that we meet another self-contradictory element 
in Hume’s position. For Hume denies the very cause and effect re-
lationships which are involved in formulating these laws. He says: 
‘All events seem entirely loose and separate. One event follows an-
other; but we never can observe any tie between them. They seem 
conjoined, but never connected.’ 4 Hume then gives the example of 
someone watching a moving billiard ball collide with a stationary 
one. He sees the second ball begin to move but, according to Hume, 
the first time he saw such a thing,

he could not pronounce that the one event was connected but 
only that it was conjoined with the other. After he has observed 
several instances of this nature, he then pronounces them to 
be connected. What alteration has happened to give rise to this 
new idea of connection? Nothing, but that he now feels these 
events to be connected in his imagination, and can readily 
foretell the existence of one from the appearance of the other. 

4 EHU 7.26; Dover edn, 47.
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When we say, therefore, that one object is connected with an-
other, we mean only that they have acquired a connection in 
our thought . . .5

We have underlined the last sentence to emphasise the fact that 
Hume explicitly denies the idea of necessary connection. He would 
thus undermine a great deal of modern science, since scientific laws 
involve precisely what Hume denies—cause-effect descriptions of 
the workings of a system. For example, Hume would admit that there 
are many cases of smoking being associated with lung cancer, but he 
would deny any causal relationship. But this, if true, would under-
mine the scientifically established relationship between smoking and 
lung cancer. And just think of what would be left of atomic physics 
if we were not allowed to infer the existence of elementary particles 
from the tracks we observe in a bubble-chamber!

In a famous attack on Hume’s theory of causation, the eminent 
mathematician and philosopher Sir Alfred North Whitehead pointed 
out that we all have many everyday experiences in which we are di-
rectly aware of cause and effect connections; for example, the reflex 
action in which a person in a dark room blinks when an electric light 
is turned on. Obviously, the person is aware that the light flash causes 
the blink. Research shows that the photon stream from the bulb im-
pinges on the eye, stimulates activity in the optic nerve and excites 
certain parts of the brain. This scientifically demonstrates that there 
is a complex causal chain.6

We now have two reasons for concluding that Hume’s view of 
miracles is deeply flawed and inadequate:

1. Since he denies that the uniformity of nature can be estab-
lished, he cannot turn round and use it to disprove miracle.

2. Since he denies necessary causation, he cannot regard 
nature as described by laws embodying necessary relation-
ships that would preclude miracle.

However, not all who regard miracles as violations of the laws of 
nature would argue like Hume, and so we must consider this issue 

5 EHU 7.28; Dover edn, 48. Emphasis in italics in original. The underlined sentence has been 
emphasised by the authors. 
6 Process and Reality.
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from the perspective of modern science and its thinking about the 
laws of nature. For the modern scientist, it is precisely because sci-
entific laws embody cause-effect relationships that they do not only 
describe what happened in the past. Provided we are not working at 
the quantum level, such laws can successfully predict what will hap-
pen in the future with such accuracy that, for example, the orbits of 
communication satellites can be precisely calculated, and moon and 
Mars landings are possible.

It is understandable, therefore, that many scientists resent the idea 
that some god could arbitrarily intervene and alter, suspend, reverse, 
or otherwise ‘violate’, these laws of nature. For that would seem to 
them to contradict the immutability of those laws, and thus overturn 
the very basis of the scientific understanding of the universe. As a 
corollary to this, many such scientists would advance two arguments.

Argument 1—Belief arose from ignorance

This argument says that belief in miracles in general, and in the New 
Testament miracles in particular, arose in a primitive, pre-scientific 
culture where people were ignorant of the laws of nature and so read-
ily accepted miracle stories.

Hume endorses this view when he says that accounts of mira-
cles ‘are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous 
nations’.7 Yet, however plausible this explanation may seem at first 
sight, it is in fact nonsense when applied to the New Testament mira-
cles. For a moment’s thought will show us that, in order to recog-
nise some event as a miracle, there must be some perceived regularity 
to which that event is an apparent exception. You cannot recognise 
something that is abnormal if you do not know what is normal.

Take, for instance, the New Testament story that Jesus was born 
of a virgin without a human father. To say that the early Christians 
believed this miracle because they did not understand the laws of 
nature governing the conception and birth of children is frankly ri-
diculous. They knew well enough about these fixed laws. If they had 
not known of those laws, they might well have imagined that chil-
dren could be born without a father or without a mother; but in that 

7 EHU 10.20; Dover edn, 77.
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case they would not have regarded the story of the birth of Jesus from 
a virgin as a miracle at all. The very fact that they report it as a mira-
cle shows that they understood perfectly the normal laws governing 
childbirth. Indeed unless one has first understood that there are laws 
which normally govern events, how would one ever conclude that a 
miracle had taken place?

In fact, when Joseph, who was betrothed to Mary, first heard 
from her that she was pregnant, he proposed to divorce her; he was 
well enough acquainted with human biology to know where babies 
come from. He simply did not believe her story of divine interven-
tion. He was not a gullible man. When he was finally persuaded to 
accept her story, he did so precisely because he came to see that God 
had performed a miracle (see Matt 1:18–24).

Or take another incident: Luke, who was 
a doctor trained in the medical science of his 
day, begins his biography of Christ by raising 
this very matter (Luke 1:5–25). He tells the 
story of a man, Zechariah, and of his wife, 
Elizabeth, who for many years had prayed 
for a son because she was barren. When, in 
his old age, an angel appeared to him and 
told him that his former prayers were about 
to be answered and that his wife would conceive and bear a son, he 
very politely but firmly refused to believe it. The reason he gave was 
that he was now old and his wife’s body decrepit. For him and his wife 
to have a child at this stage would run counter to all that he knew of 
the laws of nature. The interesting thing about him is this: he was no 
atheist; he was a priest who believed in God, in the existence of an-
gels, and in the value of prayer. But if the promised fulfilment of his 
prayer was going to involve a reversal of the laws of nature, he was not 
prepared to believe it.

But it shows this, at least: the early Christians were not a credu-
lous bunch, unaware of the laws of nature, and therefore prepared 
to believe any miraculous story, however absurd. They felt the dif-
ficulty in believing the story of such a miracle, just like anyone else. 
If in the end they believed, it was because they were forced to, by the 
sheer weight of the evidence before their very eyes, that a miracle had 
taken place.

Unless one has first under
stood that there are laws 

which normally govern 
events, how would one 

ever conclude that a mira
cle had taken place?
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Similarly, in his account of the rise of Christianity, Luke shows 
us that the first opposition to the Christian message of the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ came not from atheists, but from the Sadducean 
high priests in Judaism (Acts 4:1–21). They were highly religious men. 
They believed in God. They said their prayers and conducted the ser-
vices in the temple. But that did not mean that the first time they 
heard the claim that Jesus had risen from the dead they believed it. 
They did not believe it; for they had embraced a worldview which de-
nied the possibility of bodily resurrection of any one at all, let alone 
that of Jesus Christ (Acts 23:8).

To suppose, then, that Christianity was born in a pre-scientific, 
credulous and ignorant world, is simply false to the facts. The ancient 
world knew as well as we do the law of nature, that dead bodies do 
not get up out of graves. Christianity won its way by dint of the sheer 
weight of evidence that one man had actually risen from the dead.

Argument 2—Knowledge makes belief impossible

Those who would argue against the idea of divine intervention in na-
ture would further argue that, now that we know the laws of nature, 
belief in miracles is impossible.

However, this idea that miracles are ‘violations’ of the laws of 
nature, involves another fallacy, which C. S. Lewis illustrated by the 
following analogy.

If I put six pennies into a drawer on Monday and six more on 
Tuesday, the laws decree that—other things being equal—I shall 
find twelve pennies there on Wednesday. But if the drawer has 
been robbed I may in fact find only two. Something will have 
been broken (the lock of the drawer or the laws of England) but 
the laws of arithmetic will not have been broken. The new situ-
ation created by the thief will illustrate the laws of arithmetic 
just as well as the original situation. 8

The analogy also helps point out that the scientific use of the 
word ‘law’ is not the same as the legal use, where we often think of 
a law as constraining someone’s actions. There is no sense in which 

8 Miracles, 92.
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the laws of arithmetic constrain or pressurise the thief in our story! 
Suppose we make an experiment. Let’s drop an apple. Newton’s Law 
of Gravitation tells me that if I drop an apple it will fall towards the 
centre of the earth. But that law does not prevent someone interven-
ing, and catching the apple as it descends. In other words, the law 
predicts what will happen, provided there is no change in the condi-
tions under which the experiment is conducted.

Thus, from the theistic perspective, the laws of nature predict 
what is bound to happen if God does not intervene; though, of 
course, it is no act of theft, if the Creator intervenes in his own crea-
tion. To argue that the laws of nature make it impossible for us to 
believe in the existence of God, and the possibility of his intervention 
in the universe, is plainly fallacious. It would be like claiming that an 
understanding of the laws of the internal combustion engine makes 
it impossible to believe that the designer of a motor car, or one of his 
mechanics, could or would intervene and remove the cylinder head. 
Of course they could intervene. Moreover, this intervention would 
not destroy those laws. The very same laws that explained why the 
engine worked with the cylinder head on would now explain why it 
does not work with the head removed.

It is, therefore, inaccurate and misleading to say with Hume that 
miracles ‘violate’ the laws of nature. It is rather, that God feeds new 
events into the system from time to time. There is no alteration to or 
suspension of the laws themselves. As C. S. Lewis expresses it:

If God annihilates or creates or deflects a unit of matter He has 
created a new situation at that point. Immediately all Nature 
domiciles this new situation, makes it at home in her realm, 
adapts all other events to it. It finds itself conforming to all the 
laws. If God creates a miraculous spermatozoon in the body of 
a virgin, it does not proceed to break any laws. The laws at once 
take it over. Nature is ready. Pregnancy follows, according to all 
the normal laws, and nine months later a child is born.9

To put this another way: one might say that it is a law of nature 
that human beings do not rise again from the dead by some natural 
mechanism. But Christians are not claiming that Christ rose from 

9 Miracles, 94.
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the dead by such a mechanism. They are claiming that he rose from 
the dead by supernatural power. By themselves, the laws of nature 
cannot rule out that possibility. When a miracle takes place, it is the 
laws of nature that alert us to the fact that it is a miracle. It is impor-
tant to grasp that Christians do not deny the laws of nature, as Hume 
implies they do. It is an essential part of the Christian position to 
believe in the laws of nature as descriptions of those regularities and 
cause-effect relationships built into the universe by its Creator and 
according to which it normally operates. If we did not know them, 
we should never recognise a miracle if we saw one.

EVIDENCE FOR THE HISTORICAL FACT  
OF THE RESURRECTION

Hume’s argument from the uniformity of experience

In anybody’s book, miracles, by definition, are exceptions to what 
normally happens. If miracles were normal, they wouldn’t be called 
miracles! What, then, does Hume mean by ‘uniform experience’? It is 
one thing to say ‘Experience shows that such and such normally hap-
pens, but there may be exceptions, although none has been observed, 
that is, the experience we have had has been uniform.’ It is an entirely 
different thing to say ‘This is what we normally experience, and we 
must always experience it, for there can be and are no exceptions.’

Hume appears to favour the second definition. For him, a mira-
cle is something that has never been experienced before, for if it had 
been experienced before, you could no longer call it a miracle. But 
that is a very arbitrary statement. Why can there not have been a suc-
cession of miracles in the past, as well as the particular one we may 
be discussing at the moment? What Hume does is to assume what he 
wants to prove, namely that there have never been any miracles in the 
past, and so there is uniform experience against this present instance 
being a miracle. But here his argument runs into very serious trouble. 
How does he know? In order to know that experience against mira-
cles is absolutely uniform, he would need to have total access to every 
event in the universe at all times and places, which is, self-evidently, 
impossible. It would seem that Hume has forgotten that humans have 
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only ever observed a tiny fraction of the sum total of events that have 
occurred in the universe; and that, in any case, very few of the total 
of all human observations have been written down. Therefore, Hume 
cannot know that miracles have never occurred. He is simply assum-
ing what he wants to prove—that nature is uniform, and no miracles 
have taken place. Hume is begging the question.

The only real alternative to Hume’s circular argument, of course, 
is to be open to the possibility that miracles have occurred. That is 
a historical question, and not a philosophical one, and depends on 
witness and evidence. But Hume does not appear willing to consider 
the question of whether there is any valid historical evidence that a 
miracle or miracles have taken place. He simply denies it, claiming 
that experience against miracles is ‘firm and unalterable’. But, we re-
peat, his claim has no substance unless he has demonstrated that all 
reports of miracles are false. He singularly fails even to attempt to 
do this, so there is simply no way in which he can know the answer.

In particular, he simply says that no resurrection has ever been 
observed, without making the slightest attempt to discuss the actual 
historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus—evidence which, 
in the estimate of the eminent nineteenth-century Oxford historian 
Thomas Arnold, is overwhelming.

I have been used for many years to study the histories of other 
times, and to examine and weigh the evidence of those who 
have written about them; and I know of no one fact in the his-
tory of mankind, which is proved by better and fuller evidence 
of every sort to the understanding of a fair inquirer than the 
great sign which God hath given us, that Christ died and rose 
again from the dead.10

We must, therefore, now discuss that evidence.

Hume’s criteria for evidence, and the credibility of witnesses

Hume notes that ‘a wise man .  .  . proportions his belief to the evi-
dence.’ 11 That is, the strength of his belief depends upon the strength 

10 Christian Life, 11–12.
11 EHU 10.4; Dover edn, 71.
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of the evidence that supports the belief. It means that, when faced 
with, say, the report of a miracle, the wise person will weigh up all the 
evidence for the miracle on the one side, and all the evidence against 
it on the other, and then come to his decision. Hume adds a further 
criterion to aid this process:

No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the 
testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more 
miraculous, than the fact, which it endeavours to establish . . . 
When anyone tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I 
immediately consider with myself, whether it be more probable, 
that this person should either deceive or be deceived, or that the 
fact, which he relates, should really have happened. I weigh the 
one miracle against the other; and according to the superiority, 
which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject 
the greater miracle. If the falsehood of his testimony would be 
more miraculous, than the event which he relates; then, and not 
until then, can he pretend to command my belief or opinion.12

Let us examine what Hume means by ‘falsehood’. Here is some-
one who tells you that a miracle has happened. You have to decide 
whether it is true or false. If the character of the witness is dubious, 
you would be likely to dismiss his story out of hand. However, if the 
witness is of known moral integrity, you turn next to the actual thing 
that is claimed. Hume’s view is that you must reject it as false, unless 
believing in its falsity would land you in such an impossible situa-
tion, and have such totally inexplicable implications in history, that 
you would need an even bigger miracle to explain them.

Hume’s criteria applied to the idea that the disciples were fraudsters
But this criterion of Hume’s is precisely the argument that Christians 
will use. Academician Professor Sir Norman Anderson, formerly Di-
rector of the Institute of Advanced Legal Studies in the University of 
London, writes in the opening words of his book The Evidence for the 
Resurrection:

Easter is not primarily a comfort, but a challenge. Its message is 
either the supreme fact in history or else a gigantic hoax . . . If it 

12 EHU 10.13; Dover edn, 75.



THE RESURRECTION OF CHRIST AND THE QUESTION OF MIRACLES

127

is true, then it is the supreme fact of history; and to fail to adjust 
one’s life to its implications means irreparable loss. But if it is 
not true, if Christ be not risen, then the whole of Christianity 
is a fraud, foisted on the world by a company of consummate 
liars, or, at best, deluded simpletons. St. Paul himself realised 
this when he wrote: ‘If Christ be not risen, then our preaching 
is meaningless, and your faith worthless. More, we are found to 
be false witnesses.’ 13

Centuries before Hume, then, the Christian Apostle Paul saw the 
issue clearly: either Christ is risen from the dead, or he and the other 
apostles are deliberate perpetrators of fraud (1 Cor 15:15). But then, 
the question cannot be avoided, is it possible to believe that Christ’s 
apostles were the kind of men who would concoct a lie, foist it some-
how upon their followers, and not only watch them go to their deaths 
for it, but themselves pay for their deliberate lie with prison, constant 
harassment and suffering, and eventually with their lives?

We must remember that, at the very beginning of Christianity, 
Peter and John were imprisoned twice by the authorities for preach-
ing the resurrection (Acts 4:3; 5:18). Not long afterwards, John’s 
brother, James, was murdered by Herod. Can we imagine that John 
would have been prepared to have that happen, if he knew his brother 
was dying for a lie? By the time John died as an old man, exiled for 
his faith on the island of Patmos, many people had given their lives in 
the name of the risen Christ. John, so he tells us, was not prepared to 
condone a lie even in a good cause. His reason was that ‘no lie comes 
from the truth’ (1 John 2:21 niv). Was he the kind of man who would 
nevertheless watch his brother, and others as well, die for a lie that he 
himself had concocted? And what about Peter? Historical tradition 
tells us that he was eventually martyred—as Jesus had indicated to 
him (John 21:18). Was he martyred for what he knew to be a lie?

In any case, is it reasonable to suppose that none of the disci-
ples, who perpetrated such a fraud, would never have broken under 
torture and confessed that it was a fraud? No. It is frankly impos-
sible to believe that they were deliberate liars. Hence, according to 
Hume’s criterion, if believing that the disciples were deliberate liars 

13 p. 1.
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would involve a totally inexplicable historical and moral contradic-
tion, then we must accept their testimony, as millions have over the 
last twenty centuries.

Hume’s criteria applied to the cause of the rise of Christianity
The existence of the Christian church throughout the world is an indis-
putable fact. In the spirit of Hume’s criterion we ask: what explanation 
is adequate to explain the transformation of the early disciples? From a 
frightened group of men and women, who were utterly depressed and 
disillusioned at what, to them, was the calamity that had befallen their 
movement when their leader was crucified, there suddenly exploded 
a powerful, international movement that rapidly established itself all 
over the Roman Empire, and ultimately all over the world. And the 
striking thing is, that the early disciples were all Jews. Their religion 
was not noted for its enthusiasm in making converts from other na-
tions. What could have been powerful enough to set all of this going?

If we ask the early church, they will answer at once that what set 
them going was the resurrection. Moreover, they maintained that the 
very reason and purpose for their existence was to be a witness to the 
resurrection of Christ. That is, they came into existence, not to prom-
ulgate some political programme or campaign for moral renovation; 
but to bear witness to the fact that God had intervened in history, 
raised Christ from the dead, and that forgiveness of sins could be 
received in his name. This message would, of course, ultimately have 
major moral implications for society, but it was the message of the 
resurrection itself that was central.

If we reject the early Christians’ own explanation for their exist-
ence on the basis that it involves too big a miracle, what are we go-
ing to put in its place that will not involve an even greater strain on 
our capacity for belief? To deny the resurrection simply leaves the 
church without a raison d’être, which is historically and psychologi-
cally absurd.

Professor C. F. D. Moule of Cambridge writes:

If the coming into existence of the Nazarenes, a phenomenon 
undeniably attested by the New Testament, rips a great hole in 
history, a hole of the size and shape of Resurrection, what does 
the secular historian propose to stop it up with? . .  . the birth 
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and rapid rise of the Christian Church . . . remain an unsolved 
enigma for any historian who refuses to take seriously the only 
explanation offered by the Church itself. 14

Problems with holding Hume’s position on miracles
So far, Hume’s criterion makes good sense. But then he goes on to 
show that he is not content to let the matter rest with an even-handed 
assessment of evidence to decide whether a miracle has happened or 
not. He has determined the verdict against miracles in advance with-
out allowing any trial to take place.

After stating that, ‘No testimony is sufficient to establish a mira-
cle, unless the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would 
be more miraculous, than the fact, which it endeavours to establish’ 
he tries to create an escape from an unwelcome conclusion. In his 
very next paragraph, he says that he has been far too liberal in imag-
ining that the ‘testimony, upon which a miracle is founded, may pos-
sibly amount to an entire proof’, since ‘there never was a miraculous 
event established on so full an evidence’.15 But this is precisely what 
Christians will dispute, especially on the basis of the evidence for the 
resurrection of Christ, which Hume never seems to have considered.

Hume’s logic, then, looks something like this:

1. The laws of nature describe regularities.
2. Miracles are singularities, exceptions to the regular course 

of nature and so are exceedingly rare.
3. Evidence for what is regular and repeatable must al-

ways be more than evidence for what is singular and 
unrepeatable.

4. The wise man bases his belief on the weight of evidence.
5. Therefore no wise man can ever believe in a miracle.

In other words, although Hume seems at first to be open to the 
theoretical possibility of a miracle having occurred, provided the ev-
idence is strong enough; he eventually reveals that he is completely 
convinced from the beginning that there never can be enough ev-
idence that would convince a rational person that a miracle has 

14 The Phenomenon of the New Testament, 3, 13 (italics in original).
15 EHU 10.13; Dover edn, 75.
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happened, because rational people know that miracles cannot hap-
pen. Hume lays himself open to the charge of begging the question.

The idea that evidence for what is regular and repeatable must 
always be more than evidence for what is singular and unrepeatable 
(point 3 above) was, for many years, emphasised heavily by the phi-
losopher Antony Flew in his modern defence of Hume’s argument.16 
Flew, one of the world’s leading authorities on Hume, argued that 
‘the proposition reporting the (alleged) occurrence of the miracle 
will be singular, particular and in the past tense’. He deduced that, 
since in any case, propositions of this sort cannot be tested directly, 
the evidence for them will always be immeasurably weaker in logical 
strength, than the evidence for general and repeatable propositions.17

In more recent years, Flew has revised his own assessment of 
Hume and has gone so far as to warn those who would agree with his 
previous positions that his own book needed to be rewritten:

One matter in particular calls for extensive corrections. The 
three chapters ‘The Idea of Necessary Connection’, ‘Liberty 
and Necessity,’ and ‘Miracles and Methodology’ all need to be 
rewritten in the light of my new-found awareness that Hume 
was utterly wrong to maintain that we have no experience, and 
hence no genuine ideas, of making things happen and pre-
venting things from happening, of physical necessity and of 
physical impossibility. Generations of Humeans have in con-
sequence been misled into offering analyses of causation and 
of natural law that have been far too weak because they had 
no basis for accepting the existence of either cause and effect 
or natural laws. Meanwhile, in ‘Of Liberty and Necessity’ and 
‘Of Miracles,’ Hume himself was hankering after (even when he 
was not actually employing) notions of causes bringing about 
effects that were stronger than any that he was prepared to ad-
mit as legitimate . . . Hume’s scepticism about cause and effect 
and his agnosticism about the external world are of course jet-
tisoned the moment he leaves his study.18

16 See his article ‘Miracles’ in The Encyclopaedia of Philosophy; and his essay, ‘Neo-Humean 
Arguments about the Miraculous’.
17 Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 252.
18 There is a God, 57–58. In this book, Flew discusses his own reasons for moving away from 
his previously held (and much celebrated) atheism and embracing theism instead.
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Quite apart from the question of miracle, this argument is inimi-
cal to science; the classic example being the origin of the universe. The 
so-called ‘Big Bang’ is a singularity in the past, an unrepeatable event; 
so, if Flew’s original argument had been valid, no scientist should be 
prepared to believe in the Big Bang. Indeed, when scientists began 
to talk of the universe having a beginning in a singularity, they met 
strong objections from fellow scientists who held strong uniformitar-
ian views. However, it was studying the data 
supplied to them, not theoretical arguments 
on what was or what was not possible on the 
basis of an assumed uniformity, that con-
vinced them that the Big Bang was a plausible 
explanation. It is very important, therefore, 
to realise that, even when scientists speak of 
the uniformity of nature, they do not mean 
absolute uniformity—especially if they be-
lieve in singularities like the Big Bang.

Turning to the question of the resur-
rection of Christ, what Hume seems to have 
overlooked is that it is simply inadequate to 
judge the likelihood of the occurrence of the resurrection of Jesus on 
the basis of the observed very high probability of dead people remain-
ing dead. What he should have done (but did not do) was to weigh the 
probability of the resurrection of Jesus against the probability of the 
tomb of Jesus being empty on any other hypothesis than the resurrec-
tion. We shall do this in our next chapter.19

Hume is, of course, aware that there are situations where peo-
ple have understandable difficulty in accepting something because it 
is outside their experience, but which is nonetheless true. He relates 
a story of an Indian prince who refused to believe what he was told 
about the effects of frost.20 Hume’s point is that, although what he was 
told was not contrary to his experience, it was not conformable with it.

However, even here, Hume is not on safe ground. For, in modern 
science, especially the theories of relativity and quantum mechanics, 

19 Another defect in the Hume-Flew view is that it does not appear to be falsifiable in the sense 
that neither Hume nor Flew appear to be able to conceive of an observation that would prove 
it false (see the section on Falsifiablity in the Appendix: ‘The Scientific Endeavour’).
20 EHU 10.10; Dover edn, 73.
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there are key ideas which do appear contrary to our experience. A 
strict application of Hume’s principles might well have rejected such 
ideas, and thus have impeded the progress of science. It is often the 
counterintuitive anomaly, the contrary fact, the exception to past re-
peated observation and experience, that turns out to be the key to 
the discovery of a new scientific paradigm. But the crucial thing here 
is that the exception is a fact, however improbable it may be on the 
basis of past repeated experience. Wise people, particularly if they 
are scientists, are concerned with facts, not simply with probabilities; 

even if those facts do not appear to fit into their 
uniformitarian schemes.

We agree, of course, that miracles are inher-
ently improbable. We should certainly demand 
strong evidence for their happening in any par-
ticular case (see Hume’s point 5. above). But this 
is not the real problem with miracles of the sort 
found in the New Testament. The real problem 
is that they threaten the foundations of natural-
ism, which is clearly Hume’s basic worldview 
at this point. That is, he regards it as axiomatic 
that nature is all that there is and that there is 
nothing and no one outside nature that could 

from time to time intervene in nature. It is this that he means when he 
claims that nature is uniform. His axiom, of course, is simply a belief, 
and not a consequence of scientific investigation.

Ironically enough, Christians will argue that it is only belief in a 
Creator that gives us a satisfactory ground for believing in the uni-
formity of nature in the first place. In denying that there is a Creator 
the atheists are kicking away the basis of their own argument! As 
C. S. Lewis puts it:

If all that exists is Nature, the great mindless interlocking event, 
if our own deepest convictions are merely the by-products of an 
irrational process, then clearly there is not the slightest ground 
for supposing that our sense of fitness and our consequent faith 
in uniformity tell us anything about a reality external to our-
selves. Our convictions are simply a fact about us—like the col-
our of our hair. If Naturalism is true we have no reason to trust 
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our conviction that Nature is uniform. It can be trusted only if 
quite a different Metaphysic is true. If the deepest thing in real-
ity, the Fact which is the source of all other facthood, is a thing 
in some degree like ourselves—if it is a Rational Spirit and we 
derive our rational spirituality from It—then indeed our con-
viction can be trusted. Our repugnance to disorder is derived 
from Nature’s Creator and ours.21

Thus, excluding the possibility of miracle, and making Nature 
and its processes an absolute in the name of science, ends up by re-
moving all ground for trusting in the rationality of science in the 
first place. On the other hand, regarding nature as only part of a 
greater reality, which includes nature’s intelligent Creator God, gives 
a rational justification for belief in the orderliness of nature (a view 
which led to the rise of modern science).22

Secondly, however, if, in order to account for the uniformity of 
nature, one admits the existence of a Creator, that inevitably opens 
the door for the possibility of a miracle in which that same Creator 
intervenes in the course of nature. There is no such thing as a tame 
Creator who cannot, or must not, or dare not intervene in the uni-
verse he has created. So, miracles may occur.

Our conclusions so far

There is a sense, of course, in which Christians can agree with Hume, 
that ‘uniform experience’ shows that resurrection by means of a natu-
ral mechanism is extremely improbable, and we may rule it out. But 
Christians do not claim that Jesus rose by some natural mechanism. 
They claim something totally different—that God raised him from 
the dead. And if there is a God, why should that be judged impossible?

In this chapter we have so far been considering essentially a 
priori reasons23 for which Hume and others have rejected miracles. 

21 Miracles, 167–8.
22 For further discussion of this point, see John Lennox’s book God’s Undertaker, 20–23.
23 Those reasons that have to do with the convictions, beliefs, and principles we already have, 
before we bring them to bear on a situation are ‘a priori’ reasons. For more detailed discussion 
of different kinds of reasons and the ways in which we can know anything, see Book 4: Ques-
tioning Our Knowledge.
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However, we have seen that it is not science that rules out miracle. 
Surely, then, the open-minded attitude demanded by reason is now 
to proceed to investigate the evidence, to establish the facts, and be 
prepared to follow where that process leads, even if it entails altera-
tions to our a priori views. We shall never know whether or not there 
is a mouse in the attic unless we actually go and look!



If several witnesses to an event make 

statements in court which agree in every 

detail wordforword, any judge would 

be likely to deduce that the testimonies 

were not independent; and, worse still, 

that there had possibly been collusion 

to mislead the court.

THE EVIDENCE FOR  
THE RESURRECTION

CHAPTER 5
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DID HE RISE AGAIN?

For centuries, Christians have greeted each other at Easter time with 
the words ‘Christ is risen! Indeed he is risen.’ We must now proceed 
to look at the evidence that he did in fact rise. The evidence is cumula-
tive. That is, we need to put together evidence from four major areas:

1. The death of Jesus
2. The burial of Jesus
3. The fact of the empty tomb
4. Eyewitnesses of the appearances of Christ

THE DEATH OF JESUS

Why it is important to establish the fact of Christ’s death

It is self-evident, if we are going to claim that Christ rose from the 
dead, that he must have died in the first place. For, if Christ did not 
really die on the cross, there could not be a resurrection. That is why it 
is important first of all to establish the fact of his death, a fact claimed 
by Paul in his very early credal summary of the Christian faith (1 Cor 
15:3–4).

Christ’s death disputed

Some have seriously suggested that Christ did not really die on the 
cross, but only swooned and then revived in the cool air of the tomb. 
Although very weak, he managed to get out of the tomb and was seen 
by some of his disciples, looking (not surprisingly) pale like a ghost. 
They imagined that a resurrection had occurred and spread the story 
around; but, in fact, Christ probably simply wandered off and per-
ished in some obscure, unknown place.
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However, in the light of two major pieces of evidence, this theory, 
as has repeatedly been pointed out, is seen to be absurd. First, the ex-
tent of the injuries suffered by Christ on the cross; and, second, the 
fact that his body was wrapped up in grave clothes, covered in a great 
weight of spices and placed in a sealed tomb.

The evidence that Christ really died  
and was dead before he was buried

Before Jesus was crucified, he was flogged and had a crown of thorns 
pressed on to his head (Matt 27:26–31). Such flogging, as practised by 
the Romans, involved the use of a brutal instrument called a flagrum, 
which was like a whip with pieces of metal and bone attached to it, 
to bite deep into human flesh. As a result, the victim sometimes died 
under its use. In Jesus’ case, he was so weak as a result of the flogging 
that he was not able to carry the cross as far as the place of execution 
(see Matt 27:32).

Jesus was then crucified. This meant nailing him to a rough 
wooden structure in the shape of a cross, with an upright pole and 
a crosspiece: one large nail through both feet, fastening them to the 
upright, and other nails through the outstretched wrists, fastening 
them to the crosspiece. This arrangement was maximally cruel be-
cause the nails through the feet meant that the legs could give sup-
port as the victim struggled to raise his body up so as to be able to 
breathe a bit easier; this merely prolonged the agony of death, some-
times for several days.

However, the Jewish Sabbath was approaching and, according to 
John’s eyewitness account (John 19:31 ff.), the Jewish authorities did 
not want the bodies, which they regarded as defiling, to remain on the 
crosses on the Sabbath. They therefore asked permission from Pilate 
to have death hastened by the expedient of breaking the legs of the 
three crucified men (see again John 19:31–37). This would have the ef-
fect of removing support for the upper body, which would then hang 
with a dead weight and render the breathing action of the ribcage 
very difficult, thereby hastening death, if it had not already occurred. 
The permission was granted. However, when the soldiers came to Je-
sus they found he was dead already, so they did not break his legs. 
This means that they were absolutely sure he was dead—these men 
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knew a dead body when they saw one. However, presumably to make 
doubly sure, one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear.

John tells us that the spear thrust produced a flow of blood and 
water (John 19:34). This supplies us with medical evidence of death, 
as it indicates that massive blood clotting had taken place in the main 
arteries; and that in turn shows that Jesus had died even before the 
spear thrust. Since John could not have known of the pathological 
significance of this, it is a powerful piece of circumstantial detail es-
tablishing the Christian claim that Christ really died. Medical ex-
perts have frequently drawn attention to it. For example, Dr William 
Edwards writes:

Clearly the weight of historical and medical evidence indicates 
that Jesus was dead before the wound to his side was inflicted.1

Pilate’s concern to establish the fact of Christ’s death

When the Sanhedrin councillor Joseph of Arimathea subsequently 
came to Pilate to request the body for burial (for the details, see be-
low), Pilate, ever a cautious man, was not willing to take any risks, not 
even for such a prominent person. In the very earliest of the Gospel 
accounts, Mark records that Pilate was surprised to hear that Jesus 
was already dead (recall the fact mentioned above, that crucified peo-
ple often lived in agony for some days); so he took the precaution of 
checking with the duty centurion that Jesus was actually dead. Only 
when he had received this assurance did Pilate release the corpse of 
Jesus for burial (Mark 15:44–45).

All the evidence, then, goes to show that Jesus died upon the 
cross.

THE BURIAL OF JESUS

Who buried him?

All four Gospels tell us that a rich man, Joseph, from the town of Ari-
mathea, went to the Roman procurator Pilate and requested the body 

1 ‘On the Physical Death of Jesus Christ’, 1463.
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of Jesus for burial in a tomb which belonged to Joseph (Matt 27:57–60; 
Mark 15:42–46; Luke 23:50–53; John 19:38–42). Presumably, he was 
able to get access to Pilate because of his status as a member of the 
Jewish Sanhedrin Council.

His motivation was clear: he had become a follower of Jesus, and 
wanted to ensure that he had a decent burial. But in all probability 
he had another motive: by his action he wanted to show that he had 
no part in the Sanhedrin’s decision to execute Jesus, and was protest-
ing against it. He had not joined the Sanhedrin in condemning him 
(Luke 23:50–51). Indeed, it might well be that, by burying the body 
of Jesus as he did, he was effectively handing in his resignation from 
the Sanhedrin. In light of his action, it is very unlikely that the San-
hedrin would have tolerated his membership any longer.

From John’s account of the trial of Jesus, we have already de-
duced that Pilate had nothing but contempt for the Sanhedrin: he 
had seen that their case against Jesus was pathetically thin, and had 
acceded to their request to crucify Jesus only because they had black-
mailed him.2 It may be, therefore, that in Joseph he was glad to see at 
least one member of the Sanhedrin who had disagreed with the gen-
eral verdict; and in giving the body to Joseph he may well have felt a 
slight easing of his conscience.

This account of Pilate’s acceding to Joseph’s request for the body 
bears all the hallmarks of authentic history. Bearing in mind the an-
tagonism of the Sanhedrin to Christ and his followers, it is highly 
improbable that those same followers would have invented the story 
of a member of the Sanhedrin being prepared to stand with Jesus by 
ensuring he had an honourable burial, while many of the disciples 
themselves had run off in fear! In addition, if the story were false, 
it would have been fatal for the Christian version of events for the 
Gospel writers to name someone with such a high public profile as 
Joseph. It would have been so easy for opponents to check the details 
afterwards and prove the story untrue.3

2 See Ch. 8 in Book 3: Questioning our Knowledge.
3 We are assuming here, in the light of the evidence amassed in Ch. 2, that the Gospels are not 
late compilations.
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The place of the burial

According to the record, Joseph, together with another member of the 
Sanhedrin, Nicodemus (see John 7:50–52; 19:39–42), buried the body 
of Jesus in a private tomb belonging to Joseph (Matt 27:50). In addi-
tion, other witnesses saw where the tomb was: the women from Gali-
lee saw it (Luke 23:55), as did the two Marys (Matt 27:61; Mark 15:47).

Implication of burial in a tomb
The fact of Jesus’ burial in a tomb plays an important role in the evi-
dence for the resurrection. If Jesus’ corpse had simply been thrown 
into a common grave—as often happened to criminals—the deter-
mination of whether a specific body was no longer there would have 
been made very difficult, if not impossible. And not only was Jesus 
buried in a tomb; it was a new tomb in which no one had ever been 
laid before, so there was no question of his body being accidentally 
confused with that of someone else (Luke 23:53). Moreover, since, as 
we have just noticed, some of the women believers followed Joseph, 
and saw the tomb in which Christ’s body was laid (Mark 15:47; Luke 
23:55), it makes it extremely unlikely that, when the women came 
early on the first day of the week while it was still dark, they mistook 
the tomb, as some scholars have suggested.

Indeed, it is likely that one of those women was Joanna, the wife 
of Chuza, the steward or manager of Herod’s household. Luke tells us 
that she was a follower of Jesus from Galilee (Luke 8:3), and that these 
women from Galilee not only witnessed the crucifixion, but also the 
burial (Luke 23:49–55). As a member of the upper crust of society, 
and as a follower of Jesus, she would have been well known to Joseph 
of Arimathea and Nicodemus. With such prominent people involved, 
it is inconceivable that a mistake could have been made regarding the 
location of the tomb, especially in light of the additional information 
that John gives us, to the effect that the tomb was in Joseph’s private 
garden, near to the place where Jesus was crucified (John 19:41–42).

The manner of the burial

Together with Nicodemus, Joseph wrapped the body in linen 
cloths interlaced with spices (John 19:39). They were following a 
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time-honoured custom for the burial of an important person; and 
in the process they would have used a mixture of myrrh and aloes—
about 25 kg in all. As wealthy people, in all probability they would 
have had a store of such spices readily available at home. It is possi-
ble that they were helped in this by the well-off women from Galilee 
(Luke 23:55–56). In any case, between them they had enough spices 
for the preliminary embalming. The rest could wait till the Sabbath 
was over.

The other women, being less well-off, had no such spices avail-
able, and they had to wait until the shops reopened after the Sabbath 
in order to buy them (Mark 16:1).

Implication of the preparation of the body
One thing is very clear from all of this: they were not expecting a 
resurrection. If you expect a body to rise from the dead, you do not 

embalm it in this way! Indeed, when the women 
arrived the next morning (Sunday), they were 
only concerned with the problem of gaining ac-
cess to the tomb in order to continue the embalm-
ing (Mark 16:1–3). This is clear evidence once 
more that they were not expecting a resurrection.

It is also to be noted that the weight of the 
spices, and the way in which the grave-clothes 

would have been tightly bound around the body, render incredible 
the theory mentioned earlier—that Christ swooned on the cross, re-
vived in the tomb, and then managed to escape.

The stone at the tomb entrance
The body was placed in a tomb, which had been hewn out of the rock, 
not in a grave dug in the earth. The tomb must have been of consider-
able size, since Peter and John were later able to go right into it (John 
20:3–9). In such tombs the body was usually placed in an alcove on 
a rock ledge, the ledge having an elevated part at one end where the 
head could rest slightly higher than the body. The tomb was then 
secured by Joseph with a large disc-shaped stone that fitted into a 
downward-slanting groove at the entrance to the tomb; though eas-
ily rolled into place, it would have required several men to move it 

If you expect a body 
to rise from the dead, 
you do not embalm 
it in this way!
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away (Mark 15:46; Matt 27:60). In addition, acting on the authority of 
Pilate, the next day the Jewish leaders had the stone officially sealed, 
so that no one could break that seal without incurring the wrath of 
officialdom (Matt 27:62, 65–66).

The guard at the tomb

Moreover, at the request of the Pharisees and with Pilate’s permis-
sion, guards were placed around the tomb. Matthew tells us that this 
was to prevent the disciples coming, removing the body of Jesus, and 
fraudulently announcing a ‘resurrection’. Here are the details of his 
account:

The next day, that is, after the day of Preparation, the chief 
priests and the Pharisees gathered before Pilate and said, ‘Sir, 
we remember how that impostor said, while he was still alive, 
“After three days I will rise.” Therefore order the tomb to be 
made secure until the third day, lest his disciples go and steal 
him away and tell the people, “He has risen from the dead”, and 
the last fraud will be worse than the first.’ Pilate said to them, 
‘You have a guard of soldiers. Go, make it as secure as you can.’ 
So they went and made the tomb secure by sealing the stone 
and setting a guard. (Matt 27:62–66)

Although some have questioned the authenticity of the story 
about the guards, there is strong evidence of its truth. First of all, it is 
not hard to imagine the unease and nervousness of the priests as they 
recalled Christ’s prediction of his resurrection. They could not afford 
to run any risk of a deception here, so that it was in their interests 
to get the tomb guarded. In addition to this, the story is confirmed 
by its sequel, as we shall see in a moment. Here, however, we should 
notice in passing that it was not until the day after the burial that the 
priests posted the guard. The women, who had gone home immedi-
ately after the burial, would have known nothing about the guard. 
This accounts for the fact that, as they were going to the tomb the 
next (Sunday) morning, they questioned among themselves, ‘Who 
will roll away the stone for us?’ The stone had in fact been rolled away 
by angelic intervention (Mark 16:3–5).
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THE FACT OF THE EMPTY TOMB

It is the constant and unvarying testimony of the Gospels that, when 
early in the morning of the first day of the week the Christian women 
went to the tomb to complete the task of encasing the body of Jesus in 
spices, the tomb was found to be empty; and when the apostles went to 
investigate the women’s report, they likewise found the tomb empty.

It is impossible to exaggerate the significance of this fact, for it 
shows us what the early Christians mean when they testify to the res-
urrection of Jesus. They mean that the same body of Jesus that they 
buried in the tomb, knowing it to be dead, was raised from the dead 
and vacated the tomb. However much that body was changed (and 
the descriptions of what that body was like, when they eventually saw 
and handled it alive, will indicate some of these changes), they insist 
that it was the same body that had been laid in the tomb. It was not 
another, new, body, unconnected with the original body of Jesus. It 
was a genuine resurrection of the original body, not the substitution 
of a new body in place of the original.

This fact is very important, because, in the last roughly two cen-
turies, some theologians have argued that the testimony of the early 
Christians to the bodily resurrection of Christ was never more than 
a mythical way of expressing their faith that Christ’s spirit had sur-
vived death; and, therefore, it would not have made any difference to 
their claim that Christ had risen from the dead, if it could have been 
demonstrated to them that his body was still in the tomb.

But this is a comparatively modern, and indeed a modernist, the-
ory. It cannot be made to square with the insistent emphasis that the 
early witnesses lay on the fact that the tomb was empty. When they 
explain that fact by saying that Christ had risen from the dead, they 
mean by that the literal resurrection of his body.

The evidence for the fact that the tomb was found empty

The Jewish authorities: the first witnesses  
to the fact of the empty tomb
According to the Gospel of Matthew, the first people to tell the world 
that the tomb of Jesus was empty were the Jewish authorities, and not 
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the Christians at all! They started a story circulating in Jerusalem to 
the effect that the disciples had stolen the body while the guards slept:

Some of the guard went into the city and told the chief priests 
all that had taken place. And when they had assembled with the 
elders and taken counsel, they gave a sufficient sum of money to 
the soldiers and said, ‘Tell people, “His disciples came by night 
and stole him away while we were asleep.” And if this comes 
to the governor’s ears, we will satisfy him and keep you out of 
trouble.’ So they took the money and did as they were directed. 
And this story has been spread among the Jews to this day. 
(Matt 28:11–15)

The question arises: is Matthew’s story authentic? Some have 
suggested that it is a late myth, invented long after the event. But 
that explanation is unlikely. Matthew’s Gospel, in which the story is 
related, is by common consent the most Jewish Gospel in the New 
Testament. It bears every mark of having been written for circula-
tion among Jews. It was published, as we earlier saw, probably in the 
late 60s ad. By that time the facts about the crucifixion and burial of 
Christ would have been widely circulated in Jewish synagogues in 
that part of the Middle East. If the story were a late invention, con-
cocted by Matthew, it would immediately have been seen as a recent 
fiction. Matthew certainly would not have risked telling such a story 
to Jewish communities.

There is, therefore, no reason to suppose that this story is not true. 
The question now arises: why would the Jewish authorities have put 
their money into circulating such a story? The only reason could have 
been to achieve a pre-emptive strike. They knew from the guards that 
the tomb was empty; and they immediately foresaw that the Chris-
tians would publish this, and as an explanation they would say that 
Jesus was risen from the dead. So the authorities decided to strike 
first, tell the story that the tomb was empty, and give their explana-
tion of it to counter the force of the inevitable Christian explanation. 
The very fact, however, that they circulated such a story, is proof that 
the tomb was empty.

Therefore, it must have been much to their embarrassment, 
when (contrary to their logical expectation) the Christians did not 
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say anything publicly for another seven weeks.4 During those seven 
weeks of Christian silence, however, the rumour of the empty tomb 
would have been filling Jerusalem.

It is not hard to imagine that many in Jerusalem perceived how 
thin the guards’ story was. It was scarcely conceivable that the Jew-
ish authorities would entrust such a highly sensitive mission to the 

kind of men who would fall asleep. In any 
case, if they were asleep, how did they know 
what had happened, let alone identify the dis-
ciples as the culprits? The story was evidently 
a product of bewilderment and desperation. 
As propaganda coming from the enemies of 
Christ, the circulation of this story is histori-
cal evidence of the highest quality that the 
empty tomb of Jesus was a fact.

Furthermore, if the tomb had not been 
empty, the authorities would have had no dif-
ficulty in producing the body of Jesus, dem-
onstrating conclusively that no resurrection 
had happened, with the result that, when the 

apostles subsequently proclaimed that he had risen, they would have 
met with nothing but derision, and Christianity could never have got 
started.

Alternatively, if they had had the slightest evidence that the tomb 
was empty because the disciples had removed the body, they had the 
authority and the forces to hunt down the disciples, arrest them and 
charge them with grave robbing, which at the time was a very seri-
ous offence.

An interesting sidelight is thrown on all of this by an inscription, 
found in the nineteenth century, dating to ad 30–40. It contains the 
so-called Edict of Nazareth, and warns that robbery from, or dese-
cration of, graves was an offence carrying the death penalty. Histori-
ans think that something very unusual must have happened around 

4 The reasons for this are clear. Firstly, the disciples were at first afraid of the Jewish authori-
ties, as is evidenced by the fact that for some time afterwards they met behind closed doors 
(John 20:19, 26). Secondly, Jesus met with them on various occasions during the time after the 
resurrection, and told them to wait until the day of Pentecost before they told the nation that 
he had risen (Acts 1:4–5).

It is not hard to imagine 
that many in Jerusalem 
perceived how thin the 
guards’ story was. It was 
scarcely conceivable 
that the Jewish authorities 
would entrust such a 
highly sensitive mission 
to the kind of men who 
would fall asleep.
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that time to cause such a severe edict to be issued—the most likely 
thing being the circumstances surrounding Joseph’s empty tomb.5

The Christian disciples: their explanation of the empty tomb
We are now at the point in our investigation where we have an empty 
tomb to be explained. The disciples claimed that Jesus had risen, but 
could they have been deceived about that? What if somebody had 
stolen the body away without the disciples’ knowledge, and now had 
deceived them into thinking that there had been a resurrection? But 
who would have been interested in doing that? In our discussion of 
the moral character of the disciples in the previous chapter, we have 
seen why it could not have been any one of the friends of Christ; and 
the last thing the enemies of Christ wanted was that anything should 
happen that could lead people to believe in a resurrection. After all, 
it was for this very reason that they had ensured that the tomb was 
guarded. The idea, then, that the disciples were deceived has no ex-
planatory power whatsoever, especially when it comes to the evidence 
that they advanced for positively believing that Jesus had risen; and 
this we must now consider.

The dramatis personae
But, first of all, we must consider the historical characters in this nar-
rative. It is clear from the gospel records that the events at the cross 
and tomb of Jesus involved several groups of women.

Matthew says:

There were also many women there, looking on from a dis-
tance, who had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to him, 
among whom were Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of 
James and Joseph and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. (Matt 
27:55–56)

Mark says:

There were also women looking on from a distance, among 
whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James 
the younger and of Joses, and Salome. When he was in Galilee, 
they followed him and ministered to him, and there were also 

5 See Ethelbert Stauber, Jesus—Gestalt und Geschichte, 163–4.
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many other women who came up with him to Jerusalem. (Mark 
15:40–41)

John specifically records that the mother of Jesus and three other 
women were standing by the cross—Jesus’ mother’s sister, Mary the 
wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene (John 19:25).

It is natural to presume that the three woman specially distin-
guished in the descriptions were the same in each case, having come 
to support Mary the mother of Jesus in her hour of acute distress. 
John Wenham, in his detailed study of the events surrounding the 
resurrection,6 points out that this would mean that Jesus’ mother’s 
sister was called Salome, and was the wife of Zebedee and mother of 
James and John (the author of the Fourth Gospel). Mary the wife of 
Clopas was the mother of James the Younger and of Joses (or Joseph).7

From this, we see that between these women there are family 
relationships, which become important for our purposes when we 
remember that it was Passover time at Jerusalem. The city would 
be crowded with pilgrims who would naturally lodge with rela-
tives wherever possible. One very important detail here is the fact 
that, from the cross, Jesus explicitly instructed John to look after his 
mother, Mary; and we read that he took her at once to his own home 
(John 19:27). In all probability this home was in Jerusalem, possi-
bly not far from the house of the high priest, Caiaphas. Presumably 
John’s mother, Salome, and her husband, Zebedee, were staying there 
also, along with Peter, who, as John records, accompanied John to 
the tomb on Easter morning (John 20:3).

But clearly other women were involved as well; and in all prob-
ability one of them was Joanna (see Luke 24:10), the wife of Chuza, 

6 Easter Enigma: Are the Resurrection Accounts in Conflict?, 34.
7 There is no further information about Joses, but in the lists of the Apostles (see, e.g., Matt 
10:3 ff., Mark 3:13 ff.) there are two men with the same name, James: James the son of Zebedee, 
and James the son of Alphaeus. Alphaeus and Clopas could well be versions of the same Ara-
maic name, which is usually transliterated Chalphai. The reason for this is that the first letter 
of the name in Aramaic is a guttural, which can either be transliterated as a k, thus yielding 
Clopas (or Cleopas, in its nearest Greek equivalent, according to Wenham, Easter Enigma, 37); 
or as an h. The latter is represented in Greek by a small sign called a rough breathing, and it 
was commonly dropped both in speaking or writing, so yielding the Greek Alphaios, which 
is Latin ized as Alphaeus. It is also of interest that the historian Eusebius in his Ecclesiastical 
History, written towards the beginning of the fourth century, mentions that Clopas was the 
brother of Joseph (that is, Joseph, the husband of Mary, Jesus’ mother).



THE EVIDENCE FOR THE RESURRECTION

149

Herod’s steward (Luke 8:3). She was a wealthy woman who, as the 
wife of a very senior civil servant in Herod’s Court, would have been 
living in the Hasmonean palace in Jerusalem, where Herod and his 
retinue stayed on their visits to the city. In Luke 8:3 Joanna’s name is 
linked with that of Susanna; and it is possible that she, too, was one 
of the unnamed women in the crucifixion narrative.

But what about the other apostles? Where were they? Just before 
the Feast of Passover they had been staying in Bethany (John 12:1). 
This was a village just over the Mount of Olives, about 3 km from Je-
rusalem and therefore within walking distance. The arrest of Christ 
took place in a garden at the foot of the Mount of Olives: a garden 
that may well have belonged to the family of John Mark, the author 
of the Second Gospel. After the arrest of Christ we read that all the 
disciples forsook him and fled (Matt 26:56; Mark 14:50).8 The most 
likely place for them to flee to was back up over the Mount of Olives 
to the comparative safety of Bethany. As far as we know, John and 
Peter were the only two to remain in the city.

We see, therefore, that there were different groups of people stay-
ing in a variety of locations: some in Jerusalem, and some outside the 
city. These facts assume great importance when we come to study 
the events of Easter morning, as detailed in the Gospel narratives. 
The narratives are often compressed; and one might be tempted to 
think that they contain contradictory elements, if unaware of the 
complexities of the situation, and the fact that there were different 
groups of people going to and coming from the tomb of Christ, not 
only from different directions and by different routes, but also at dif-
ferent times. Matthew’s brief account has telescoped these features, 
as we shall later see.

Physical evidence found at the tomb: the grave-clothes of Christ

The Gospel accounts tell us that a number of women disciples of 
Christ came early to the tomb, to embalm his body more thoroughly 
than Joseph and Nicodemus had done (Mark 16:1; Luke 23:56–24:1). 

8 It is thought by many that the young man who was in the garden at the time of Jesus’ ar-
rest, and who just managed to escape the arrest party, may well have been Mark himself (Mark 
14:51–52).
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Incidentally, their intention shows again that resurrection was the last 
thing they were expecting.9

According to Mark (16:1), Mary Magdalene, the ‘other Mary’ (the 
mother of James the younger and Joseph), and Salome, had bought 
spices the previous evening at sundown (‘when the Sabbath was 
past’). Wenham makes the very plausible suggestion that Mark’s ac-
count is told from the perspective of these three women; whereas 
Luke’s account, which records how certain women returned from 
the burial and prepared spices and ointments and then rested on the 
Sabbath, is most likely to have been written from the perspective of 
Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward.10 As a wealthy Jewess she would 
have had her own store of spices and ointments, and so would not 
have had to wait, as the other groups of women did, until the Sabbath 
ended for the shops to open to enable her to buy them.

As Wenham says, it is likely that these two groups of women 
arrived at the tomb separately. The first group—Mary Magdalene, 
the ‘other Mary’, and Salome—arrived at the tomb first. To their as-
tonishment, they found the stone rolled away from the tomb, and 
the tomb empty! One of them, Mary (perhaps without entering the 
tomb), ran at once to tell the apostles Peter and John. Mary did not 
speak of a resurrection, but simply presumed that the body of Jesus 
had been removed (John 20:2). Archaeologists point out that grave-
robbing was a very common activity in the ancient world—in ancient 
Egypt, for example. Thieves would show particular interest in the 
tombs of the wealthy, as the cloths in which the corpse was wrapped 
and the spices used for embalming were valuable, resellable items; to 
say nothing of the jewellery and other possessions that might accom-
pany the corpse. Now Jesus was not wealthy, but Joseph was; so Mary 
may have thought that grave-robbers had been active.

Peter and John ran to the tomb. John got there first, stooped, 
and looked inside. Immediately he noticed something strange: the 
linen grave-clothes that had been wrapped around the body of Jesus 
were still there. Stranger still, they were lying just as they had been 

9 It is interesting to note that, although Jesus had told his disciples he would die and rise again 
(for example, Matt 16:21), it had clearly not sunk in. The psychological reason for this is clear: 
it ran counter to all they hoped that Jesus, being the Messiah, would do (see Luke 24, which 
we discuss below, for an instance of this). The Jewish authorities, however, had noticed Jesus’ 
predictions, which was their reason for guarding the tomb (Matt 27:62–65).
10 Easter Enigma, 68–69.
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when his body was in them, but the body had gone. Peter caught up 
with John, who must therefore have been the faster runner (one of 
those little details that give the narrative the ring of eyewitness writ-
ing). Both of them went into the tomb and saw what was possibly the 
strangest sight of all: the cloths which had been wrapped around Je-
sus’ head were lying on the slightly elevated part of the ledge within 
the tomb; and, though his head was no longer in them, they were 
still wrapped round as if it had been, except that they had probably 
collapsed flat. The effect on John was powerful: ‘he saw and believed’ 
(John 20:3–8). This does not merely mean 
that he now believed what Mary had said for, 
from his first glimpse into the tomb, it was 
obvious that the body was missing. Now he 
believed that something very mysterious in-
deed must have happened. It looked as if in 
some way the body of Jesus had come right 
through the grave-clothes and left them ex-
actly where they were when the body was in-
side. John had no doubt that he was seeing the evidence of a miracle!

What was it about the grave-clothes that carried such convinc-
ing power? The obvious question for him, or for anyone else, to ask is, 
how did they get to be like that? Grave-robbers would not have taken 
the corpse and left the valuable linen and spices. And even if, for 
some unfathomable reason, they had wanted only the corpse, they 
would have had no reason whatever for wrapping all the cloths round 
again as if they were still round a body, except, perhaps, to give the 
impression that the tomb had not been disturbed. But if they wanted 
to give that impression they would surely have done better to roll the 
stone back into its place! But here we meet another matter: how could 
any grave-robber have removed the stone when the guard was there? 
The noise would have been considerable. The rolled-away stone was a 
complete giveaway that the tomb had been disturbed. It was an open 
invitation to come and have a look inside.

If it wasn’t grave-robbers, then, who could it have been? Perhaps 
misguided followers of Jesus, trying to get the body away from under 
the noses of the authorities to a safer place? But if they had done that, 
they would not have kept it secret from the other apostles. They would 
have reburied him reverently (as Mary was intending to do—see John 

How could any grave
robber have removed the 

stone when the guard was 
there? The noise would 

have been considerable.
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20:15), and eventually all the Christians would have come to know 
where his tomb was. In any case, we are still left with the noisy prob-
lem of rolling away the stone within earshot of the guard.

The way in which the grave-clothes were lying convinced John 
of a miracle. So, could someone have taken the body and rewound 
the cloths deliberately to give the impression that a miracle had hap-
pened? But who could this have been? It was morally impossible for 
the followers of Christ to have done it.11 It was also psychologically 
impossible, since they were not expecting a resurrection. And it was 
practically impossible, because of the guards.

Finally, it would be absurd to think of the authorities doing any-
thing remotely suggestive of a resurrection. After all, it was they who 
had ensured that the tomb was guarded, to avoid anything like that.

For John and Peter, it was an electrifying discovery. They had 
ruled out impossible explanations, so they were left with only one 
alternative: that the body had come through the grave-clothes. But 
what did that mean? And where was Jesus now?

So they left the tomb. They thought there was nothing more to 
be gained by remaining there. However, as events proved, they were 
wrong.

EYEWITNESSES OF THE APPEARANCES OF CHRIST

The empty tomb is important: if it were not empty, you could not 
speak of resurrection. But we need to be clear that the early Christians 
did not simply assert that the tomb was empty. Far more important 
for them was the fact that they had subsequently met the risen Christ 
intermittently over a period of forty days culminating in his ascen-
sion (Acts 1:3). They had actually seen him, talked with him, touched 
him and eaten with him. It was nothing less than this that galvanised 
them into action and gave them the courage to confront the world 
with the message of the Christian gospel. And what is more, when the 
apostles began to preach the gospel publicly, this fact that they had 
personally witnessed these appearances of the risen Christ formed an 
integral part of that gospel. So, for instance:

11 See Ch. 5 for the evidence for this point about the disciples’ moral character.
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Peter in Jerusalem (1): On the day of Pentecost, in the first 
public announcement of the resurrec-
tion of Jesus in Jerusalem, Peter says: 
‘This Jesus God raised up, and of that 
we all are witnesses’ (Acts 2:32).

Peter in Jerusalem (2): Shortly after Pentecost, in the second 
major speech recorded by Luke, Peter 
says: ‘and you killed the Author of life, 
whom God raised from the dead. To 
this we are witnesses’ (Acts 3:15).

Peter in Caesarea:  In the first major announcement of the 
Christian message to non-Jews, Peter 
says to Cornelius, the Roman centu-
rion, that he and others ‘ate and drank 
with him after he rose from the dead’ 
(Acts 10:41).

Paul at Pisidian Antioch: In a major speech in a synagogue, Paul 
says of Christ: ‘And when they had 
carried out all that was written of him, 
they took him down from the tree and 
laid him in a tomb. But God raised 
him from the dead, and for many days 
he appeared to those who had come 
up with him from Galilee to Jerusa-
lem, who are now his witnesses to the 
people’ (Acts 13:29–31).

And when Paul eventually comes to write down a brief, but de-
finitive, statement of the gospel, he includes a selection of Christ’s ap-
pearances to various witnesses as an essential part of that statement:

I made known to you the gospel . . .
how that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures; 

and that he was buried;
and that he has been raised the third day according to the 

Scriptures;
and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve;
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then . . . to more than five hundred brothers at once, of whom 
the greater part remain until now,

but some have fallen asleep;
then . . . to James, then to all the apostles;
and last of all . . . to me also. (1 Cor 15:1–8 own trans.)12

Hume’s criteria for witnesses

Hume, as we saw in our last chapter, lists several criteria that he 
regards as important for assessing the strength of evidence for an 
alleged occurrence, particularly the number and character of the wit-
nesses, and the way in which they deliver their testimony. In that 
chapter in response to Hume we spoke about the character and in-
tegrity of the apostles as witnesses; now we shall look at other aspects 
of the witnesses.

Criterion 1—The number and variety of witnesses
As to the number of witnesses we gather from Paul’s list in 1 Corin-
thians 15, and from the Gospels and the Acts, that there were origi-
nally well over five hundred people who at different times witnessed 
appearances of the risen Christ during the forty days between his 
resurrection and ascension. Twenty years later, in the mid-fifties ad 
when Paul was writing 1 Corinthians, over two hundred and fifty of 
them were still alive (i.e. the ‘greater part’ of the ‘five hundred broth-
ers’), and presumably, if need be, available for questioning. There was, 
then, no shortage of eyewitnesses to the bodily resurrection of Christ 
during the early phase of the growth of the Christian church.

But it is not only the number of eyewitnesses who actually saw 
the risen Christ that is significant; it is also the widely divergent char-
acters of those eyewitnesses and the different places and situations in 
which Christ appeared to them: to some, for instance, in a group of 
eleven in a room, to one by herself in a garden, to a group of fisher-
men by the sea, to two travelling along a road, to others on a moun-
tain. It is this variety of character and place that refutes the so-called 
hallucination theories.

12 A full list of references to the appearances is: Matt 28:1–10, 16–20; Mark 16:9 ff.; Luke 24:13–
31, 34, 36–49; John 20:11–18, 19–23, 24–29; 21:1–23; Acts 1:1–3, 6–11; 9:1–9; 22:3–11; 26:12–18; 
1 Cor 15:5–9.
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The inadequacy of hallucination theories
It has often been suggested that the so-called resurrection ‘appear-
ances’ were actually psychological occurrences, like hallucinations; 
that the disciples ‘saw’ something, but that something was not ob-
jectively real, rather something going on inside their brain. However, 
psychological medicine itself witnesses against this explanation.

1. Hallucinations usually occur to people of a certain tempera-
ment, with a vivid imagination. The disciples were of very different 
temperaments: Matthew was a hard-headed, shrewd tax collector; 
Peter and some of the others, tough fishermen; Thomas, a dyed-in-
the-wool sceptic; etc. They were not the sort of people one normally 
associates with susceptibility to hallucinations.

2. Hallucinations tend to be of expected events. Philosopher Wil-
liam Lane Craig points out that ‘Hallucinations, as projections of 
the mind, can contain nothing new.’ 13 But none of the disciples was 
expecting to meet Jesus again. The expectation of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion was not in their minds at all. Instead, there was fear, doubt and 
uncertainty—exactly the wrong psychological preconditions for a 
hallucination.

3. Hallucinations usually recur over a relatively long period, either 
increasing or decreasing. But the appearances of Christ occurred fre-
quently, over a period of forty days, and then abruptly ceased. None 
of the disciples involved ever claimed a similar experience again. 
The only exception was Paul, who records having once met the risen 
Christ, as the last to do so (Acts 9:3–5). This pattern is not, therefore, 
consistent with hallucinatory experiences.

4. It is difficult to imagine that the five hundred people who saw 
him at once (1 Cor 15:6) were suffering from collective hallucination.

5. Hallucinations would not have led to belief in the resurrec-
tion. Hallucination theories are severely limited in their explana-
tory scope: they only attempt to explain the appearances. They have 
nothing whatsoever to say about the empty tomb. However many 
hallucinations the disciples had, they could never have preached the 
resurrection in Jerusalem, if the nearby tomb had not been empty!

C. S. Lewis perceptively adds another reason that the theory is 
implausible when he writes:

13 Reasonable Faith, 394.
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Any theory of hallucination breaks down on the fact (and if it 
is an invention it is the oddest invention that ever entered the 
mind of man) that on three separate occasions this hallucina-
tion was not immediately recognised as Jesus (Luke 24:13–31; 
John 20:15; 21:4).14

Criterion 2—The consistency of the testimony
If several witnesses to an event make statements in court which agree 
in every detail word-for-word, any judge would be likely to deduce 
that the testimonies were not independent; and, worse still, that there 
had possibly been collusion to mislead the court. On the other hand, 
testimonies of independent witnesses, which were hopelessly in disa-
greement on all the main points, would be of no use to a court either. 
What is looked for in independent testimonies is agreement on all 
the main facts, with just that amount of difference which can be ac-
counted for by different perspectives. There may even be what appear 
to be minor discrepancies or inconsistencies in the secondary details, 
which can either be harmonised with one another in a natural way 
when more background information is available, or else must be left 
hanging for the time being, in the hope that further information will 
clear them up; but which are of such a nature that none of the primary 
details is affected.

Historians proceed in a similar way to lawyers. No historian would 
dismiss multiple versions of an event just because there were discrep-
ancies in the secondary details. Indeed, that is true, even if some of 
the details are irreconcilable; as is the case, for example, with the two 
versions of Hannibal’s journey across the Alps to attack Rome. Al-
though they differ in many details, no scholar doubts the truth of the 
core-story, that Hannibal did indeed cross the Alps in his campaign 
against Rome.

When we apply these criteria to the records of the resurrec-
tion, we find that the Gospel narratives have the same primary de-
tails. There is a clear core-story: Joseph of Arimathea puts the body 
of Jesus in his tomb; a small group, or groups, of women disciples 
visit the tomb early on the first day of the week, and find the tomb 

14 Miracles, 241.
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empty. They, and the apostles, subsequently meet Jesus on a number 
of occasions.

In the secondary details there are some apparent discrepancies. 
For example, Matthew says that Mary Magdalene came to the tomb 
‘towards the dawn’ (Matt 28:1); whereas John says ‘while it was still 
dark’ Mary went to the tomb (John 20:1). Such statements are easily 
harmonised: Mary may well have set out while it was still dark and 
got to the tomb as dawn broke.

In addition, in any attempt at a detailed reconstruction of events, 
it is important to be aware, as we pointed out above, that there were 
different groups of women associated with the death and resurrec-
tion of Christ. The group consisting of Mary Magdalene, the ‘other 
Mary’, and Salome arrived at the tomb first. On 
approaching the tomb they saw the tomb opened 
and Mary ran back into the city to tell Peter and 
John. While she was gone, Joanna (and possibly 
Susanna), who had set out from the Hasmonean 
Palace, arrive by a different route. They would 
have come through a different gate of the city, 
and so they did not meet Mary Magdalene. The 
four women now went into the tomb, where 
they are told to go back into the city and tell the 
disciples. As there are many routes through the 
narrow streets of Jerusalem, they did not meet 
Peter and John running towards the tomb, followed by Mary Mag-
dalene. John and Peter, on arriving at the tomb, saw the evidence of 
the grave-clothes that indicated to them that Jesus had risen. They 
left the tomb. Mary Magdalene lingered, and it was at this point that 
she saw Jesus (John 20:11–18). She then returned to the others at the 
house in Jerusalem.

Now the women had been told to tell the disciples. So far, only 
two of them knew—John and Peter. The other nine, who had pre-
sumably spent the night in Bethany, had to be told. At this point, 
then, Wenham argues,15 a group of women (probably including ‘the 
other’ Mary and Salome) set out for Bethany, and on the way they too 
met Jesus (Matt 28:9).

15 Easter Enigma, 76–89.
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Another apparent discrepancy lies in the fact that in Luke 
24:33 ff., Jesus is described as appearing to ‘the eleven’, whereas 
John’s description of what appears to be the same event (John 20:19–
25) says that Thomas was not present on that occasion. Thus, in fact, 
only ten disciples were there. However, there is no necessary contra-
diction here, since the term ‘the eleven’ can mean ‘the disciples as 
a group’, rather than implying that all of them were there without 
exception on every occasion. For instance, there are eleven players 
in an English cricket team. If a sports reporter said that he had gone 
to Lord’s Cricket Ground in London to interview the English Eleven, 
his statement would not necessarily be taken to imply that he had 
seen all eleven players as a group, but only a representative group of 
them.16

Well-known historian Michael Grant of Edinburgh University 
writes:

True, the discovery of the empty tomb is differently described 
by the various Gospels, but if we apply the same sort of crite-
ria that we would apply to any other ancient literary sources, 
then the evidence is firm and plausible enough to necessitate 
the conclusion that the tomb was, indeed, found empty.17

Criterion 3—The possible bias of witnesses
It is often said that, because the evidence for the resurrection of Je-
sus Christ comes predominantly from Christian sources, there is a 
danger of it being partisan, and therefore not carrying the weight of 
independent testimony. This objection sounds plausible at first, but it 
looks very different in the light of the following considerations. Those 
who were convinced by the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus be-
came Christians, but they were not necessarily Christians when they 
first heard of the resurrection. The prime example of this is Saul of Tar-
sus. Far from being a Christian, he was a leading academic Pharisee 
who was fanatically opposed to the Christians. So much so, in fact, 
that he was persecuting the Christians, and having them imprisoned 

16 For further discussion of the detailed historical questions involved in the events surround-
ing the burial and resurrection of Christ, the reader is referred to Wenham’s Easter Enigma.
17 Jesus: An Historian’s Review of the Gospels, 176.
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and tortured. He wanted to destroy the resurrection story, and stamp 
out Christianity at its roots. When he heard that Christianity was be-
ginning to spread beyond Jerusalem, he got permission from the high 
priest’s office to go to Damascus in Syria and arrest all Christians. But 
by the time he got to Damascus something utterly unexpected had 
happened—he had become a Christian (Acts 9:1–19)! He would of 
course come to be better known as Paul (13:9).

Paul’s conversion and subsequent writing have marked the his-
tory of Europe and of the world. In his lifetime he founded many 
churches, and even to the present day his writings (more than half of 
the New Testament books) have influenced millions of people from 
every nation under the sun. The conversion of Paul has proved a 
turning point in history, and demands once more an explanation big 
enough to explain that effect. His own explanation was: ‘Last of all 
. . . he appeared also to me’ (1 Cor 15:8). Paul’s witness is significant, 
then, for the reason that he was not a believer when he met the risen 
Christ. It was that meeting which was the cause of his conversion.

But there is another question that should be asked in this connec-
tion. Where is the evidence, on the part of those who did not believe 
the resurrection of Jesus, to prove that he did not rise? The religious 
authorities who had condemned and executed Jesus could not afford 
to ignore, or dismiss, the Christian claim. They desperately wanted 
to stop a mass movement based on the resurrection. They had at their 
disposal all their own official resources, and the help of the Roman 
military machine if they wanted it. Yet strangely they seem to have 
produced no evidence, except for the patently silly story (for which 
they had to pay a great deal!) about the disciples stealing the body 
while the guards slept. So they resorted to crude scare tactics. They 
put the apostles in prison and tried to intimidate them by threaten-
ing them with serious consequences if they continued preaching the 
resurrection (Acts 4:17–22). The complete absence of contemporary 
evidence from the authorities or anyone else against the resurrection, 
tells its own eloquent story. There does not seem to have been any to 
publish!

Criterion 4—The attitude of the witnesses
Hume would have us consider here the manner in which the Chris-
tians put forward their views. Were they overly hesitant? Or, just the 
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opposite, too violent? Certainly they were not hesitant. In Acts, Luke 
gives us many examples of the courageous way in which the disciples 
gave their witness to the resurrection, often to very hostile audiences. 
But they were never violent. Indeed, one of the striking things about 
the early Christians is their non-violence, which they had learned 
from Christ himself. He had taught them not to use the sword to pro-
tect either him or his message (Matt 26:52). His kingdom was not the 
kind of kingdom where people fight (John 18:36). Think of the effect 
of conversion upon Paul. Before he was converted, he was a religious 
bigot and fanatic who persecuted his own fellow Jews when they had 
become Christians. After his conversion he did not persecute any-
one, of any religion, ever again. On the contrary, for his belief in the 
resurrection of Christ he himself suffered grievous persecution and 
eventually gave his life.

It would seem, therefore, that in the case of the early disciples, 
Hume’s criteria for credible witnesses are well satisfied.

Women as witnesses

To anyone who knows anything about the ancient laws regarding le-
gal testimony, it is very striking that the first reports mentioned in 
the Gospels of appearances of the risen Christ were made by women. 
For, in first-century Jewish culture, women were not considered to be 
competent witnesses. At that time, therefore, anyone who wanted to 
invent a resurrection story would never have thought of commencing 
it in this way. The only value of including such a story would be if it 
were both true and easy to verify, whatever people thought of the fact 
that it figured women as witnesses. Its very inclusion, therefore, is a 
clear mark of historical authenticity.

The psychological evidence

The lack of attachment to the tomb
There is no mention in John 20:1–10 that John and Peter attempted 
to discuss with Mary the logical implications of the grave-clothes. 
Psychologically, it is most unlikely that they did, for she was weep-
ing, evidently distraught at the thought of having irreparably lost the 
body of the one who had brought forgiveness, peace of heart and 
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honour back into her life. And if ‘resurrection’ meant that she had 
lost all contact with him permanently, it would have been no com-
fort to her. After all, she had come to the tomb with the other women 
in order to complete the embalming of the body, and it is easy to see 
what was ultimately in their minds. Had the 
resurrection not happened, they would very 
quickly have made the tomb into a shrine, to 
which they could come, and pray, and show 
devotion to their dead spiritual hero. Yet the 
extraordinary thing is that there is no record 
of their ever doing any such thing. Nowhere 
in the New Testament do we find the apostles 
encouraging the faithful to make pilgrim-
ages to the tomb of Christ for special bless-
ing, or for healing. On the contrary, there is 
no evidence of any real interest in the tomb 
of Christ in the earliest Christian era.

So what was powerful enough to break 
the strong, natural desire, particularly on 
the part of those early Christian women, to venerate the tomb? Mary 
is perhaps the best person to tell us, for she felt very strongly that 
desire to remain close to the tomb on the day she found it empty. 
Since she had come to complete the task of embalming the body, 
she needed to find that body (see John 20:10–18). As she stood there 
weeping, through her tears she was conscious of someone else nearby, 
whom she thought was the gardener. Perhaps he had taken the body? 
So she spoke to him: ‘Tell me where you have laid him and I will take 
him away.’ Together with the other women, she would have taken 
him away and reburied him with honour, in a place to be venerated 
forever.

But she didn’t. Something so powerful happened in the garden 
that day that Mary and the others never showed any interest in the 
tomb again. John tells us that the one whom she had taken to be the 
gardener was actually the risen Christ. ‘Mary’, he said, and as she 
instantly recognised his voice, she knew that her quest was over. If 
Jesus was risen, what interest could there possibly be in holding on 
to his tomb? None whatsoever! No one makes a shrine to a person 
who is alive.

Had the resurrection not 
happened, they would 

very quickly have made 
the tomb into a shrine, to 
which they could come, 

and pray, and show 
devotion to their dead 
spiritual hero. Yet the 

extraordinary thing is that 
there is no record of their 

ever doing any such thing.



162

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

A new relationship
But there is another issue. Granted that the tomb was abandoned 
because the disciples were convinced that Jesus was risen from the 
dead, there then arises the important question of what was to be the 
relationship between the disciples and the risen Christ. Mary, having 
found that he was alive, wanted, very naturally, to cling on to him. 
But Christ had something to say to her—indeed a message for all his 
followers: ‘Do not hold on to me [that is, in Greek, ‘do not keep hold-
ing on to me’, or ‘stop holding on to me’], for I have not yet ascended 
to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascend-
ing to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’ (John 
20:17 niv).

Mary knew he was real and really there: she had heard his voice 
and touched him; but he was telling her that he was not going to 
remain with her in that way. She would keep him, but not in the 
same sense as before. Now, from the other side of death, he was as-
suring her and, through her, all of his followers, that he had created 
a new and permanent relationship between them and him and his 
Father that death itself could not destroy. It was this living relation-
ship with the living Christ that satisfied her heart and the hearts of 
millions since. The bare fact of knowing that he had risen from the 
dead would not have been enough to do that.

The nature of the resurrection body

That evening, Christ appeared to the main group of disciples (John 
20:19–23; Luke 24:36–49). They were meeting somewhere in Jerusa-
lem in a room with the doors locked, because they were frightened of 
the Jewish authorities. He showed them his hands and side with the 
marks of the nails and spear. Now at last John knew what resurrection 
meant! The body that had come through the grave-clothes, had come 
through closed doors—but it was real, tangible and, above all, alive.

Now some readers will at once wish to raise the question: in this 
advanced scientific age, how can one possibly believe that a physi-
cal body came through grave-clothes, and through locked doors in a 
room? But perhaps this advanced scientific age has made such a thing 
more conceivable, rather than less. We know what the disciples did 
not know: matter consists of largely empty space; elementary parti-
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cles can penetrate matter; some—like neutrinos—to immense depth.
In addition to that, there is the question of dimensionality. We 

are familiar with the four dimensions of space-time. But God is not 
limited to those four dimensions. Maybe nature itself involves more 
dimensions than we thought—string theory would suggest there 
may be more.

An analogy can help us here. In 1880 a delightful book was writ-
ten by a mathematician, Edwin Abbott, as a satire on class struc-
ture.18 Abbott asks us to imagine a two-dimensional world called 
Flatland, whose inhabitants are two dimensional figures, straight 
lines, triangles, squares, pentagons, etc., all the way up to circles. We 
are introduced to a Sphere from Spaceland (three-dimensions), who 
tries to explain to one of the creatures in Flatland what it means to be 
a sphere. The sphere passes through the plane of Flatland, appearing 
first as a point, then a circle that gets larger, then smaller until it dis-
appears. This, of course, seems impossible to the Flatlanders, simply 
because they cannot conceive any dimension higher than two. The 
sphere mystifies them even further by saying that, by moving around 
above the plane of Flatland, it can see into their houses and can ap-
pear at will in them, without the doors having to be open. The sphere 
even takes one incredulous Flatlander out into space to give him a 
view of his world from outside. However, on his return, he cannot get 
his new knowledge accepted by the Flatlanders who know nothing 
other than their two-dimensional world.

Is it possible that our world is something like Flatland—but with 
four dimensions rather than two? If so, a reality of higher dimension-
ality could interact with our world, as the sphere does in the Flatland 
world.

The physics of matter, and such analogies as that of Flatland, can 
help us at least to see that it might be very short-sighted and prema-
ture to dismiss out of hand the New Testament account of the prop-
erties of Christ’s resurrection body. If there is a God who transcends 
space and time, it is not surprising if the resurrection of his Son re-
veals aspects of reality that also transcend space and time.

Some will, however, take issue with the idea that the resurrection 
body of Christ is physical, by pointing out that the New Testament 

18 Flatland.
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itself speaks of the resurrection body as a ‘spiritual body’ (1 Cor 15:44). 
The objection, then, asserts that ‘spiritual’ means ‘non- physical’. But 
a moment’s reflection shows that there are other possibilities. When 
we speak of a ‘petrol engine’, we do not mean an ‘engine made of 

petrol’. No, we mean an engine powered by 
petrol. Thus the term ‘spiritual body’ could 
well be referring to the power behind that 
body’s life, rather than a description of what 
it is made of.

To decide between these possibilities we 
need only to refer to the text of the New Tes-
tament. For there we find that Christ says to 
his disciples: ‘Look at my hands and my feet. 
It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does 
not have flesh and bones, as you see I have’ 
(Luke 24:39 niv). That is, he was explicitly 
pointing out that his resurrection body was 
not ‘made of spirit’. It had flesh and bone: it 
was tangible. And to prove the point even 
further, Christ asked them if they had any-

thing to eat. He was offered a fish, and he ate it in front of them (Luke 
24:41–43). The eating of that fish proved beyond all doubt that his 
resurrection body was a physical reality. They must have spent a long 
time staring at the empty plate on the table after he had gone. What-
ever the nature of the world to which he now belonged, he had taken 
a fish into it. It certainly therefore had a physical dimension.

Doubt and the resurrection

The New Testament writers honestly tell us there were several occa-
sions on which the first reaction of some of the disciples was to enter-
tain doubts about the resurrection. For example, when the apostles 
first heard the report of the women, they simply did not believe them, 
and regarded what they said as nonsense (Luke 24:11). They were not 
in the end convinced, until they had seen Jesus for themselves.

Thomas was not with the other disciples on the evening in Je-
rusalem when the risen Christ appeared in the locked room; and he 
simply refused to believe their claim that they had seen him. He is-

The eating of that fish 
proved beyond all doubt 
that his resurrection body 
was a physical reality. 
They must have spent 
a long time staring at 
the empty plate on the 
table after he had gone. 
Whatever the nature of 
the world to which he 
now belonged, he had 
taken a fish into it.
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sued a challenge: ‘Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put 
my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will 
not believe’ (John 20:25 niv). Thomas was not prepared to give in to 
group pressure—he wanted the evidence for himself. A week later, 
they all found themselves once more in the locked room in Jerusa-
lem. Jesus appeared, spoke to Thomas, and invited him to put his 
finger in the nail marks, and his hand in the spear wound. Christ 
offered him the evidence that he demanded (which proves, inciden-
tally, that the risen Christ had heard him ask for it), gently reproach-
ing him for not believing what the others had said. We are not told 
whether Thomas did, in fact, touch Christ on this occasion. But we 
are told what his response was. He said: ‘My Lord and my God’ (John 
20:28). He recognised the risen Jesus as God.

What about those who have not seen Christ?

In this lengthy section on the appearances of Christ we have been 
thinking of those early Christians who saw him. We also have made 
the point that after about forty days the appearances stopped—apart 
from Paul’s experience on the Damascus road. It is, therefore, a sim-
ple, historical fact that the vast majority of Christians throughout 
history have become Christians without literally seeing Jesus. Christ 
said something very important about this to Thomas and the others: 
‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have believed’ (John 20:29).

They saw and believed—but most have not seen. This does not, of 
course, mean that Christ is asking all the rest to believe without any 
evidence. That is not so; in the first place, the evidence that is offered 
to us is the eyewitness evidence of those who did see. But Christ is 
alerting us to the fact that there are different kinds of evidence. One 
of them is the way in which the communication of God’s message 
penetrates the heart and conscience of the listener.

Christ’s death and resurrection predicted by the Old Testament

There was among the disciples a deeper sort of incredulity than that 
of Thomas, which was not overcome simply by seeing. Luke tells us of 
two of Jesus’ followers taking a journey from Jerusalem to the nearby 



166

CLAIMING TO ANSWER

village of Emmaus on that event-packed first day of the week (Luke 
24:3–35). They were utterly dispirited at the events that had just taken 
place in Jerusalem. A stranger joined them. It was Jesus, but they did 
not recognise him. Luke explains that their eyes were ‘kept from rec-
ognizing him’ (v. 16), presumably supernaturally, and for the follow-
ing reason. They had thought that Jesus was going to be their political 
liberator; but, to their dismay, he had allowed himself to be crucified. 
To their way of thinking, a liberator who allowed himself to be cruci-
fied by his opponents was useless as a liberator. Rumours spread by 
women about his resurrection were therefore irrelevant.

To solve their problem, Jesus did not immediately open their eyes 
to see who he was. What he did was to take them through a concise 
summary of the Old Testament, arguing that it was the consistent 
testimony of the Old Testament prophets that the Messiah, whoever 
he was, would be rejected by his nation, put to death, and then even-
tually be raised and glorified. This was news to the two travellers. 
Up until now they had read from the Old Testament what they had 
wanted to see. They had studied the prophecies about the triumphant 
coming of Messiah, but had overlooked the fact that Messiah also 
had to fulfil the role of the Suffering Servant; and, in order to do that, 
he must suffer and only then enter into his glory.

Perhaps the most remarkable of those predictions is contained in 
Isaiah 53:2–12. Over five hundred years before it occurred, the rejec-
tion, suffering and death of the Messiah for human sins is graphically 
portrayed:

He was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for 
our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us 
peace, and with his stripes we are healed. (Isa 53:5)

Isaiah then speaks of his being ‘cut off out of the land of the liv-
ing’ (Isa 53:8), and being put in a grave; after which we read the re-
markable words: ‘Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be 
satisfied’ (Isa 53:11). According to Isaiah, then, the Messiah was go-
ing to die. Therefore, far from the death of Jesus proving that he was 
not the Messiah, it proved that he was. When the two travellers had 
grasped that, it made the story of Jesus’ resurrection that they had 
heard from the women credible. It removed the grounds of their de-
spair, and filled them with new hope.
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But still they didn’t recognise that the stranger was Jesus. It was 
enough, so far, that they had been brought to see the objective fact 
that the Old Testament proclaimed the death of Messiah. How, then, 
did they come to recognise him? The answer is that they recognised 
him by something he did when they invited him into their home. 
He performed an act that would be intensely revealing to those who 
belonged to the inner core of the early disciples. As they were partak-
ing of a simple meal, Jesus broke the bread for them—and suddenly 
they recognised him! This detail has a powerful ring of genuine-
ness and truth. They had seen Jesus break bread before—when he 
fed the multitudes, for instance—and there was something indefin-
able, but characteristic, about the way he did it, that was instantly 
recognisable.

We all know this kind of thing from our experience of family and 
friends: characteristic ways of doing things that are special to them, 
and which we would recognise anywhere. It was evidence, conclu-
sive evidence, to the disciples that this really was Jesus. No impostor 
would ever have thought of imitating such a tiny detail.

THE OBJECTIVE AND THE PERSONAL

This has been a lengthy and detailed account—necessarily so, because 
of the importance of the topic. We give the last word on the evidence 
for the resurrection to Professor Sir Norman Anderson:

The empty tomb, then, forms a veritable rock on which all ra-
tionalistic theories of the resurrection dash themselves in vain.19

This cannot, however, be the last word about the subject of our inves-
tigation, for the evidence that we have considered forces upon each 
one of us a decision, not about the truth of an event only, but about 
the truthfulness of a person. If the resurrection of Jesus Christ really 
did occur, as the weight of the evidence indicates that it did, then he 
really is alive today. That being so, the next word about the matter 
belongs to you, the reader. What will you do about this person who 
himself claims to be the response to our deepest questions? 

19 Evidence for the Resurrection, 11.
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And it is not fear-mongering but the force of logic to point out 
further that, if he did rise again as he said he would, then he will have 
something to say eventually about how we have responded to him 
and to his claims. In that sense, the final word on this matter will be 
that of Christ. As Paul declared in the first century ad to the philoso-
phers and citizens of Athens gathered in the Areopagus:

The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands 
all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on 
which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom 
he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by 
raising him from the dead. (Acts 17:30–31)
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THE CLEAR VOICE OF SCIENCE

Science rightly has the power to fire the imagination. Who could read 
the story of how Francis Crick and James D. Watson unravelled the 
double helix structure of DNA without entering at least a little into 
the almost unbearable joy that they experienced at this discovery? 
Who could watch an operation to repair someone’s eye with a del-
icately controlled laser beam without a sense of wonder at human 
creativity and invention? Who could see pictures from space show-
ing astronauts floating weightless in the cabin of the International 
Space Station or watch them repair the Hubble telescope against the 
background of the almost tangible blackness of space without a feel-
ing akin to awe? Science has a right to our respect and to our active 
encouragement. Getting young people into science and giving them 
the training and facilities to develop their intellectual potential is a 
clear priority for any nation. It would be an incalculable loss if the 
scientific instinct were in any way stifled by philosophical, economic 
or political considerations.

But since one of the most powerful and influential voices to 
which we want to listen is the voice of science, it will be very impor-
tant for us, whether we are scientists or not, to have some idea of what 
science is and what the scientific method is before we try to evaluate 
what science says to us on any particular issue. Our aim, therefore, 
first of all is to remind ourselves of some of the basic principles of 
scientific thinking, some of which we may already know. Following 
this, we shall think about the nature of scientific explanation and 
we shall examine some of the assumptions that underlie scientific 
 activity—basic beliefs without which science cannot be done.

Then what is science? It tends to be one of those things that we 
all know what it means until we come to try to define it. And then 
we  find that precise definition eludes us. The difficulty arises because 
we use the word in different ways. First of all, science is used as short-
hand for:
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1. sciences—areas of knowledge like physics, chemistry, 
biology, etc.;

2. scientists—the people who work in these areas;
3. scientific method—the way in which scientists do 

their work.

Often, however, the word science is used in expressions like ‘Sci-
ence says .  .  .’, or ‘Science has demonstrated .  .  .’, as if science were 
a conscious being of great authority and knowledge. This usage, 
though understandable, can be misleading. The fact is that, strictly 
speaking, there is no such thing as ‘science’ in this sense. Science 
does not say, demonstrate, know or discover anything—scientists do. 
Of course, scientists often agree, but it is increasingly recognised that 
science, being a very human endeavour, is very much more complex 
than is often thought and there is considerable debate about what 
constitutes scientific method.

SCIENTIFIC METHOD

It is now generally agreed among philosophers of science that there is 
no one ‘scientific method’, so it is easier to speak of the kind of thing 
that doing science involves than to give a precise definition of science. 

FIGURE Ap.1. Benzene Molecule.

In 1929 crystallographer 
Kathleen Lonsdale confirmed 
Kekulé’s earlier theory about 
the flat, cyclic nature of ben-
zene, an important milestone 
in organic chemistry.

Reproduced with permission of © iStock/
hromatos.

Benzene
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Certainly observation and experimentation have primary roles to 
play, as well as do the reasoning processes that lead scientists to their 
conclusions. However, a glance at the history of science will show that 
there is much more to it than this. We find, for example, that inex-
plicable hunches have played a considerable role. Even dreams have 
had their place! The chemist Friedrich August Kekulé was studying 
the structure of benzene and dreamed about a snake that grabbed its 
own tail, thus forming itself into a ring. As a result he was led to the 
idea that benzene might be like the snake. He had a look and found 
that benzene indeed contained a closed ring of six carbon atoms! The 
doing of successful science follows no set of cosy rules. It is as complex 
as the human personalities that are involved in doing it.

Observation and experimentation 

It is generally agreed that a revolution in scientific thinking took 
place in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Up to then one main 
method of thinking about the nature of the universe was to appeal 
to authority. For example, in the fourth century bc Aristotle had ar-
gued from philosophical principles that the only perfect motion was 
circular. Thus, if you wanted to know how the planets moved, then, 
since according to Aristotle they inhabited the realm of perfection 
beyond the orbit of the moon, they must move in circles. In a radical 
departure from this approach, scientists like Galileo insisted that the 
best way to find out how the planets moved was to take his telescope 
and go and have a look! And through that telescope he saw things like 
the moons of Jupiter which, according to the Aristotelian system, did 
not exist. Galileo comes to embody for many people the true spirit of 
scientific enquiry: the freedom to do full justice to observation and 
experimentation, even if it meant seriously modifying or even aban-
doning the theories that he had previously held. That freedom should 
be retained and jealously guarded by us all.

Data, patterns, relationships and hypotheses

In summary form, the most widespread view, often attributed to 
Francis Bacon and John Stuart Mill, is that the scientific method 
consists of:
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1. the collection of data (facts, about which there can be no 
dispute) by means of observation and experiment, neither 
of them influenced by presuppositions or prejudices;

2. the derivation of hypotheses from the data by looking for 
patterns or relationships between the data and then making 
an inductive generalisation;

3. the testing of the hypotheses by deducing predictions from 
them and then constructing and doing experiments de-
signed to check if those predictions are true;

4. the discarding of hypotheses that are not supported by the 
experimental data and the building up of the theory by 
adding confirmed hypotheses.

Scientists collect data, experimental observations and measure-
ments that they record. As examples of data, think of a set of blood 
pressure measurements of your class just before and just after a school 
examination, or of the rock samples collected by astronauts from the 
surface of the moon.

There are, however, many other things that are equally real to us, 
but which scarcely can count as data in the scientific sense: our sub-
jective experience of a sunset, or of friendship and love, or of dreams. 
With dreams, of course, heart rate, brain activity and eye movement 
can be observed by scientists as they monitor people who are asleep 
and dreaming, but their subjective experience of the dream itself 
cannot be measured. Thus we see that the scientific method has cer-
tain built-in limits. It cannot capture the whole of reality.

Scientists are in the business of looking for relationships and pat-
terns in their data and they try to infer some kind of hypothesis or 
theory to account for those patterns. Initially the hypothesis may be 
an intelligent or inspired guess that strikes the scientists from their 
experience as being a possible way of accounting for what they have 
observed. For example, a scientist might suggest the (very reasonable) 
hypothesis that the blood pressure measurements in your class can 
be accounted for by the fact that examinations cause stress in most 
people! To test the hypothesis a scientist will then work out what he 
or she would expect to find if the hypothesis were true and then will 
proceed to devise an experiment or a series of experiments to check if 
such is indeed the case. If the experiments fail to confirm expectation, 
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the hypothesis may be modified or discarded in favour of another 
and the process repeated. Once a hypothesis has been successfully 
tested by repeated experimentation then it is dignified by being called 
a theory.1

It is now generally agreed by scientists themselves and philoso-
phers of science that our account so far of what the scientific method 
is, is not only highly idealised but also flawed. In particular, contrary 
to what is asserted about observation and experimentation above, it 
is now widely accepted that no scientist, however honest and careful, 
can come to his or her work in a completely impartial way, without 
presuppositions and assumptions. This fact will be of importance for 
our understanding of science’s contribution to our worldview. It is 
easier, however, to consider that topic after we have first had a look at 
some of the logical concepts and procedures that underlie scientific 
argumentation and proof.

Induction

Induction is probably the most important logical process that scientists 
use in the formulation of laws and theories.2 It is also a process that is 
familiar to all of us from a very early age whether we are scientists or 
not, though we may well not have been aware of it. When we as young 
children first see a crow we notice it is black. For all we know, the next 
crow we see may well be white or yellow. But after observing crows day 
after day, there comes a point at which our feeling that any other crow 
we see is going to be black is so strong that we would be prepared to 
say that all crows are black. We have taken what is called an inductive 
step based on our own data—we have seen, say, 435 crows—to make a 
universal statement about all crows.  Induction, then, is the process of 

1 The terms hypothesis and theory are in fact almost indistinguishable, the only difference in 
normal usage being that a hypothesis is sometimes regarded as more tentative than a theory.
2 Note for mathematicians: the process of induction described above is not the same as the 
principle of mathematical induction by which (typically) the truth of a statement P(n) is estab-
lished for all positive integers n from two propositions:

(1) P(1) is true;
(2)  for any positive integer k, we can prove that the truth of P(k+1) follows from the truth 

of P(k).
The key difference is that (2) describes an infinite set of hypotheses, one for each positive 

integer, whereas in philosophical induction we are generalising from a finite set of hypotheses.
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generalising from a finite set of data to a universal or general statement.
A famous example of the use of induction in science is the deri-

vation of Mendel’s laws of heredity. Gregor Mendel and his assistants 
made a number of observations of the frequency 
of occurrence of particular characteristics in each 
of several generations of peas, like whether seeds 
were wrinkled or smooth, or plants were tall or 
short, and then made an inductive generalisation 
from those observations to formulate the laws that 
now bear his name.

But, as may well have occurred to you, there is 
a problem with induction. To illustrate this, let’s 
turn our minds to swans rather than the crows we 

thought about just now. Suppose that from childhood every swan 
you have seen was white. You might well conclude (by induction) 
that all swans are white. But then one day you are shown a picture 
of an Australian black swan and discover that your conclusion was 
false. This illustrates what the problem with induction is. How can 
you ever really know that you have made enough observations to 
draw a universal conclusion from a limited set of observations?

But please notice what the discovery of the black swan has done. 
It has proved wrong the statement that all swans are white, but it has 
not proved wrong the modified statement that if you see a swan in 
Europe, the high probability is that the swan will be white.

Let’s look at another example of induction, this time from chem-
istry.

Particular observations:

Time Date Substance Litmus test result

0905 2015-08-14 sulphuric acid turned red
1435 2015-09-17 citric acid turned red
1045 2015-09-18 hydrochloric acid turned red
1900 2015-10-20 sulphuric acid turned red

Universal or general statement (law): litmus paper turns red 
when dipped in acid.

This law, based on induction from the finite set of particular ob-
servations that are made of particular acids at particular times in 

Induction, then, 
is the process of 
generalising from 
a finite set of data 
to a universal or 
general statement.

Induction, then, 
is the process of 
generalising from 
a finite set of data 
to a universal or 
general statement.
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particular places, is claimed to hold for all acids at all times in all 
places. The problem with induction is, how can we be sure that such a 
general statement is valid, when, in the very nature of things, we can 
only make a finite number of observations of litmus paper turning 
red on the application of acid? The story of the black swan makes us 
aware of the difficulty.

Well, we cannot be absolutely sure, it is true. But every time we 
do the experiment and find it works, our confidence in the litmus 
test is increased to the extent that if we dipped some paper in a liquid 
and found it did not go red we would be likely to conclude, not that 
the litmus test did not work, but that either the paper we had was 
not litmus paper or the liquid was not acid! Of course it is true that 
underlying our confidence is the assumption that nature behaves in 
a uniform way, that if I repeat an experiment tomorrow under the 
same conditions as I did it today, I will get the same results.

Let’s take another example that Bertrand Russell used to illus-
trate the problem of induction in a more complex situation: Bertrand 
Russell’s inductivist turkey. A turkey observes that on its first day at 
the turkey farm it was fed at 9 a.m. For two months it collects obser-
vations and notes that even if it chooses days at random, it is fed at 
9 a.m. It finally concludes by induction that it always will be fed at 9 
a.m. It therefore gets an awful shock on Christmas Eve when, instead 
of being fed, it is taken out and killed for Christmas dinner!

So how can we know for certain that we have made enough ob-
servations in an experiment? How many times do we have to check 
that particular metals expand on heating to conclude that all metals 
expand on heating? How do we avoid the inductivist turkey shock? 
Of course we can see that the problem with the turkey is that it did 
not have (indeed could not have) the wider experience of the tur-
key farmer who could replace the turkey’s incorrect inductivist con-
clusion with a more complicated correct one: namely the law that 
each turkey will experience a sequence of days of feeding followed 
by execution!

The point of what we are saying here is not to undermine science 
by suggesting that induction is useless, nor that science in itself can-
not lead us to any firm conclusions. It simply teaches us to recognise 
the limits of any one method and to found our conclusions, wherever 
possible, on a combination of them.
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The role of deduction

Once a law has been formulated by induction, we can test the valid-
ity of the law by using it to make predictions. For example, assuming 
Mendel’s laws to be true, we can deduce from them a prediction as to 
what the relative frequency of occurrence, say, of blue eyes in differ-
ent generations of a family, should be. When we find by direct obser-
vation that the occurrence of blue eyes is what we predicted it to be, 

our observations are said to confirm the theory, al-
though this sort of confirmation can never amount 
to total certainty. Thus deduction plays an impor-
tant role in the confirmation of induction.

It may be that what we have said about induc-
tion has given the impression that scientific work 
always starts by looking at data and reasoning to 
some inductive hypothesis that accounts for those 

data. However, in reality, scientific method tends to be somewhat 
more complicated than this. Frequently, scientists start by deciding 
what kind of data they are looking for. That is, they already have in 
their mind some hypothesis or theory they want to test, and they 
look for data that will confirm that theory. In this situation deduc-
tion will play a domi nant role.

For example, as we mentioned above regarding observation and 
experimentation, in the ancient world, Greek philosophers supposed 
as a hypothesis that the planets must move in circular orbits around 
the earth, since, for them, the circle was the perfect shape. They then 
deduced what their hypothesis should lead them to observe in the 
heavens. When their observations did not appear to confirm their 
original hypothesis completely, they modified it. They did this by re-
placing the original hypothesis by one in which other circular mo-
tions are imposed on top of the original one (epicycles, they were 
called). They then used this more complicated hypothesis from which 
to deduce their predictions. This theory of epicycles dominated as-
tronomy for a long time, and was overturned and replaced by the 
revolutionary suggestions of Copernicus and Kepler.

Kepler’s work in turn again illustrates the deductive method. Us-
ing the observations the astronomer Tycho Brahe had made avail-
able, Kepler tried to work out the shape that the orbit of Mars traced 

Deduction plays 
an important role 
in the confirmation 
of induction.
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against the background of ‘fixed’ stars. He did not get anywhere un-
til he hit on an idea that was prompted by geometrical work he had 
done on the ellipse. That idea was to suppose as a hypothesis that the 
orbit of Mars was an ellipse, then to use mathematical calculations to 
deduce what should be observed on the basis of that hypothesis, and 
finally to compare those predictions with the actual observations. 
The validity of the elliptical orbit hypothesis would then be judged by 
how closely the predictions fit the observations.

This method of inference is called the deductive or hypothetico-
deductive method of reasoning: deducing predictions from a hy-
pothesis, and then comparing them with actual observations.

Since deduction is such an important procedure it is worth con-
sidering it briefly. Deduction is a logical process by which an asser-
tion we want to prove (the conclusion) is logically deduced from 
things we already accept (the premises). Here is an example of logical 
deduction, usually called a syllogism:

P1: All dogs have four legs.
P2: Fido is a dog.

C: Fido has four legs.

Here statements P1 and P2 are the premises and C is the conclu-
sion. If P1 and P2 are true then C is true. Or to put it another way, to 
have P1 and P2 true and C false, would involve a logical contradic-
tion. This is the essence of a logically valid deduction.

Let’s now look at an example of a logically invalid deduction:

P1: Many dogs have a long tail.
P2: Albert is a dog.

C: Albert has a long tail.

Here statement C does not necessarily follow from P1 and P2. It 
is clearly possible for P1 and P2 to be true and yet for C to be false.

It all appears to be so simple that there is danger of your switch-
ing off. But don’t do that quite yet or you might miss something very 
important. And that is that deductive logic cannot establish the truth 
of any of the statements involved in the procedure. All that the logic 
can tell us (but this much is very important!) is that if the premises 
are true and the argument is logically valid, then the conclusion is 
true. In order to get this clear let us look at a final example:
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P1: All planets have a buried ocean.
P2: Mercury is a planet.

C: Mercury has a buried ocean.

This is a logically valid argument even though statement P1 and 
statement C are (so far as we know) false. The argument says only that 
if P1 and P2 were true, then C should be true, which is perfectly valid. 

This sort of thing may seem strange to us at first, 
but it can help us grasp that logic can only criticise 
the argument and check whether it is valid or not. 
It cannot tell us whether any or all of the premises 
or conclusion are true. Logic has to do with the way 
in which some statements are derived from others, 
not with the truth of those statements.

We should also note that deductive inference 
plays a central role in pure mathematics where 
theories are constructed by means of making de-

ductions from explicitly given axioms, as in Euclidean geometry. The 
results (or theorems, as they are usually called) are said to be true if 
there is a logically valid chain of deductions deriving them from the 
axioms. Such deductive proofs give a certainty (granted the consist-
ency of the axioms) that is not attainable in the inductive sciences.

In practice induction and deduction are usually both involved 
in establishing scientific theories. We referred above to Kepler’s use 
of deduction in deriving his theory that Mars moved in an ellipse 
round the sun. However, he first thought of the ellipse (rather than, 
say, the parabola or the hyperbola) because the observations of Brahe 
led Kepler to believe the orbit of Mars was roughly egg-shaped. The 
egg shape was initially conjectured as a result of induction from as-
tronomical observations.

Competing hypotheses can cover the same data

But here we should notice that when it comes to interpreting the data 
we have collected, different hypotheses can be constructed to cover 
that data. We have two illustrations of this.

Illustration from astronomy. Under the role of deduction above 
we discussed two hypotheses from ancient astronomy that were put 
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forward to explain the motion of the planets. Successive refinements 
of the epicyclic model appeared to cover the data at the expense of 
greater and greater complication in that more and more circles were 
necessary. Kepler’s proposal, by contrast, covered the data by the 
simple device of replacing the complex array of circles by one sin-
gle ellipse, which simplified the whole business enormously. Now, 
if we knew nothing of gravity and the deduction of elliptical orbits 
that can be made from it by means of Newton’s laws, how would we 
choose between the two explanations?

At this point, scientists might well invoke the principle sometimes 
called ‘Occam’s razor’, after William of Occam. This is the belief that 
simpler explanations of natural phenomena are more likely to be cor-
rect than more complex ones. More precisely, the idea is that if we 
have two or more competing hypotheses covering the same data, we 
should choose the one that involves the least number of assumptions 
or complications. The metaphorical use of the word ‘razor’ comes 
from this cutting or shaving down to the smallest possible number 
of assumptions. Occam’s razor has proved very useful but we should 
observe that it is a philosophical preference, and 
it is not something that you can prove to be true 
in every case, so it needs to be used with care.

Illustration from physics. Another illustra-
tion of the way in which different hypotheses 
can account for the same data is given by a com-
mon exercise in school physics. We are given a 
spring, a series of weights and a ruler and asked 
to plot a graph of the length of the spring against 
the weight hanging on the end of it. We end up 
with a series, say, of 10 points on the paper that 
look as if they might (with a bit of imagina-
tion!) lie on a straight line. We take an inductive 
step and draw a straight line that goes through 
most of the points and we claim that there is a linear relationship 
between the length of spring and the tension it is put under by the 
weights (Hooke’s law). But then we reflect that there is an infinite 
number of curves that can be drawn through our ten points. Chang-
ing the curve would change the relation between spring length and 
tension. Why not choose one of those other curves in preference to 
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the straight line? That is, in the situation just described, there are 
many different hypotheses that cover the same set of data. How do 
you choose between them?

Application of Occam’s razor would lead to choosing the most el-
egant or economical solution—a straight line is simpler than a com-
plicated curve. We could also repeat the experiment with 100 points, 
200 points, etc. The results would build up our confidence that the 
straight line was the correct answer. When we build up evidence in 
this way, we say that we have cumulative evidence for the validity of 
our hypothesis.

So far we have been looking at various methods employed by sci-
entists and have seen that none of them yields 100% certainty, ex-
cept in deductive proofs in mathematics where the certainty is that 
particular conclusions follow from particular axioms. However, we 
would emphasise once more that this does not mean that the scien-
tific enterprise is about to collapse! Far from it. What we mean by 
‘not giving 100% certainty’ can be interpreted as saying that there is 
a small probability that a particular result or theory is false. But that 
does not mean that we cannot have confidence in the theory.

Indeed there are some situations, as in the litmus-paper test for 
acid where there has been 100% success in the past. Now whereas this 
does not formally guarantee 100% success in the future, scientists 
will say that it is a fact that litmus paper turns red on being dipped 
in acid. By a ‘fact’, they mean, as palaeontologist Stephen Jay Gould 
has delightfully put it, ‘confirmed to such a degree that it would be 
perverse to withhold provisional assent to it’.3

On other occasions we are prepared to trust our lives to the find-
ings of science and technology even though we know we do not have 
100% certainty. For example, before we travel by train, we know that 
it is theoretically possible for something to go wrong, maybe for the 
brakes or signalling to fail and cause the train to crash. But we also 
know from the statistics of rail travel that the probability of such an 
event is very small indeed (though it is not zero—trains have from 
time to time crashed). Since the probability of a crash is so small, most 
of us who travel by train do so without even thinking about the risk.

On the other hand we must not assume that we can accept all 

3 Gould, ‘Evolution as Fact and Theory’, 119.
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proposed hypotheses arrived at by scientific method as absolute fact 
without testing them.

One of the criteria of testing is called falsifiability.

Falsifiability

Karl Popper put the emphasis not on the verifiability of a hypothesis 
but on its falsifiability. It is unfortunate that Popper’s terminology can 
be a real source of confusion, since the adjective ‘falsifiable’ does not 
mean ‘will turn out to be false’! The confusion is even worse when 
one realises, on the other hand, that the verb ‘to falsify’ means ‘to 
demonstrate that something is false’! The term ‘falsifiable’ has in fact 
a technical meaning. A hypothesis is said to be falsifiable if you can 
think of a logically possible set of observations that would be incon-
sistent with it.

It is, of course, much easier to falsify a universal statement than 
to verify it. As an illustration, take one of our earlier examples. The 
statement ‘All swans are white’ is, from the very 
start, falsifiable. One would only have to discover 
one swan that was black and that would falsify it. 
And since we know that black swans do exist, the 
statement has long since been falsified.

However, there can be problems. Most scien-
tific activity is much more complex than dealing 
with claims like ‘All swans are white’!

For example, in the nineteenth century obser-
vations of the planet Uranus appeared to indicate 
that its motion was inconsistent with predictions 
made on the basis of Newton’s laws. Therefore, it 
appeared to threaten to demonstrate Newton’s 
laws to be false. However, instead of immedi-
ately saying that Newton’s laws had been falsified, it was suggested 
by French mathematician Urbain Le Verrier and English astronomer 
John Couch Adams (unknown to each other) that there might be 
a hitherto undetected planet in the neighbourhood of Uranus that 
would account for its apparently anomalous behaviour. As a result 
another scientist, German astronomer Johann Galle, was prompted 
to look for a new planet and discovered the planet Neptune.
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It would, therefore, have been incorrect to regard the behaviour of 
Uranus as falsifying Newton’s laws. The problem was ignorance of the 
initial conditions—there was a planet missing in the configuration be-
ing studied. In other words, some of the crucial data was missing. This 
story demonstrates one of the problems inherent in Popper’s approach. 
When observation does not fit theory, it could be that the theory is 
false, but it could equally well be that the theory is correct but the data 
is incomplete or even false, or that some of the auxiliary assumptions 
are incorrect. How can you judge what is the correct picture?

Most scientists in fact feel that Popper’s ideas are far too pessimis-
tic and his methodology too counter-intuitive. Their experience and 
intuition tell them that their scientific methods in fact enable them 
to get a better and better understanding of the universe, that they are 
in this sense getting a tighter grip on reality. One benefit of Popper’s 
approach, however, is its insistence that scientific theories be testable.

Repeatability and abduction

The scientific activity we have been thinking of so far is characterised 
by repeatability. That is, we have considered situations where scientists 
are looking for universally valid laws that cover repeatable phenom-
ena, laws which, like Newton’s laws of motion, may be experimentally 
tested again and again. Sciences of this sort are often called inductive 
or nomological sciences (Gk. nomos = law) and between them they 
cover most of science.

However there are major areas of scientific enquiry where re-
peatability is not possible, notably study of the origin of the universe 
and the origin and development of life.

Now of course we do not mean to imply that science has nothing 
to say about phenomena that are non-repeatable. On the contrary, if 
one is to judge by the amount of literature published, particularly, 
but not only, at the popular level, the origin of the universe and of 
life, for example, are among the most interesting subjects by far that 
science addresses.

But precisely because of the importance of such non-repeatable 
phenomena, it is vital to see that the way in which they are accessible 
to science is not the same in general as the way in which repeatable 
phenomena are. For theories about both kinds of phenomena tend to 
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be presented to the public in the powerful name of science as though 
they had an equal claim to be accepted. Thus there is a real danger 
that the public ascribes the same authority and validity to conjec-
tures about non-repeatable events that are not capable of experimen-
tal verification as it does to those theories that have been confirmed 
by repeated experiment.

Physical chemist and philosopher Michael Polanyi points out that 
the study of how something originates is usually very different from 
the study of how it operates, although, of course, clues to how some-
thing originated may well be found in how it operates. It is one thing 
to investigate something repeatable in the labora-
tory, such as dissecting a frog to see how its nervous 
system functions, but it is an altogether different 
thing to study something non-repeatable, such as 
how frogs came to exist in the first place. And, on 
the large scale, how the universe works is one thing, 
yet how it came to be may be quite another.

The most striking difference between the study 
of non-repeatable and repeatable phenomena is that 
the method of induction is no longer applicable, since we no longer 
have a sequence of observations or experiments to induce from, nor 
any repetition in the future to predict about! The principal method 
that applies to non-repeatable phenomena is abduction.

Although this term, introduced by logician Charles Peirce in the 
nineteenth century, may be unfamiliar, the underlying idea is very 
familiar. For abduction is what every good detective does in order to 
clear up a murder mystery! With the murder mystery a certain event 
has happened. No one doubts that it has happened. The question is: 
who or what was the cause of it happening? And often in the search 
for causes of an event that has already happened, abduction is the 
only method available.

As an example of abductive inference, think of the following:

Data: Ivan’s car went over the cliff edge and he was killed.
Inference: If the car brakes had failed, then the car would  
have gone over the cliff.

Abductive conclusion: There is reason to suppose that the  
brakes failed.
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However, an alternative suggests itself (especially to avid readers 
of detective stories): if someone had pushed Ivan’s car over the cliff, 
the result would have been the same! It would be fallacious and very 
foolish to assume that just because we had thought of one explana-
tion of the circumstances, that it was the only one.

The basic idea of abduction is given by the following scheme:

Data: A is observed.
Inference: If B were true then A would follow.

Abductive conclusion: There is reason to  
suppose B may be true.

Of course, there may well be another hypothesis, C, of which we 
could say: if C were true A would follow. Indeed, there may be many 
candidates for C.

The detective in our story has a procedure for considering them 
one by one. He may first consider the chance hypothesis, B, that the 
brakes failed. He may then consider the hypothesis C that it was no 
chance event, but deliberately designed by a murderer who pushed the 
car over the cliff. Or the detective may consider an even more sophisti-
cated hypothesis, D, combining both chance and design, that someone 
who wanted to kill Ivan had tampered with the brakes of the car so that 
they would fail somewhere, and they happened to fail on the clifftop!

Inference to the best explanation. Our detective story illustrates 
how the process of abduction throws up plausible hypotheses and 
forces upon us the question as to which of the hypotheses best fits the 
data. In order to decide that question, the hypotheses are compared 
for their explanatory power: how much of the data do they cover, 
does the theory make coherent sense, is it consistent with other areas 
of our knowledge, etc.?

In order to answer these further questions, deduction will of-
ten be used. For example, if B in the detective story is true, then we 
would expect an investigation of the brakes of the wrecked car to 
reveal worn or broken parts. If C is true we would deduce that the 
brakes might well be found in perfect order, whereas if D were the 
case, we might expect to find marks of deliberate damage to the hy-
draulic braking system. If we found such marks then D would imme-
diately be regarded as the best of the competing explanations given 
so far, since it has a greater explanatory power than the others.
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Thus, abduction together with the subsequent comparison of 
competing hypotheses may be regarded as an ‘inference to the best 
explanation’. This is the essence not only of detective and legal work 
but also of the work of the historian. Both detective and historian 
have to infer the best possible explanation from the available data 
after the events in which they are interested have occurred.

For more on the application of abduction in the natural sciences, 
particularly in cosmology and biology, see the books by John Lennox 
noted at the end of this Appendix. Here we need to consider a few 
more of the general issues related to the scientific endeavour.

EXPLAINING EXPLANATIONS

Levels of explanation

Science explains. This, for many people encapsulates the power and 
the fascination of science. Science enables us to understand what we 
did not understand before and, by giving us understanding, it gives 
us power over nature. But what do we mean by saying that ‘science 
explains’?

In informal language we take an explanation of something to be 
adequate when the person to whom the explanation is given under-
stands plainly what he or she did not understand before. However, 
we must try to be more precise about what we mean by the process 
of ‘explanation’, since it has different aspects that are often confused. 
An illustration can help us. We have considered a similar idea in rela-
tion to roses. Let’s now take further examples.

Suppose Aunt Olga has baked a beautiful cake. She displays it 
to a gathering of the world’s top scientists and we ask them for an 
explanation of the cake. The nutrition scientists will tell us about the 
number of calories in the cake and its nutritional effect; the biochem-
ists will inform us about the structure of the proteins, fats, etc. in the 
cake and what it is that causes them to hold together; the chemists 
will enumerate the elements involved and describe their bonding; 
the physicists will be able to analyse the cake in terms of fundamen-
tal particles; and the mathematicians will offer us a set of beauti-
ful equations to describe the behaviour of those particles. Suppose, 
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then, that these experts have given us an exhaustive description of 
the cake, each in terms of his or her scientific discipline. Can we say 
that the cake is now completely explained? We have certainly been 
given a description of how the cake was made and how its various 
constituent elements relate to each other. But suppose we now ask the 
assembled group of experts why the cake was made. We notice the 
grin on Aunt Olga’s face. She knows the answer since, after all, she 
made the cake! But if she does not reveal the answer by telling us, it 
is clear that no amount of scientific analysis will give us the answer.

Thus, although science can answer ‘how’ questions in terms of 
causes and mechanisms, it cannot answer ‘why’ questions, questions 
of purpose and intention—teleological questions, as they are some-
times called (Gk. telos = end or goal).

However, it would be nonsensical to suggest that Aunt Olga’s an-
swer to the teleological question, that she made the cake for Sam’s 
birthday, say, contradicted the scientific analysis of the cake! No. The 
two kinds of answer are clearly logically compatible.

And yet exactly the same confusion of categories is evidenced 
when atheists argue that there is no longer need to bring in God and 

the supernatural to explain the workings of 
nature, since we now have a scientific explana-
tion for them. As a result, the general public has 
come to think that belief in a creator belongs to 
a primitive and unsophisticated stage of human 
thinking and has been rendered both unneces-
sary and impossible by science.

But there is an obvious fallacy here. Think of 
a Ford motor car. It is conceivable that a primi-
tive person who was seeing one for the first time 
and who did not understand the principles of 

an internal combustion engine, might imagine that there was a god 
(Mr Ford) inside the engine, making it go. He might further imagine 
that when the engine ran sweetly that was because Mr Ford inside 
the engine liked him, and when it refused to go that was because Mr 
Ford did not like him. Of course, if eventually this primitive person 
became civilised, learned engineering, and took the engine to pieces, 
he would discover that there was no Mr Ford inside the engine, and 
that he did not need to introduce Mr Ford as an explanation for the 
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working of the engine. His grasp of the impersonal principles of in-
ternal combustion would be altogether enough to explain how the 
engine worked. So far, so good. But if he then decided that his under-
standing of the principles of the internal combustion engine made it 
impossible to believe in the existence of a Mr Ford who designed the 
engine, this would be patently false!

It is likewise a confusion of categories to suppose that our under-
standing of the impersonal principles according to which the uni-
verse works makes it either unnecessary or impossible to believe in 
the existence of a personal creator who designed, made and upholds 
the great engine that is the universe. In other words, we should not 
confuse the mechanisms by which the universe works with its Cause. 
Every one of us knows how to distinguish between the consciously 
willed movement of an arm for a purpose and an involuntary spas-
modic movement of an arm induced by accidental contact with an 
electric current.

Michael Poole, Visiting Research Fellow, Science and Religion, at 
King’s College London, in his published debate on science and reli-
gion with Richard Dawkins, puts it this way:

There is no logical conflict between reason-giving explanations 
which concern mechanisms, and reason-giving explanations 
which concern the plans and purposes of an agent, human or 
divine. This is a logical point, not a matter of whether one does 
or does not happen to believe in God oneself.4

4 Poole, ‘Critique of Aspects of the Philosophy and Theology of Richard Dawkins’, 49.

FIGURE Ap.2. Model T Ford Motor Car.

Introducing the world’s first moving 
assembly line in 1913, Ford Motor 
Company built more than 15 million 
Model Ts from 1908 until 1927.

Reproduced with permission of © iStock/Peter Mah
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One of the authors, in a debate with Richard Dawkins, noted 
how his opponent was confusing the categories of mechanism and 
agency:

When Isaac Newton, for example, discovered his law of gravity 
and wrote down the equations of motion, he didn’t say, ‘Mar-
vellous, I now understand it. I’ve got a mechanism therefore I 
don’t need God.’ In fact it was the exact opposite. It was because 
he understood the complexity of sophistication of the math-
ematical description of the universe that his praise for God was 
increased. And I would like to suggest, Richard, that some-
where down in this you’re making a category mistake, because 
you’re confusing mechanism with agency. We have a mecha-
nism that does XYZ, therefore there’s no need for an agent. I 
would suggest that the sophistication of the mechanism, and 
science rejoices in finding such mechanisms, is evidence for the 
sheer wonder of the creative genius of God.5

In spite of the clarity of the logic expressed in these counter-
points, a famous statement made by the French mathematician 
Laplace is constantly misappropriated to support atheism. On being 
asked by Napoleon where God fitted in to his mathematical work, 
Laplace replied: ‘Sir, I have no need of that hypothesis.’ Of course, 
God did not appear in Laplace’s mathematical description of how 
things work, just as Mr Ford would not appear in a scientific descrip-
tion of the laws of internal combustion. But what does that prove? 
Such an argument can no more be used to prove that God does not 
exist than it can be used to prove that Mr Ford does not exist.

To sum up, then, it is important to be aware of the danger of con-
fusing different levels of explanation and of thinking that one level of 
explanation tells the whole story.

This leads us at once to consider the related question of reduc-
tionism.

5 Lennox’s response to Dawkins’s first thesis ‘Faith is blind; science is evidence-based’, ‘The 
God Delusion Debate’, hosted by Fixed Point Foundation, University of Alabama at Bir-
mingham, filmed and broadcast live 3 October 2007, http://fixed-point.org/index.php/video/ 
35-full-length/164-the-dawkins-lennox-debate. Transcript provided courtesy of ProTorah, 
http://www.protorah.com/god-delusion-debate-dawkins-lennox-transcript/.
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Reductionism

In order to study something, especially if it is complex, scientists often 
split it up into separate parts or aspects and thus ‘reduce’ it to simpler 
components that are individually easier to investigate. This kind of re-
ductionism, often called methodological or structural reductionism, 
is part of the normal process of science and has proved very useful. 
It is, however, very important to bear in mind that there may well be, 
and usually is, more to a given whole than simply what we obtain by 
adding up all that we have learned from the parts. Studying all the 
parts of a watch separately will never enable you to grasp how the 
complete watch works as an integrated whole.

Besides methodological reductionism there are two further types 
of reductionism, epistemological and ontological. Epistemological re-
ductionism is the view that higher level sciences can be explained 
without remainder by the sciences at a lower level. That is, chemistry 
is explained by physics; biochemistry by chemistry; biology by bio-
chemistry; psychology by biology; sociology by brain science; and 
theology by sociology. As Francis Crick puts it: ‘The ultimate aim of 
the modern development in biology is in fact to explain all biology 
in terms of physics and chemistry.’ 6 The former 
Charles Simonyi Professor of the Public Under-
standing of Science at Oxford, Richard Dawkins, 
holds the same view: ‘My task is to explain ele-
phants, and the world of complex things, in terms 
of the simple things that physicists either under-
stand, or are working on.’ 7 The ultimate goal of re-
ductionism is to reduce all human behaviour, our 
likes and dislikes, the entire mental landscape of 
our lives, to physics.

However, both the viability and the plausibility 
of this programme are open to serious question. 
The outstanding Russian psychologist Leo Vygotsky (1896–1934) was 
critical of certain aspects of this reductionist philosophy as applied 
to psychology. He pointed out that such reductionism often conflicts 

6 Crick, Of Molecules and Men, 10.
7 Dawkins, Blind Watchmaker, 15.
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with the goal of preserving all the basic features of a phenomenon 
or event that one wishes to explain. For example, one can reduce 
water (H2O) into H and O. However, hydrogen burns and oxygen is 
necessary for burning, whereas water has neither of these properties, 
but has many others that are not possessed by either hydrogen or 
oxygen. Thus, Vygotsky’s view was that reductionism can only be 
done up to certain limits. Karl Popper says: ‘There is almost always 
an unresolved residue left by even the most successful attempts at 
reduction.’ 8

Furthermore, Michael Polanyi argues the intrinsic implausibility 
of expecting epistemological reductionism to work in every circum-
stance.9 Think of the various levels of process involved in building an 
office building with bricks. First of all there is the process of extract-
ing the raw materials out of which the bricks have to be made. Then 
there are the successively higher levels of making the bricks, they do 
not make themselves; bricklaying, the bricks do not self-assemble; 
designing the building, it does not design itself; and planning the 
town in which the building is to be built, it does not organise itself. 
Each level has its own rules. The laws of physics and chemistry gov-
ern the raw material of the bricks; technology prescribes the art of 
brick making; architecture teaches the builders, and the architects 
are controlled by the town planners. Each level is controlled by the 
level above, but the reverse is not true. The laws of a higher level can-
not be derived from the laws of a lower level (although, of course 
what can be done at a higher level will depend on the lower levels: 
for example, if the bricks are not strong there will be a limit on the 
height of a building that can be safely built with them).

Consider the page you are reading just now. It consists of paper 
imprinted with ink or, in the case of an electronic version, text ren-
dered digitally. It is obvious that the physics and chemistry of ink and 
paper can never, even in principle, tell you anything about the sig-
nificance of the shapes of the letters on the page. And this is nothing 
to do with the fact that physics and chemistry are not yet sufficiently 
advanced to deal with this question. Even if we allow these sciences 
another 1,000 years of development, we can see that it will make no 

8 Popper, ‘Scientific Reduction.’
9 Polanyi, Tacit Dimension.
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difference, because the shapes of those letters demand a totally new 
and higher level of explanation than that of which physics and chem-
istry are capable. In fact, explanation can only be given in terms of 
the concepts of language and authorship—the communication of a 
message by a person. The ink and paper are carriers of the message, 
but the message certainly does not emerge automatically from them. 
Furthermore, when it comes to language itself, there is again a se-
quence of levels—you cannot derive a vocabulary from phonetics, or 
the grammar of a language from its vocabulary, etc.

As is well known, the genetic material DNA carries information. 
We shall describe this later on in some detail, but the basic idea is sim-
ply this. DNA, a substance found in every living cell, can be looked 
at as a long tape on which there is a string of letters written in a four-
letter chemical language. The sequence of letters contains coded in-
structions (information) that the cell uses to make proteins. Physical 
biochemist and theologian Arthur Peacocke writes: ‘In no way can 
the concept of “information”, the concept of conveying a message, be 
articulated in terms of the concepts of physics and chemistry, even 
though the latter can be shown to explain how the molecular ma-
chinery (DNA, RNA and protein) operates to carry information.’ 10

In each of the situations we have described above, we have a se-
ries of levels, each one higher than the previous one. What happens 
on a higher level is not completely derivable from what happens on 
the level beneath it, but requires another level of explanation.

In this kind of situation it is sometimes said that the higher level 
phenomena ‘emerge’ from the lower level. Unfortunately, however, 
the word ‘emerge’ is easily misunderstood to mean that the higher 
level properties emerge automatically from the lower level proper-
ties. This is clearly false in general, as we showed by considering brick 
making and writing on paper. Yet notwithstanding the fact that both 
writing on paper and DNA have in common the fact that they encode 
a ‘message’, those scientists committed to materialistic philosophy 
insist that the information carrying properties of DNA must have 
emerged automatically out of mindless matter. For if, as materialism 
insists, matter and energy are all that there is, then it logically follows 

10 Peacocke, Experiment of Life, 54.
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that they must possess the inherent potential to organise themselves 
in such a way that eventually all the complex molecules necessary for 
life, including DNA, will emerge.11

There is a third type of reductionism, called ontological reduc-
tionism, which is frequently encountered in statements like the fol-
lowing: The universe is nothing but a collection of atoms in motion, 
human beings are ‘machines for propagating DNA, and the propaga-
tion of DNA is a self-sustaining process. It is every living object’s sole 
reason for living’.12

Words such as ‘nothing but’, ‘sole’ or ‘simply’ are the telltale sign 
of (ontological) reductionist thinking. If we remove these words we 
are usually left with something unobjectionable. The universe cer-
tainly is a collection of atoms and human beings do propagate DNA. 
The question is, is there nothing more to it than that? Are we go-
ing to say with Francis Crick, who won the Nobel Prize jointly with 
James D. Watson for his discovery of the double helix structure of 
DNA: ‘  “You”, your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your 
ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no 
more than the behaviour of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their 
associated molecules’? 13

What shall we say of human love and fear, of concepts like beauty 
and truth? Are they meaningless?

Ontological reductionism, carried to its logical conclusion, would 
ask us to believe that a Rembrandt painting is nothing but molecules 
of paint scattered on canvas. Physicist and theologian John Polking-
horne’s reaction is clear:

There is more to the world than physics can ever express.
One of the fundamental experiences of the scientific life is 

that of wonder at the beautiful structure of the world. It is the 
pay-off for all the weary hours of labour involved in the pursuit 
of research. Yet in the world described by science where would 
that wonder find its lodging? Or our experiences of beauty? Of 
moral obligation? Of the presence of God? These seem to me 

11 Whether matter and energy do have this capacity is another matter that is discussed in the 
books noted at the end of this appendix.
12 Dawkins, Growing Up in the Universe (study guide), 21.
13 Crick, Astonishing Hypothesis, 3.
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to be quite as fundamental as anything we could measure in 
the laboratory. A worldview that does not take them adequately 
into account is woefully incomplete.14

The most devastating criticism of ontological reductionism is that 
it is self-destructive. Polkinghorne describes its programme as ulti-
mately suicidal:

For, not only does it relegate our experiences of beauty, moral 
obligation, and religious encounter to the epiphenomenal 
scrap heap. It also destroys rationality. Thought is replaced by 
electrochemical neural events. Two such events cannot con-
front each other in rational discourse. They are neither right 
nor wrong. They simply happen. . . . The very assertions of the 
reductionist himself are nothing but blips in the neural net-
work of his brain. The world of rational discourse dissolves into 
the absurd chatter of firing synapses. Quite frankly, that cannot 
be right and none of us believes it to be so.15

BASIC OPERATIONAL PRESUPPOSITIONS

So far we have been concentrating on the scientific method and have 
seen that this is a much more complex (and, for that reason, a much 
more interesting) topic than may first appear. 
As promised earlier, we must now consider 
the implications of the fact that scientists, be-
ing human like the rest of us, do not come to 
any situation with their mind completely clear 
of preconceived ideas. The widespread idea that 
any scientist, if only he or she tries to be im-
partial, can be a completely dispassionate ob-
server in any but the most trivial of situations, 
is a fallacy, as has been pointed out repeatedly by 
philosophers of science and by scientists them-
selves. At the very least scientists must already 

14 Polkinghorne, One World, 72–3.
15 Polkinghorne, One World, 92–3.
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have formed some idea or theory about the nature of what they are 
about to study.

Observation is dependent on theory

It is simply not possible to make observations and do experiments 
without any presuppositions. Consider, for example, the fact that sci-
ence, by its very nature, has to be selective. It would clearly be impos-
sible to take every aspect of any given object of study into account. 
Scientists must therefore choose what variables are likely to be impor-
tant and what are not. For example, physicists do not think of taking 
into account the colour of billiard balls when they are conducting a 
laboratory investigation of the application of Newton’s laws to mo-
tion: but the shape of the balls is very  important— cubical balls would 
not be much use! In making such choices, scientists are inevitably 
guided by already formed ideas and theories about what the impor-
tant factors are likely to be. The problem is that such ideas may some-
times be wrong and cause scientists to miss vital aspects of a problem 
to such an extent that they draw false conclusions. A famous story 
about the physicist Heinrich Hertz illustrates this.

Maxwell’s electromagnetic theory predicted that radio and light 
waves would be propagated with the same velocity. Hertz designed 
an experiment to check this and found that the velocities were differ-
ent. His mistake, only discovered after his death, was that he did not 
think that the shape of his laboratory could have any influence on the 
results of his experiment. Unfortunately for him, it did. Radio waves 
were reflected from the walls and distorted his results.

The validity of his observations depended on the (preconceived) 
theory that the shape of the laboratory was irrelevant to his experiment. 
The fact that this preconception was false invalidated his conclusions.

This story also points up another difficulty. How does one decide 
in this kind of situation whether it is the theory or the experiment 
that is at fault, whether one should trust the results of the experiment 
and abandon the theory and look for a better one, or whether one 
should keep on having faith in the theory and try to discover what 
was wrong with the experiment? There is no easy answer to this ques-
tion. A great deal will depend on the experience and judgment of the 
scientists involved, and, inevitably, mistakes can and will be made.
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 Knowledge cannot be gained without  
making certain assumptions to start with

Scientists not only inevitably have preconceived ideas about particu-
lar situations, as illustrated by the story about Hertz, but their science 
is done within a framework of general assumptions about science 
as such. World-famous Harvard geneticist Richard Lewontin writes: 
‘Scientists, like other intellectuals, come to their work with a world 
view, a set of preconceptions that provides the framework for their 
analysis of the world.’16

And those preconceptions can significantly affect scientists’ re-
search methods as well as their results and interpretations of those 
results, as we shall see.

We would emphasise, however, that the fact that scientists have 
presuppositions is not to be deprecated. That would, in fact be a non-
sensical attitude to adopt. For the voice of logic reminds us that we 
cannot get to know anything if we are not prepared to presuppose 
something. Let’s unpack this idea by thinking about a common at-
titude. ‘I am not prepared to take anything for granted’, says some-
one, ‘I will only accept something if you prove it to me.’ Sounds 
 reasonable—but it isn’t. For if this is your view then you will never 
accept or know anything! For suppose I want you to accept some 
proposition A. You will only accept it if I prove it to you. But I shall 
have to prove it to you on the basis of some other proposition B. You 
will only accept B if I prove it to you. I shall have to prove B to you 
on the basis of C. And so it will go on forever in what is called an in-
finite  regress—that is, if you insist on taking nothing for granted in 
the first place!

We must all start somewhere with things we take as self-evident, 
basic assumptions that are not proved on the basis of something 
else. They are often called axioms.17 Whatever axioms we adopt, we 
then proceed to try to make sense of the world by building on those 

16 Lewontin, Dialectical Biologist, 267.
17 It should be borne in mind, however, that the axioms which appear in various branches of 
pure mathematics, for example, the theory of numbers or the theory of groups, do not appear 
out of nowhere. They usually arise from the attempt to encapsulate and formalise years, some-
times centuries, of mathematical research, into a so-called ‘axiomatic system’.
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axioms. This is true, not only at the worldview level but also in all of 
our individual disciplines. We retain those axioms that prove useful 
in the sense that they lead to theories which show a better ‘fit’ with 
nature and experience, and we abandon or modify those which do 
not fit so well. One thing is absolutely clear: none of us can avoid 
starting with assumptions.

 Gaining knowledge involves trusting  
our senses and other people

There are essentially two sources from which we accumulate knowl-
edge:

1. directly by our own ‘hands-on’ experience, for example, 
by accidentally putting our finger in boiling water, we  
learn that boiling water scalds;

2. we learn all kinds of things from sources external to  
ourselves, for example, teachers, books, parents, the  
media, etc.

In doing so we all constantly exercise faith. We intuitively trust 
our senses, even though we know they deceive us on times. For exam-
ple, in extremely cold weather, if we put our hand on a metal handrail 
outside, the rail may feel hot to our touch.

We have faith, too, in our minds to interpret our senses, though 
here again we know that our minds can be deceived.

We also normally believe what other people tell us—teachers, 
parents, friends, etc. Sometimes we check what we learn from them 
because, without insulting them, we realise that even friends can 
be mistaken, and other people may set out to deceive us. However, 
much more often than not, we accept things on authority—if only 
because no one has time to check everything! In technical matters 
we trust our textbooks. We have faith in what (other) scientists have 
done. And it is, of course, reasonable so to do, though those experts 
themselves would teach us to be critical and not just to accept eve-
rything on their say-so. They would remind us also that the fact that 
a statement appears in print in a book, does not make it automati-
cally true!



APPENDIX: THE SCIENTIFIC ENDEAVOUR

199

Gaining scientific knowledge involves belief  
in the rational intelligibility of the universe

We all take so much for granted the fact that we can use human rea-
son as a probe to investigate the universe that we can fail to see that 
this is really something to be wondered at. For once we begin to think 
about the intelligibility of the universe, our minds demand an expla-
nation. But where can we find one? Science cannot give it to us, for 
the very simple reason that science has to assume the rational intel-
ligibility of the universe in order to get started. Einstein himself, in 
the same article we quoted earlier, makes this very clear in saying that 
the scientist’s belief in the rational intelligibility of the universe goes 
beyond science and is in its very nature essentially religious:

Science can only be created by those who are thoroughly im-
bued with the aspiration toward truth and understanding. This 
source of feeling, however, springs from the sphere of religion. 
To this there also belongs the faith in the possibility that the 
regulations valid for the world of existence are rational, that is, 
comprehensible to reason. I cannot conceive of a genuine scien-
tist without that profound faith.18

Einstein saw no reason to be embarrassed by the fact that sci-
ence involves at its root belief in something that science itself cannot 
justify.

Allied to belief in the rational intelligibility of the universe is 
the belief that patterns and law-like behaviour are to be expected in 
nature. The Greeks expressed this by using the word cosmos which 
means ‘ordered’. It is this underlying expectation of order that lies be-
hind the confidence with which scientists use the inductive method. 
Scientists speak of their belief in the uniformity of nature—the idea 
that the order in nature and the laws that describe it are valid at all 
times and in all parts of the universe.

Many theists from the Jewish, Islamic or Christian tradition 
would want to modify this concept of the uniformity of nature by 
adding their conviction that God the Creator has built regularities 

18 Einstein, Out of My Later Years, 26.
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into the working of the universe so that in general we can speak 
of uniformity—the norms to which nature normally operates. But 
because God is the Creator, he is not a prisoner of those regularities 
but can vary them by causing things to happen that do not fit into the 
regular pattern.

Here, again, commitment to the uniformity of nature is a mat-
ter of belief. Science cannot prove to us that nature is uniform, since 
we must assume the uniformity of nature in order to do science. 
Otherwise we would have no confidence that, if we repeat an experi-
ment under the same conditions as it was done before, we shall get 
the same result. Were it so, our school textbooks would be useless. 
But surely, we might say, the uniformity of nature is highly probable 
since assuming it has led to such stunning scientific advance. How-
ever, as C. S. Lewis has observed: ‘Can we say that Uniformity is at 
any rate very probable? Unfortunately not. We have just seen that all 
probabilities depend on it. Unless Nature is uniform, nothing is ei-
ther probable or improbable.’ 19

19 Lewis, Miracles, 163.

FIGURE Ap.3. Milky Way Galaxy.

The Milky Way galaxy is visible from earth on clear nights 
away from urban areas. Appearing as a cloud in the night 
sky, our galaxy’s spiral bands of dust and glowing nebulae 
consist of billions of stars as seen from the inside.

Reproduced with permission of © iStock/Viktar.
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Operating within the reigning paradigms

Thomas Kuhn in his famous book The Structure of Scientific Revo-
lutions (1962) pictured science as preceding through the following 
stages: pre-science, normal science, crisis revolution, new normal sci-
ence, new crisis, and so on. Pre-science is the diverse and disorgan-
ised activity characterised by much disagreement that precedes the 
emergence of a new science that gradually becomes structured when 
a scientific community adheres to a paradigm. The paradigm is a web 
of assumptions and theories that are more or less agreed upon and 
are like the steelwork around which the scientific edifice is erected. 
Well-known examples are the paradigms of Copernican astronomy, 
Newtonian mechanics and evolutionary biology.

Normal science is then practised within the paradigm. It sets the 
standards for legitimate research. The normal scientist uses the para-
digm to probe nature. He or she does not (often) look critically at 
the paradigm itself, because it commands so much agreement, much 
as we look down the light of a torch to illuminate an object, rather 
than look critically at the light of the torch itself. For this reason the 
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paradigm will be very resistant to attempts to demonstrate that it is 
false. When anomalies, difficulties and apparent falsifications turn 
up, the normal scientists will hope to be able to accommodate them 
preferably within the paradigm or by making fine adjustments to the 
paradigm. However, if the difficulties can no longer be resolved and 
keep on piling up, a crisis situation develops, which leads to a scien-
tific revolution involving the emergence of a new paradigm that then 
gains the ground to such an extent that the older paradigm is even-
tually completely abandoned. The essence of such a paradigm shift 
is the replacing of an old paradigm by a new one, not the refining of 
the old one by the new. The best known example of a major paradigm 
shift is the transition from Aristotelian geocentric (earth-centred) 
astronomy to Copernican heliocentric (sun-centred) astronomy in 
the sixteenth century.

Although Kuhn’s work is open to criticism at various points, he 
has certainly made scientists aware of a number of issues that are im-
portant for our understanding of how science works:

1. the central role that metaphysical ideas play in the develop-
ment of scientific theories;

2. the high resistance that paradigms show to attempts to 
prove them false;

3. the fact that science is subject to human frailty.

The second of these points has both a positive and a negative 
outworking. It means that a good paradigm will not be overturned 
automatically by the first experimental result or observation that ap-
pears to speak against it. On the other hand, it means that a para-
digm which eventually proves to be inadequate or false, may take a 
long time to die and impede scientific progress by constraining sci-
entists within its mesh and not giving them the freedom they need to 
explore radically new ideas that would yield real scientific advance.

It is important to realise that paradigms themselves are often in-
fluenced at a very deep level by worldview considerations. We saw 
earlier that there are essentially two fundamental worldviews, the 
materialistic and the theistic. It seems to be the case in science that 
there is sometimes a tacit understanding that only paradigms which 
are based on materialism are admissible as scientific. Richard Dawk-
ins, for example, says, ‘the kind of explanation we come up with must 
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not contradict the laws of physics. Indeed it will make use of the laws 
of physics, and nothing more than the laws of physics.’ 20 It is the 
words ‘nothing more than’ that show that Dawkins is only prepared 
to accept reductionist, materialistic explanations.

Further reading
Books by John Lennox:
God and Stephen Hawking: Whose Design Is It Anyway? (Lion, 2011) 
God’s Undertaker: Has Science Buried God? (Lion, 2009) 
Gunning for God: A Critique of the New Atheism (Lion, 2011) 
Miracles: Is Belief in the Supernatural Irrational? VeriTalks Vol. 2. (The Veritas 

Forum, 2013) 
Seven Days That Divide the World (Zondervan, 2011)

20 Dawkins, Blind Watchmaker, 24.
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STUDY QUESTIONS FOR TEACHERS AND STUDENTS

CHAPTER 1: DO ALL RELIGIONS LEAD TO THE SAME GOAL?

Introduction
1.1 How and why has religion got itself such a bad name in the course of the 

centuries?
1.2 Is there any justification for religious wars?
1.3 What would you say is the main purpose of religion?
1.4 What is the difference between moral philosophy and religion?
1.5 What has truth got to do with religion?

What the major religions mean by ‘god’, what they teach about the material world and how they 
deal with guilt
1.6 The Buddha himself originally abandoned Hinduism. How does that fact 

show up in the teaching of original Buddhism?
1.7 What is the difference between Hindu philosophy and popular Hindu 

religion?
1.8 What moral difficulties does the doctrine of pantheism run into?
1.9 ‘Some people find the doctrine of reincarnation attractive, because it seems 

to offer a second chance to those who feel they have not behaved too well in 
this life.’ Comment.

1.10 Assess the moral implications of the doctrine of reincarnation.
1.11 What change, if any, would Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism make to 

your evaluation of the material world and of the human body?

The question of salvation in the three monotheistic faiths
1.12 What attitude do Christians take to the holy book of Judaism? What is 

meant by saying that the New Testament is a Jewish book?
1.13 What attitude does the Qur’an take to the Old and New Testaments?
1.14 What is the ‘problem of guilt’?
1.15 What do Muslims believe will happen at the final judgment?
1.16 What do Jews do every year on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement? What 

does it mean to them? (See Lev 16)
1.17 What do Christians believe to be the significance of the death of Jesus?

CHAPTER 2: THE HISTORICITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

The historical nature of the Christian gospel
2.1 What two books did Luke contribute to the New Testament?
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2.2 What evidence is there to show that Luke intended both his books to be re-
garded as history, and not as myth or legend?

2.3 Why is history such an important element in the Christian gospel? How does 
Christianity differ from Buddhism in this respect?

2.4 According to Luke, how soon after the death of Christ was the first Christian 
sermon preached? What were its contents? (See Acts 2)

2.5 What is the connection between Old Testament history and the Christian 
gospel? Why is that connection important?

2.6 Suggestion for class work: have a student read the text of Acts 13:15–42 
aloud while the others follow, and then ask the class what the major elements 
in the text are, comparing their ideas with the list under the heading ‘Two 
samples of early Christian preaching’.

The reliability of the historical sources
2.7 What is the difference between the way historians work and the way natural 

scientists work?
2.8 What indicates that the writer of the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the 

Apostles was a reliable historian?
2.9 Get the class to talk to their parents (or, better still, their grandparents) 

about some of their earliest memories. See how far back they go. See how 
far back the teacher can go! Compare your findings with the time gaps 
discussed above in connection with the New Testament. Discuss what the 
class thinks about the authenticity of the accounts.

Evidences from non-Christian sources
2.10 What can we learn about Jesus from the evidence that comes from ancient 

literature other than the New Testament?
2.11 What can we learn about the worship of Jesus from Pliny’s letter to the 

emperor?

The manuscripts of the New Testament
2.12 How does the manuscript evidence for the text of the New Testament com-

pare with that for other ancient texts?
2.13 How does the fact that we have many manuscripts of the New Testament 

help us to determine the original text?
2.14 What weaknesses do you see in the argument that the New Testament is un-

reliable because it has been copied out many times?

The canon of the New Testament
2.15 What is meant by the ‘canon’ of the New Testament? On what grounds were 

the books recognised as being authoritative, and therefore received into the 
canon?

2.16 Why is the Gospel of Barnabas regarded as non-canonical?
2.17 What is the strength of the evidence that Jesus actually died on the cross?
2.18 Why did the death of Christ figure so centrally in the preaching of the early 

Christians?
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CHAPTER 3: THE FIGURE OF CHRIST: FICTION, MYTH, OR REALITY?

Is the figure of Jesus in the gospels an invention?
3.1 Read the first chapter of The Master and Margarita. Why did Berlioz and 

Bezdomny think that the character of Jesus was a literary invention?
3.2 Why does Socrates, as described to us by Plato, strike us as a real character?
3.3 What were the Jewish, Greek and Roman ideas of a hero? Give your reasons 

why Jesus fitted none of them. What significance has this for the status of 
Jesus as a historical rather than an invented figure?

3.4 Why did the preaching of the cross of Jesus scandalise the Jews, and appear 
to be foolish to the Greeks?

3.5 What evidence is there that the message that Jesus came to die for human sin 
goes back to Jesus himself and is not an invention of the early Christians?

3.6 Read Isaiah chapter 53, and discuss in class the accuracy of its depiction of 
the death of Messiah.

What is the evidence that Jesus claimed to be the Son of God?
3.7 What evidence is there that Jesus’ claim to be the Son of God is not primitive 

superstition?
3.8 What did Jesus mean when he claimed to be the Son of God? Give your 

reasons.
3.9 What evidence would you adduce from Jesus’ teaching and behaviour to 

show that he was neither a megalomaniac nor a fraud?
3.10 In what way can Christ’s claim to forgive sins be used as evidence for the fact 

that he claimed to be God?

Where does the evidence ultimately come from, that Jesus is the Son of God?
3.11 What does it mean to say that God is, and must be, his own evidence?
3.12 Read John chapter 5. What can you learn from it about Jesus’ relationship 

with the Father?
3.13 What is the condition Christ laid down for getting to know whether or not 

his teaching is true? Why do you think that there is such a condition?
3.14 Read the story of the blind man in John 9. What was the experiment that 

Jesus suggested he should do in order to receive sight? Do you think the man 
was right to try the experiment? Why?

3.15 Relate in your own words the discussion between the blind man and the 
Pharisees and others who were not convinced that a miracle had happened. 
What do you think about their arguments, and his replies?

3.16 What experiment can we perform, to check if the claim of Christ to be the 
Son of God is true?

CHAPTER 4: THE RESURRECTION OF CHRIST AND THE QUESTION OF MIRACLES

The prime miracle
4.1 Why is the resurrection of Christ so important to the Christian gospel?
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David Hume and miracles
4.2 What does it mean to say that a law of nature is not only descriptive but 

predictive?
4.3 What is meant by ‘the uniformity of nature’? Can the uniformity of nature 

be proved?
4.4 How does Hume’s theory of causality undermine science? What do you 

think of Whitehead’s argument about the light bulb?

Miracles and the laws of nature
4.5 ‘Miracles violate nature’s laws and are therefore impossible.’ Discuss.
4.6 ‘The writers of the New Testament were ignorant of the laws of nature, and 

so easily believed in miracles.’ Say whether you agree or disagree, and why.
4.7 Why are the laws of nature important to the Christian position?

Evidence for the historical fact of the resurrection
4.8 What does it mean to proportion belief to evidence? Do we always do so?
4.9 How reasonable is it to suppose that when the disciples of Christ preached 

the resurrection they were knowingly committing a fraud?
4.10 What was the purpose for which the Christian church came into existence?
4.11 ‘Miracles threaten the foundations of naturalism.’ Discuss.
4.12 Why does belief in order in nature ultimately depend on belief in a Creator?

CHAPTER 5: THE EVIDENCE FOR THE RESURRECTION

The death of Jesus
5.1 Why do the early Christians emphasise the fact that Christ was dead?
5.2 Why is the swoon-revival theory untenable?
5.3 What evidence is there that Jesus was really dead?

The burial of Jesus
5.4 Why is it important how, where and by whom the body of Christ was buried?
5.5 What is meant by saying that the authorities officially ‘sealed’ the stone that 

covered the mouth of Christ’s tomb? What would be the implications of 
breaking that seal?

The fact of the empty tomb
5.6 The early Christians insist that on the day of the resurrection they found 

Christ’s tomb empty. What does this show us about the meaning of the term 
‘resurrection’, as the early Christians used it?

5.7 What may we deduce from the fact that, before the Christians said anything, 
the Jewish authorities circulated the story about the disciples stealing the 
body?

5.8 Do you think it is probable that the soldiers on guard at the tomb went to 
sleep?

5.9 Why, do you think, did Pilate make no attempt to arrest the early Christians 
when they began to preach that Jesus had risen from the dead?
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5.10 Do you think that the disciples would have mistaken the tomb?
5.11 What did Peter and John deduce from the position of the grave-clothes?

Eyewitnesses of the appearances of Christ
5.12 What, according to the early Christians, was the nature of Christ’s appear-

ances to them between his resurrection and ascension?
5.13 Is there adequate ground for supposing that those appearances were simply 

hallucinations?
5.14 In what circumstances and to what kind of people did these appearances 

occur?
5.15 These appearances were always accompanied by words spoken by Christ, 

and/or by demonstrations performed by him. What kind of messages did 
those words convey? What did those demonstrations prove?

The psychological evidence
5.16 What are Hume’s criteria for witnesses? Do you think they are fair? How do 

you assess the strength of the eyewitness evidence of the resurrection?
5.17 How do you account for the lack of contrary evidence from the Jewish 

leaders?
5.18 Read the accounts of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus (Acts 9:1–19; 21:37–

22:21; 26:1–32). Why was Saul persecuting the Christians? What do you 
think of Paul’s explanation of what led to his becoming a Christian? Can you 
think of a more convincing explanation?

5.19 What was it that really convinced (a) John; (b) Mary, that Jesus had risen 
from the dead?

5.20 Why did the early disciples not start pilgrimages to the tomb of Jesus or 
make a shrine of it?

5.21 What is the nature of the ‘new relationship’ which Mary Magdalene and all 
followers of the risen Christ have with him?

The nature of the resurrection body
5.22 What evidence is offered by the early Christians that Christ’s resurrection 

body was a physical body?
5.23 What differences were there between Christ’s pre-resurrection body and that 

same body after the resurrection?
5.24 How might the Flatland analogy help us understand the properties of 

Christ’s risen body?
5.25 What does the story of Thomas reveal about Jesus’ attitude to doubt? What 

do you think really convinced Thomas in the end?
5.25 Is it necessary to see in order to believe? Is it possible for the physically blind 

to believe?
5.26 Why were the disciples on the road to Emmaus dispirited? What new things 

did they learn from the Old Testament that changed their opinion? What re-
ally convinced them that they had been talking with Jesus?

5.27 Say what piece of evidence for the resurrection discussed in this chapter you 
find most interesting, and why.
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APPENDIX: THE SCIENTIFIC ENDEAVOUR

Scientific method
A.1  In what different ways have you heard the word ‘science’ used? How would 

you define it?
A.2  How is induction understood as part of our everyday experience and also of 

the scientific endeavour?
A.3  In what ways does deduction differ from induction, and what role does each 

play in scientific experiments?
A.4  Do you find the idea of ‘falsifiability’ appealing, or unsatisfactory? Why?
A.5  How does abduction differ from both induction and deduction, and what is 

the relationship among the three?

Explaining explanations
A.6  How many levels of explanation can you think of to explain a cake, in terms 

of how was it made, what was it made from, and why was it made? What can 
scientists tell us? What can ‘Aunt Olga’ tell us?

A.7  In what ways is reductionism helpful in scientific research, and in what ways 
could it be limiting, or even detrimental, to scientific research?

A.8  How do you react to physicist and theologian John Polkinghorne’s statement 
that reductionism relegates ‘our experiences of beauty, moral obligation, 
and religious encounter to the epiphenomenal scrapheap. It also destroys 
rationality’?

The basic operational presuppositions of the scientific endeavour
A.9  What is meant by the statement ‘Observation is dependent on theory’?
A.10  What are some of the axioms upon which your thinking about scientific 

knowledge rests?
A.11  What does trust have to do with gaining knowledge?
A.12  What does belief have to do with gaining knowledge?
A.13  According to physicist and philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn, how do 

new scientific paradigms emerge?
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David W. Gooding (right)  
and John C. Lennox (left)
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Myrtlefield Encounters

�e �e�nition o� C��isti�nity
WhoWho gets to determine what Christianity 
means? Is it possible to understand its original 
message aer centuries of tradition and 
con�icting ideas? Gooding and Lennox throw 
fresh light on these questions by tracing the 
Book of Acts’ historical account of the message 
that proved so effective in the time of Christ’s 
apostles.apostles. Luke’s record of its confrontations 
with competing philosophical and religious 
systems reveals Christianity’s own original and 
lasting de�nition.

Key Bible Concepts
HowHow can one book be so widely appreciated and 
so contested? Millions revere it and many 
ridicule it, but the Bible is oen not allowed to 
speak for itself. Key Bible Concepts explores and 
clari�es the central terms of the Christian gospel. 
Gooding and Lennox provide succinct 
explanations of the basic vocabulary of Christian 
thoughtthought to unlock the Bible’s meaning and its 
signi�cance for today.

Myrtlefield Encounters

e Bible and Ethics
WhyWhy should we tell the truth or value a human 
life? Why should we not treat others in any way 
we like? Some say the Bible is the last place to 
�nd answers to such questions, but even its 
critics recogni�e the magni�cence of Jesus’ 
ethical teaching. To understand the ethics of 
Jesus we need to understand the values and 
beliefsbeliefs on which they are based. Gooding and 
Lennox take us on a journey through the Bible 
and give us a concise survey of its leading events 
and people, ideas, poetry, moral values and 
ethics to bring into focus the ultimate 
signi�cance of what Jesus taught about right and 
wrong.

Christianity: Opium or Truth
IsIs Christianity just a belief that dulls the pain of 
our existence with dreams that are beautiful but 
false? Or is it an accurate account of reality, our 
own condition and God’s attitude toward us? 
Gooding and Lennox address crucial issues that 
can make it difficult for thoughtful people to 
accept the Christian message. ey answer those 
questionsquestions and show that clear thinking is not in 
con�ict with personal faith in Jesus Christ.
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Clear, simple, fresh and highly practical—this David Gooding/John 
Lennox series is a goldmine for anyone who desires to live Socrates’ 
‘examined life’.

Above all, the books are comprehensive and foundational, so 
they form an invaluable handbook for negotiating the crazy chaos of 
today’s modern world.

Os Guinness, author of Last Call for Liberty

These six volumes, totalling almost 2000 pages, were written by two 
outstanding scholars who combine careers of research and teaching 
at the highest levels. David Gooding and John Lennox cover well the 
fields of Scripture, science, and philosophy, integrating them with 
one voice. The result is a set of texts that work systematically through 
a potpourri of major topics, like being human, discovering ultimate 
reality, knowing truth, ethically evaluating life’s choices, answering 
our deepest questions, plus the problems of pain and suffering. To get 
all this wisdom together in this set was an enormous undertaking! 
Highly recommended!

Gary R. Habermas, Distinguished Research Professor & Chair,  
Dept. of Philosophy, Liberty University & Theological Seminary

David Gooding and John Lennox are exemplary guides to the deepest 
questions of life in this comprehensive series. It will equip thinking 
Christians with an intellectual roadmap to the fundamental conflict 
between Christianity and secular humanism. For thinking seekers it 
will be a provocation to consider which worldview makes best sense 
of our deepest convictions about life.

Justin Brierley, host of the Unbelievable? radio show and podcast


