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INTRODUCTION
Judging from the recent spate of atheist bestsellers by the likes of Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens, one might conclude that belief in God has become intellectually indefensible for thinking people today. But a read of their books quickly reveals that the so-called “New Atheism” lacks intellectual muscle. It is blissfully ignorant of the revolution that has taken place in Anglo-American philosophy over the last half century. It tends to reflect the scientism of a bygone generation rather than the contemporary intellectual scene.
The conclusion that belief in God has become intellectually indefensible for thinking people today is false.
Fifty years ago, the prognosis for theistic belief among the intelligentsia was grim, indeed. On April 8, 1966, Time magazine carried a lead story for which the cover was completely black except for three words emblazoned in bright red letters against the dark background: “Is God Dead?” The story described the death of God movement then current in American theology.
To paraphrase Mark Twain, however, it turned out that the news of God’s demise was “greatly exaggerated.” For while theologians were writing God’s obituary, a new generation of young philosophers was rediscovering his vitality.
Back in the 1940s and ’50s, many philosophers believed that talk about God—since it is not verifiable by the five senses—is meaningless and actual nonsense. To say, “God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life,” is no more meaningful than saying, “T’was brillig; and the slithey toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe.”1 It’s just gibberish. This Verificationism finally collapsed, in part because philosophers realized that Verificationism itself could not be verified!
Verificationism’s collapse was the most important philosophical event of the 20th century.
Verificationism’s collapse was the most important philosophical event of the 20th century. Its downfall meant that philosophers were free once again to tackle traditional problems of philosophy that Verificationism had suppressed. Accompanying this resurgence of interest in traditional philosophical questions came something altogether unanticipated: a renaissance of Christian philosophy.
The turning point probably came in 1967, with the publication of Alvin Plantinga’s God and Other Minds. A host of Christian philosophers followed, writing in scholarly journals, participating in professional conferences, and publishing with the finest academic presses. The face of Anglo-American philosophy has been transformed as a result. Atheism, though perhaps still the dominant viewpoint at the American university, is a philosophy in retreat.
In a recent article in the secular journal Philo, University of Western Michigan philosopher Quentin Smith laments what he calls “the desecularization of academia that evolved in philosophy departments since the late 1960s.” He complains about naturalists’ passivity in the face of the wave of “intelligent and talented theists entering academia today.” Smith concludes, “God is not ‘dead’ in academia; he returned to life in the late 1960s and is now alive and well in his last academic stronghold, philosophy departments.”
The renaissance of Christian philosophy has been accompanied by a resurgence of interest in natural theology, that branch of theology that seeks to prove God’s existence apart from divine revelation. The goal of natural theology is to justify a broadly theistic worldview, one that is common ground among Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Deists. While few philosophers would call them compelling proofs, all of the traditional arguments for God’s existence, not to mention creative new arguments, find articulate defenders today.
Let’s take, then, a quick tour of some current arguments of natural theology. We’ll look at them in skeletal form, so as to make the logic of the arguments very clear. The bare bones of the arguments can then be fleshed out with further discussion.
A good argument must obey the rules of logic; express true premises; and have premises more plausible than their opposites.
Before we look at specific arguments, however, we need to be clear what makes for a good argument. By an “argument,” philosophers mean a series of statements (called premises) leading to a conclusion. To be a good argument, an argument must meet three conditions: (1) it obeys the rules of logic; (2) its premises are true; and (3) its premises are more plausible than their opposites. So defined, we want to see whether there are any good arguments for God’s existence.



CHAPTER ONE
THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
Versions of the Cosmological Argument are defended today by philosophers such as Alexander Pruss, Timothy O’Connor, Stephen Davis, Robert Koons, and Richard Swinburne, among others.
THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT: A SIMPLE FORMATION
 
	Everything that exists has an explanation of its existence, either in the necessity of its own nature or in an external cause.
	If the universe has an explanation of its existence, that explanation is God.
	The universe exists.
	Therefore, the explanation of the universe’s existence is God.

Logically speaking, this is an airtight argument. That is to say, if the three premises are true, then the conclusion is unavoidable. It doesn’t matter if you don’t like the conclusion; nor does it matter if you have other independent objections to God’s existence. So long as you grant the premises, you have to accept the conclusion. So if you want to reject the conclusion, you have to say that one of the three premises is false.
But which one will the atheist reject? Premise 3 is undeniable for any sincere seeker after truth—obviously, the universe exists! So the atheist is going to have to deny either premise 1 or 2 if he wants to remain an atheist and be rational. So the whole question comes down to this: Are premises 1 and 2 true, or are they false? Let’s take a closer look.
Premise 1: Everything that exists has an explanation of its existence, either in the necessity of its own nature or in an external cause.
At first blush, premise 1 might seem vulnerable in an obvious way. If everything that exists has an explanation of its existence and God exists, then God must have an explanation of His existence! But that seems absurd, for then the explanation of God’s existence would be some other being greater than God. Since that’s impossible, premise 1 must be false—some things must be able to exist without any explanation. The believer will say that God exists inexplicably, while the atheist will say, “Why not stop with the universe? The universe just exists inexplicably.” So we seem to reach a stalemate.
This obvious objection to premise 1 is based on a misunderstanding of what is meant by an “explanation.” According to premise 1, there are two kinds of things: (a) things which exist necessarily, and (b) things which are produced by some external cause.
Those things which exist necessarily exist by a necessity of their own nature; it’s impossible for them not to exist. Many mathematicians think that numbers, sets, and other mathematical entities exist in this way. They’re not caused to exist by something else, they just exist by the necessity of their own nature.
By contrast, things that are caused to exist by something else don’t exist necessarily; they exist because something else has produced them. Familiar physical objects like people, planets, and galaxies belong in this category.
When premise 1 states that everything that exists has an explanation of its existence, the explanation may be found either in the necessity of a thing’s nature or else in some external cause.
So when premise 1 states that everything that exists has an explanation of its existence, the explanation may be found either in the necessity of a thing’s nature or else in some external cause. But now the objection falls to the ground. For the explanation of God’s existence lies in the necessity of His own nature. As even the atheist recognizes, it’s impossible for God to have a cause. So the cosmological argument is really an argument for God as a necessary, uncaused being.
Far from undermining the argument, then, the atheist’s objection to premise 1 actually helps to clarify and magnify who God is! If God exists, He is a necessarily existing, uncaused being.
So what reason might be offered for thinking that premise 1 is true? Well, when you reflect on it, premise 1 has a sort of self-evidence about it. Imagine that you’re hiking through the woods and you come across a translucent ball lying on the forest floor. You would naturally wonder how it came to be there. If one of your hiking partners said to you, “Don’t worry about it! It just exists inexplicably,” you’d either think that he was crazy or figure that he just wanted you to keep moving. No one would take seriously the suggestion that the ball existed there with literally no explanation.
Now suppose you increase the size of the ball in this story so that it’s the size of a car. That wouldn’t do anything to satisfy or remove the demand for an explanation. Suppose it were the size of a house. Same problem. How about the size of a continent, a planet, or the entire universe? Same problem—merely increasing the size of the ball does nothing to affect the need of an explanation.
So premise 1 seems at least more plausibly true than false, which is all we need for a good argument.
Premise 2: If the universe has an explanation of its existence, that explanation is God.
What about premise 2 then? Is it more plausibly true than false?
What’s awkward for the atheist is that premise 2 is logically equivalent to the typical atheist response to the cosmological argument.
What’s awkward for the atheist at this point is that premise 2 is logically equivalent to the typical atheist response to the cosmological argument. Two statements are logically equivalent if it is impossible for one to be true and the other one false. They stand or fall together. So what does the atheist almost always say in response to the cosmological argument? The atheist typically asserts the following:
A. If atheism is true, the universe has no explanation of its existence.
This is precisely what the atheist says in response to premise 1: that the universe just exists inexplicably. Logically speaking, however, this is equivalent to saying:
B. If the universe has an explanation of its existence, then atheism is not true.
So you can’t affirm (A) and deny (B).
But (B) is virtually synonymous with premise 2! (Just compare them, since they’re literally here on the same page.) So when the atheist says in response to premise 1 that the universe has no explanation, he is implicitly admitting premise 2—that if the universe does have an explanation, then God exists.
If the universe has a cause of its existence, that cause must be a non-physical, immaterial being beyond space and time.
Besides that, premise 2 is very plausible in its own right. Think of what the universe is: all of space-time reality, including all matter and energy. So it follows that if the universe has a cause of its existence, that cause must be a non-physical, immaterial being beyond space and time… something or someone “out there,” beyond the universe’s limitations. Now there are only two sorts of things that could fit that description: either an abstract object, like a number, or an unembodied mind. But abstract objects can’t cause anything; that’s part of what it means to be abstract. The number 7, for example, can’t cause any effects. So the cause of the existence of the universe must be a transcendent Mind, which is what believers understand God to be.
Conclusion
Given the truth of the three premises, the conclusion is logically inescapable: God is the explanation of the existence of the universe. Moreover, the argument implies that God is a necessary, uncaused, timeless, spaceless, immaterial, personal Creator of the universe. This conclusion is staggering!



CHAPTER TWO
THE KALAM COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
This version of the cosmological argument has a rich Islamic heritage and is defended by such philosophers as Stuart Hackett, David Oderberg, Mark Nowacki, myself, and others.
THE KALAM COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT: A SIMPLE FORMULATION
 
	Everything that begins to exist has a cause.
	The universe began to exist.
	Therefore, the universe has a cause.

Just like the previous argument, this argument is also logically airtight. If the two premises are true, then the conclusion necessarily follows; anyone who wants to deny the conclusion has to regard either premise 1 or premise 2 as false. So the question is: Is it more probable that these statements are true or that they are false? Let’s examine each premise in turn.
Premise 1: Everything that begins to exist has a cause.
The first premise seems virtually undeniable for any sincere seeker after truth. For something to come into being without any cause whatsoever would be for something to come into being from nothing—and that is surely impossible. Three reasons may be given in support of this premise:
To claim that something can come into being from nothing is worse than magic.
1. Something cannot come from nothing. To claim that something can come into being from nothing is worse than magic. When a magician pulls a rabbit out of a hat, at least you’ve got the magician—not to mention the hat! If you deny premise 1, however, you’ve got to think that the whole universe just appeared at some point in the past for no reason whatsoever. But nobody sincerely believes that things—like a horse or an Eskimo village, for example—can just pop into being without a cause.
Sometimes, skeptics will respond to this point by saying that in physics, subatomic particles (so-called “virtual particles”) come into being from nothing. Or certain theories of the origin of the universe are sometimes described in popular magazines as getting something from nothing, so that the universe is the exception to the proverb, “There ain’t no free lunch.”
This skeptical response represents an abuse of science; the theories in question have to do with particles’ (or the universe’s) originating as a fluctuation of the energy contained in the vacuum. The vacuum in modern physics is not what the layman understands by “vacuum”—namely, nothing. Rather, in physics the vacuum is a sea of fluctuating energy governed by physical laws and having a physical structure. To tell laymen that according to such theories, something comes from nothing is a distortion of those theories.
Properly understood, “nothing” does not mean empty space. Nothing is just the absence of anything whatsoever, even space itself. As such, nothingness has literally no properties at all, since there isn’t anything to have any properties! How silly, then, for popularizers to say things like “Nothingness is unstable” or “The universe tunneled into being out of nothing”!
What a surprise, therefore, to hear atheists denying premise 1 in order to escape the argument! For example, Quentin Smith has opined that the most rational position to hold is that the universe came “from nothing, by nothing, and for nothing”—a nice close to a Gettysburg address of atheism, perhaps.
Such an opinion represents a greater leap of faith than belief in the existence of God. It is, to repeat, literally worse than magic. If this is the alternative to belief in God, then unbelievers can never accuse believers of irrationality, for what could be more evidently irrational than this?
Something that is eternal wouldn’t need a cause, since it never came into being.
2. If something can come into being from nothing, then it becomes inexplicable why just anything or everything doesn’t come into being from nothing. Think about it: Why is it only universes that can come into being from nothing? Why not bicycles, Beethoven, and root beer? Why can’t they just pop into being from nothing? What makes nothingness so discriminatory? There can’t be anything about nothingness that favors universes, for nothingness doesn’t have any properties. Nor can anything constrain nothingness, for there isn’t anything to be constrained!
At this point the atheist is likely to retort, “All right, if everything has a cause, what is God’s cause?” I’m always amazed at the self-congratulatory attitude with which students pose this question. They imagine that they’ve said something important or profound, when all they’ve done is misunderstand the premise. Premise 1 does not say that everything has a cause; rather, it says that everything that begins to exist has a cause. Something that is eternal wouldn’t need a cause, since it never came into being.
One may, therefore, respond that God is eternal and uncaused. This is not special pleading for God. Actually, this is exactly what the atheist has traditionally said about the universe: It is eternal and uncaused. The problem is that we now have good evidence (as we’ll see below) that the universe is not eternal, but had a beginning. So the atheist is backed into the corner of saying the universe sprang into being without a cause, which is absurd.
3. Common experience and scientific evidence confirm the truth of premise 1. Premise 1 is constantly verified and never falsified. It’s hard to understand how any atheist committed to modern science could deny that premise 1 is more plausibly true than false in light of the evidence.
So the first premise of the kalam cosmological argument seems to be clearly true. If the price of denying the argument’s conclusion is denying premise 1, then atheism is philosophically too expensive.
Premise 2: The universe began to exist.
Now the more controversial premise in the argument is premise 2. Let’s look at two philosophical arguments and two scientific arguments in defense of this premise.
The first philosophical argument is simply this: If the universe never began to exist, then there have been an infinite number of past events prior to today. But an infinite number of things cannot exist; therefore, the series of past events must be finite. That is to say, the universe began to exist.
In order to appreciate this argument, we must understand the difference between a potentially infinite number of things and an actually infinite number of things. When we say that something is potentially infinite, infinity serves merely as an ideal limit that is never reached. For example, you could divide any finite distance in half, and then into fourths, and then into eighths, and then into sixteenths, and so on to infinity. The number of divisions is potentially infinite, in the sense that you could go on dividing endlessly. But you would never arrive at an “infinitieth” division; you would never have an actually infinite number of parts or divisions. By contrast, a collection is actually infinite if the number of members in the collection is greater than any natural number 1, 2, 3,. …
Now the argument under discussion raises no objection to the existence of merely potential infinites, for these are just ideal limits. But if an actually infinite number of things could exist, then various absurdities would result. If we’re to avoid these absurdities, then we must deny that an actually infinite number of things exist.
It’s frequently alleged that this kind of argument has been invalidated by developments in modern mathematics. In modern set theory, the use of actually infinite sets is commonplace. For example, the set of the natural numbers {0, 1, 2, …} has an actually infinite number of members in it. The number of members in this set is not merely potentially infinite, according to modern set theory; rather, the number of members is actually infinite. Many people have mistakenly inferred that these developments undermine the kalam cosmological argument.
But these developments in modern mathematics merely show that if you adopt certain axioms and rules, then you can talk about actually infinite collections in a consistent way, without contradicting yourself. All this accomplishes is showing how to set up a certain universe of discourse for talking consistently about actual infinites; it does absolutely nothing to show that such mathematical entities really exist, or that an actually infinite number of things can really exist. This universe of discourse may be regarded as just a fictional realm, like the world of Sherlock Holmes in the Conan Doyle stories, or something that exists only in your mind.
Moreover, the question is not whether the existence of an actually infinite number of things involves a logical contradiction, but whether it is really impossible. To give an analogy, the claim that something came into existence from nothing is not strictly logically contradictory, but nonetheless it is really impossible. These modern mathematical developments, far from undermining the argument, can actually strengthen it by providing us insight into the strange nature of the actual infinite.
One way to bring out the real impossibility of an actually infinite number of things is by imagining what it would be like if such a collection could exist, and then drawing out the absurd consequences.
One way to bring out the real impossibility of an actually infinite number of things is by imagining what it would be like if such a collection could exist, and then drawing out the absurd consequences. Let me share one of my favorite illustrations called “Hilbert’s Hotel,” the brainchild of the great German mathematician David Hilbert.
Hilbert first invites us to imagine an ordinary hotel with a finite number of rooms. Now suppose that all the rooms are full. If a new guest shows up at the desk asking for a room, the manager says, “Sorry, all the rooms are full,” and that’s the end of the story.
But now, says Hilbert, let’s imagine a hotel with an infinite number of rooms, and let’s suppose once again that all the rooms are full. This fact must be clearly appreciated; there is not a single vacancy throughout the entire infinite hotel—every room already has somebody in it. Now suppose a new guest shows up at the front desk, asking for a room. “No problem!” says the manager. He moves the person who was staying in room #1 into room #2, the person who was staying in room #2 into room #3, and so on, to infinity. As a result of these room changes, room #1 now becomes vacant, and the new guest gratefully checks in. But before he arrived, all the rooms were already full!
It gets worse! Let’s now suppose, Hilbert says, that an infinity of new guests shows up at the front desk, asking for rooms. “No problem, no problem!” says the manager. He moves every guest in the hotel into the room which has a number twice the number of his original room—so the person staying in room #1 goes into room #2, the person who was staying in room #2 into room #4, the person who was staying in room #3 into room #6, etc. Since any number multiplied by two is an even number, all the guests wind up in even-numbered rooms. As a result, all the odd-numbered rooms become vacant, and the infinity of new guests is easily accommodated. In fact, the manager could do this an infinite number of times and always accommodate infinitely more guests. And yet, before they arrived, all the rooms were already full!
As a student once remarked, Hilbert’s Hotel, if it could exist, would have to have a sign posted outside: “NO VACANCY (Guests Welcome!).”
But Hilbert’s Hotel is even stranger that the great German mathematician made it out to be. For just ask yourself the question: What would happen if some of the guests start to check out? Suppose all the guests in the odd-numbered rooms check out. In this case, an infinite number of people has left the hotel, as many as remained behind. And yet, there are no fewer people in the hotel—the number is still infinite! Now suppose the manager doesn’t like having a half-empty hotel (it looks bad for business). No matter; by moving the guests as before, only this time in reverse order, he converts his half-empty hotel into one that is bursting at the seams.
Now you might think that by using these maneuvers, the manager could always keep his strange hotel fully occupied; but you’d be wrong. Suppose the guests in rooms ##4, 5, 6, … on to infinity check out. At a single stroke, the hotel would be virtually emptied, the guest register reduced to just three names, and the infinite converted to finitude. And yet it would be true that the same number of guests checked out this time as when all the guests in the odd-numbered rooms checked out. Can such a hotel exist in reality?
Hilbert’s Hotel is absurd. Since nothing hangs on the illustration’s involving a hotel, the argument can be generalized to show that the existence of an actually infinite number of things is absurd.
Sometimes people react to Hilbert’s Hotel by saying that these absurdities result because the concept of infinity is beyond us and we can’t understand it. But this reaction is mistaken and naïve; infinite set theory is a highly developed and well-understood branch of modern mathematics. The absurdities result because we do understand the nature of the actual infinite. Hilbert was a smart man, and he knew how to illustrate the bizarre consequences of the existence of an actually infinite number of things.
So the only thing the critic can do at this point is to just bite the bullet and say that a Hilbert’s Hotel is not absurd. Sometimes critics will try to justify this move by saying that if an actual infinite could exist, then such situations are exactly what we should expect. This justification, however, is inadequate. Hilbert would, of course, agree that if an actual infinite could exist, the situation with his imaginary hotel is what we would expect; otherwise, it wouldn’t be a good illustration! The question, however, is whether such a hotel is really possible.
Moreover, the critics can’t just bite the bullet when it comes to situations like the guests’ checking out of the hotel. For here we have a logical contradiction: We subtract identical quantities from identical quantities and come up with non-identical results—that’s why subtraction of infinity from infinity is mathematically prohibited. But while we may slap the hand of the mathematician who tries to break the rules, we can’t stop real people from checking out of a real hotel!
This first philosophical argument seems to be a good one. It shows that the number of past events must be finite. Therefore, the universe must have had a beginning.
Now consider a second, independent, philosophical argument for the beginning of the universe. The series of past events has been formed by adding one event after another. The series of past events is like a sequence of dominoes falling one after another until the last domino, today, is reached. But no series which is formed by adding one member after another can be actually infinite. Therefore, the series of past events must be merely finite.
The key to this argument is the claim that no series that is formed by adding one member after another can be actually infinite. This is easy to see in the case of trying to count to infinity. No matter how high you count, there is always an infinity of numbers left to count.
If you can’t count to infinity, how could you count down from infinity?
But if you can’t count to infinity, how could you count down from infinity? This would be like someone’s claiming to have counted down all the negative numbers, ending at zero: …, -3, -2, -1, 0. This seems crazy; before he could count 0, he would have to count -1, and before he could count -1, he would have to count -2, and so on, back to infinity. Before any number could be counted, an infinity of numbers will have to have been counted first. You just get driven back and back into the past, so that no number could ever be counted.
But then the final domino could never fall if an infinite number of dominoes had to fall first—so today could never be reached. But obviously, here we are! This shows that the series of past events must be finite and have a beginning.
Some critics have responded to this argument by pointing out that even in a beginningless past, every event in the past is only a finite distance from the present. Compare the series of negative numbers: …, -3, -2, -1, 0. It’s beginningless; nevertheless, any number you pick, say -11 or -1,000,000, is only finitely distant from zero. The finite distance from any past event to the present is easily crossed, just as you can count down to zero from any negative number you pick.
This objection commits a logical fallacy called “the fallacy of composition.” This is the fallacy of taking a property of a part to be a property of the whole. For example, every part of an elephant may be light in weight, but that doesn’t mean the whole elephant is light in weight!
In the case at hand, just because every finite part of a series can be crossed or counted down doesn’t mean the whole infinite series can be crossed or counted. The critics have committed an elementary, logical fallacy. The question is not how any finite part of the past can be formed by adding one event after another, but how the whole, begin-ningless past could be completed by adding one event after another.
We can heighten the sense of the impossibility of forming an infinite past by giving illustrations of the absurdities that would result if it could be done. For example, suppose that for every one orbit that Saturn completes around the sun, Jupiter completes two. The longer they orbit, the further Saturn falls behind. If they continue to orbit forever, they will approach a limit at which Saturn is infinitely far behind Jupiter. (Of course, they will never actually arrive at this limit.)
Let’s now turn the story around to suppose that Jupiter and Saturn have been orbiting the sun from eternity past. Which will have completed the most orbits? The answer is that the number of their orbits is exactly the same: infinity! (Don’t let someone try to slip out of this argument by saying infinity is not a number. In modern mathematics it is a number, the number of elements in the set {0, 1, 2, 3, …}.) But it seems absurd to say that Jupiter and Saturn have completed the same number of orbits, for the longer they orbit, the greater the disparity grows. So how does the number of orbits magically become equal by making them orbit from eternity past?
Another illustration: suppose we meet someone who claims to have been counting down from eternity past and is now finishing: …, -3, -2, -1, 0. Why is he just finishing his countdown today? Why didn’t he finish yesterday, or the day before? After all, by then an infinite amount of time had already elapsed! So if the man was counting at a rate of one number per second, he’s already had an infinite number of seconds to finish his countdown—he should already be done. In fact, at any point in the past, he has already had infinite time and so should already have finished. But then at no point in the past can we find the man counting, which contradicts the hypothesis that he has been counting from eternity.
These illustrations only strengthen the claim that no series that is formed by adding one member after another can be actually infinite. Since the series of past events was formed by adding one event after another, it can’t be actually infinite; it must have had a beginning. So we have a second good argument for premise 2 of the kalam cosmological argument: that the universe began to exist.
So now we’ve covered the two philosophical arguments in support of premise 2, but there are also two scientific arguments as well. In fact, one of the most astonishing developments of modern astronomy is that we now have strong scientific evidence for the beginning of the universe.
The first scientific confirmation of the universe’s beginning comes from the expansion of the universe. All throughout history men have assumed that the universe as a whole was unchanging. Of course, things in the universe were moving about and changing, but the universe itself was just there, so to speak. This was also Albert Einstein’s assumption when he first began to apply his new theory of gravity, called the General Theory of Relativity, to the universe in 1917.
But Einstein found there was something terribly amiss. His equations described a universe which was either blowing up like a balloon or else collapsing in upon itself. Perplexed, Einstein “solved” the problem by fudging his equations, adding a new term to enable the universe to walk the tightrope between exploding and imploding.
During the 1920s, the Russian mathematician Alexander Friedman and the Belgian astronomer Georges Lemaître decided to take Einstein’s equations at face value, and as a result they came up independently with models of an expanding universe. In 1929, the American astronomer Edwin Hubble, through tireless observations at Mt. Wilson Observatory, made a startling discovery which verified Friedman and LeMaître’s theory: He found that the light from distant galaxies appeared to be redder than expected. This “red shift” in the light was most plausibly due to the stretching of the light waves as the galaxies move away from us. Wherever Hubble trained his telescope in the night sky, he observed this same red-shift in the light from the galaxies. It appeared that we are at the center of a cosmic explosion, and all of the other galaxies are flying away from us at fantastic speeds!
Now according to the Friedman-Lemaître model, we are not really at the center of the universe; in fact, there is no center to the universe. Rather, an observer in any galaxy will look out and see the other galaxies moving away from him. This is because, according to the theory, it is really space itself that is expanding. The galaxies are actually at rest in space, but they recede from one another as space itself expands.
The galaxies are actually at rest in space, but they recede from one another as space itself expands.
To get a picture of this difficult idea, imagine a balloon with buttons glued to its surface. The buttons are stuck to the surface of the balloon and therefore don’t move across the surface. But as you blow up the balloon, the buttons will grow further and further and further apart because the balloon gets bigger and bigger. Notice that there’s no center of the balloon’s surface. (There is a center point inside the balloon, but we’re focusing just on the surface of the balloon.) To an observer on any button, however, it will feel as though he were at the center of the expansion because he’ll look out and see the other buttons all moving away from him.
Now the two-dimensional surface of the balloon is an illustration of our three-dimensional space, and the buttons represent the galaxies in space. The galaxies are actually at rest in space, but they recede from one another as space itself expands. Just as there is no center of the balloon’s surface, so there is no center of the universe.
The Friedman-Lemaître model eventually came to be known as the Big Bang theory. But that name can be misleading; thinking of the expansion of the universe as a sort of explosion could mislead us into thinking that the galaxies are moving out into a pre-existing, empty space from a central point. That would be a complete misunderstanding of the model. The Big Bang did not occur at some point in a pre-existing empty space, so we mustn’t be misled into thinking of the Big Bang as the explosion of a super-dense pellet of matter into empty space. The theory is much more radical than that.
As you trace the expansion of the universe back in time, everything gets closer and closer together. If our balloon had no minimum size, but could just keep shrinking and shrinking, eventually the distance between any two points on the balloon’s surface would shrink to zero. According to the Friedman-Lemaître model, that’s what happens to space as you go back in time. Eventually, the distance between any two points in space becomes zero. You can’t get any closer than that! So at that point, you’ve reached the boundary of space and time, and it cannot be extended any further back than that. It is literally the beginning of space and time.
To get a picture of this we can portray our three-dimensional space as a two-dimensional surface that shrinks as you go back in time (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Geometrical representation of space-time.
The two-dimensional disc represents our three-dimensional space. The vertical dimension represents time. As one goes back in time, space shrinks until the distance between any two points is zero. Space-time, therefore, has the geometry of a cone. The point of the cone is the boundary of space and time.
Eventually, the distance between any two points in space becomes zero. So space-time can be represented geometrically as a cone. What’s significant about this is that while a cone can be extended indefinitely in one direction, it has a boundary point in the other direction. Because this direction represents time and the boundary point lies in the past, the model implies that past time is finite and had a beginning.
Because space-time is the arena in which all matter and energy exist, the beginning of space-time is also the beginning of all matter and energy—it’s the beginning of the universe.
Notice that there’s simply nothing prior to the initial boundary of space-time. Now, let’s not be misled by words; scientists do not mean that there is some state of affairs prior to it, and that is a state of nothingness. That would be to treat nothing as though it were something! Rather, they mean that at the boundary point, it is false that “There is something prior to this point.”
The standard Big Bang model thus predicts an absolute beginning of the universe. If this model is correct, then we have amazing scientific confirmation of the second premise of the kalam cosmological argument.
So is the model correct, or, more importantly, is it correct in predicting a beginning of the universe? We’ve already seen that the red-shift in the light from distant galaxies provides powerful evidence for the Big Bang. In addition, the best explanation for the abundance of certain light elements, like helium, in the universe is that they were formed in the hot, dense Big Bang. Finally, the discovery in 1965 of a cosmic background of microwave radiation is best explained as a vestige of the Big Bang.
Nevertheless, the standard Big Bang model will need to be modified in various ways. The model is based, as we’ve seen, on Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity. Einstein’s theory breaks down, however, when space is shrunk down to subatomic proportions. We’ll need to introduce quantum physics (subatomic physics) at that point, and no one is sure how this is to be done. Because we don’t yet have a quantum theory of gravity, this brief moment has been fertile ground for speculations. Moreover, the expansion of the universe is probably not constant, as in the standard model. It’s probably accelerating, and may have had a brief moment of super-rapid expansion in the past.
But none of these adjustments need affect the fundamental prediction of the absolute beginning of the universe. Indeed, physicists have proposed scores of alternative models over the decades since Friedman and Lemaître’s work, and those that do not have an absolute beginning have been repeatedly shown to be unworkable. Put more positively, the only viable non-standard models are those that involve an absolute beginning to the universe. That beginning may or may not involve a beginning point. But on theories (such as Stephen Hawking’s “no boundary” proposal) that do not have a point-like beginning, the past is still finite, not infinite. The universe has not existed forever according to such theories, but instead came into existence, even if it didn’t do so at a sharply defined point.
The history of twentieth-century cosmology can be seen as a series of one failed attempt after another
to avoid the absolute beginning predicted by the standard Big Bang model.
In a sense, the history of twentieth-century cosmology can be seen as a series of one failed attempt after another to avoid the absolute beginning predicted by the standard Big Bang model. Unfortunately, the impression arises in the minds of laymen that the field of cosmology is in constant turnover, with no lasting results. What the layman doesn’t understand is that this parade of failed theories only serves to confirm the prediction of the standard model that the universe began to exist. That prediction has now stood for nearly one hundred years throughout a period of enormous advances in observational astronomy and creative theoretical work in astrophysics.
Meanwhile, a series of remarkable singularity theorems has increasingly tightened the loop around empirically tenable models by showing that under more and more generalized conditions, a beginning is inevitable. In 2003 Arvind Borde, Alan Guth, and Alexander Vilenkin were able to show that any universe which is, on average, in a state of cosmic expansion throughout its history cannot be infinite in the past but must have a beginning. In 2012 Vilenkin showed that models which do not meet this one condition still fail for other reasons to avert the beginning of the universe. Vilenkin concluded, “None of these scenarios can actually be past-eternal.”2 “All the evidence we have says that the universe had a beginning.”3
The Borde-Guth-Vilenkin theorem proves that classical space-time, under a single, very general condition, cannot be extended to past infinity but must reach a boundary at some time in the finite past. Now either there was something on the other side of that boundary or not. If not, then that boundary just is the beginning of the universe. If there was something on the other side, then it will be a quantum region described by the yet-to-be-discovered theory of quantum gravity. In that case, Vilenkin says, it will be the beginning of the universe. Either way, the universe began to exist.
We can fully expect that new theories will be proposed, attempting to avoid the universe’s beginning. Such proposals are to be welcomed, and we have no reason to think that they will be any more successful than their failed predecessors. Of course, scientific results are always provisional; nevertheless, it’s pretty clear which way the evidence points. Today, the proponent of the kalam cosmological argument stands comfortably within the scientific mainstream in holding that the universe began to exist.
Now as if this weren’t enough, there is actually a second scientific confirmation of the beginning of the universe, this one from the Second Law of Thermodynamics. According to the Second Law, unless energy is being fed into a system, that system will become increasingly disorderly. For example, if you had a bottle that was a closed vacuum inside and you injected into it some molecules of gas, the gas would spread itself evenly throughout the bottle. The chances that the molecules would all huddle together in one corner of the bottle are practically nil. This is because there are many more ways in which the molecules could exist in a disorderly state than in an orderly state.
If, given enough time, the universe will inevitably stagnate in a state of heat death, then why, if it has existed forever, is it not now in a state of heat death?
Now already by the nineteenth century scientists realized that the Second Law implied a grim prediction for the future of the universe. Given enough time, all the energy in the universe will spread itself out evenly throughout the universe, just as the gas spreads itself out evenly throughout the bottle. The universe will become a featureless soup in which no life is possible. Once the universe reaches such a state, no significant further change is possible; it is a state of equilibrium. Scientists called this the “heat death” of the universe.
But this unwelcome prediction raised a further puzzle: If, given enough time, the universe will inevitably stagnate in a state of heat death, then why, if it has existed forever, is it not now in a state of heat death? If in a finite amount of time, the universe will reach equilibrium, then, given infinite past time, it should by now already be in a state of equilibrium. But it’s not; we’re in a state of disequilibrium, where energy is still available to be used and the universe has an orderly structure.
The nineteenth-century German physicist Ludwig Boltzmann proposed a daring solution to this problem. Boltzmann suggested that perhaps the universe is, in fact, in a state of overall equilibrium. Nevertheless, by chance alone, there will arise more orderly pockets of disequilibrium here and there. Boltzmann refers to these isolated regions of disequilibrium as “worlds,” and our universe just happens to be one of these worlds. Eventually, in accord with the Second Law, it will revert to the overall state of equilibrium.
Contemporary physicists have universally rejected Boltzmann’s daring Many Worlds Hypothesis as an explanation of the observed disequilibrium of the universe. Its fatal flaw is that if our world is just a chance fluctuation from a state of overall equilibrium, then we ought to be observing a much smaller orderly universe. Why? Because a small fluctuation from equilibrium is vastly more probable than the huge, sustained fluctuation necessary to create the orderly universe we see, and yet a small fluctuation would be sufficient for our existence. For example, a fluctuation that formed a world no bigger than our solar system would be enough for us to be alive and would be incomprehensibly more likely to occur than a fluctuation that formed the whole universe we see!
The discovery of the expansion of the universe in the 1920s modified the sort of heat death predicted on the basis of the Second Law, but it didn’t alter the fundamental question.
In fact, Boltzmann’s hypothesis, if consistently carried out, would lead to a strange sort of illusionism: In all probability we really do inhabit a smaller world, and the stars and the planets we observe are just illusions, mere images on the heavens. For that sort of world is much more probable than a universe which has, in defiance of the Second Law of Thermodynamics, moved away from equilibrium for billions of years to form the universe we observe.
The discovery of the expansion of the universe in the 1920s modified the sort of heat death predicted on the basis of the Second Law, but it didn’t alter the fundamental question. If the universe will expand forever, then it will never actually arrive at equilibrium. Because the volume of space is constantly growing, the matter and energy always have more room to spread out. Nevertheless, as the universe expands, its available energy is used up, and it becomes increasingly cold, dark, dilute, and dead. It will eventually become a thin gas of subatomic particles endlessly expanding in absolute darkness.
By contrast, if the universe is not expanding fast enough, the expansion will slow down, come to a halt, and then gravity will begin to pull everything together again in a catastrophic Big Crunch. Eventually, everything in the universe will coalesce into a gigantic black hole, from which the universe will never rebound.
Whether its end will be in fire or ice, the fundamental question remains the same: Given sufficient time, if the universe will reach such a state, why is it not now in such a condition, if it has existed forever?
Recent discoveries in observational astronomy indicate that the cosmic expansion is actually speeding up. Because the volume of space is increasing so rapidly, the universe actually becomes farther and farther from an equilibrium state in which matter and energy are evenly distributed. But the acceleration of the universe’s expansion only hastens its demise. For now, the different regions of the universe become increasingly isolated from one another in space, and each marooned region becomes dark, cold, dilute, and dead. So again, why isn’t our region in such a state if the universe has already existed for infinite time?
The obvious implication of all this is that the question is based on a false assumption, namely, that the universe has existed for infinite time. Today, most physicists would say that the matter and energy were simply put into the universe as an initial condition, and the universe has been following the path plotted by the Second Law ever since its beginning a finite time ago.
Skeptics might hope that quantum cosmology might serve to avert the implications of the Second Law of Thermodynamics. But in 2013, the cosmologist Aron Wall of the University of California was able to formulate a new singularity theorem which seems to close the door on that possibility. Wall shows that, given the validity of the generalized Second Law of Thermodynamics in quantum cosmology, the universe must have begun to exist, unless one postulates a reversal of the arrow of time (time runs backwards!) at some point in the past, which, he rightly observes, involves a thermodynamic beginning in time which “would seem to raise the same sorts of philosophical questions that any other sort of beginning in time would.”4 Wall reports that his results require only certain basic concepts, so that “it is reasonable to believe that the results will hold in a complete theory of quantum gravity.”5
So once again, scientific evidence confirms the truth of the second premise of the kalam cosmological argument. This evidence is especially impressive, because thermodynamics is so well understood by physicists that it is practically a completed field of science. This makes it highly unlikely that these findings will be reversed.
Conclusion
On the basis, therefore, of both philosophical and scientific evidence, we have good grounds for believing that the universe began to exist. Since whatever begins to exist has a cause, it follows that the universe has a cause.
The prominent atheist philosopher Daniel Dennett agrees that the universe has a cause, but he thinks that the cause of the universe is … itself! Yes, he’s serious! In what he calls “the ultimate boot-strapping trick,” he claims that the universe created itself.
Dennett’s view is nonsense. Notice that he’s not saying that the universe just came into being from nothing. No, he’s saying that the universe brought itself into being. But this is impossible, for in order to create itself, the universe would have to already exist. It would have to exist before it existed. Dennett’s view is logically incoherent.
The cause of the universe must therefore be a transcendent cause beyond the universe. This cause must be itself uncaused because we’ve seen that an infinite series of causes is impossible. It is therefore the Uncaused First Cause. It must transcend space and time, since it created space and time. Therefore, it must be immaterial and non-physical. It must be unimaginably powerful, since it created all matter and energy.
Finally, it must be a personal being. We’ve already seen one reason for this conclusion in our discussion of the cosmological argument. Only a Mind could fit the description just given.
But here is another reason why the First Cause must be personal: It’s the only way to explain how a timeless cause can produce a temporal effect with a beginning like the universe.
Here’s the problem: If a cause is sufficient to produce its effect, then if the cause is there, the effect must be there, too. For example, the cause of water’s freezing is the temperature’s being below 0 degrees Celsius. If the temperature has always been below 0 degrees, then any water around would be frozen from eternity. It would be impossible for the water to begin to freeze just a finite time ago. Now the cause of the universe is permanently there, since it is timeless. So why isn’t the universe permanently there as well? Why did the universe come into being only 13.7 billion years ago? Why isn’t it as permanent as its cause?
The only answer to this problem is that the cause must be a personal being with freedom of the will. His creating the universe is a free act that is independent of any prior conditions. So his act of creating can be something spontaneous and new. Thus, we are brought not merely to a transcendent cause of the universe but to its Personal Creator.
The Creator is timeless without the universe and in time with the universe.
So the Creator, existing alone without the universe, is changeless and timeless. His free act of creation is simultaneous with the universe’s coming into being. He thus enters into time when He creates the universe. So the Creator is timeless without the universe and in time with the universe.
The kalam cosmological argument thus gives us powerful grounds for believing in the existence of a beginningless, uncaused, timeless, spaceless, changeless, immaterial, enormously powerful, Personal Creator of the universe.



CHAPTER THREE
THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
The old design argument remains as robust today as ever, being defended in various forms by philosophers and scientists like Robin Collins, Paul Davies, William Dembski, Michael Denton, John Leslie, and others. Although advocates of the Intelligent Design movement have continued the tradition of focusing on examples of apparent design in biological systems, the cutting edge of the contemporary discussion concerns the recently discovered fine-tuning of the cosmos for life.
Scientists used to think that whatever the very early universe might have been like, given sufficient time and some luck, intelligent life forms would eventually evolve somewhere. As a result of discoveries over the last fifty years or so, we now know that that assumption was wrong; in fact, quite the opposite is true.
Astronomers have been stunned by the discovery of how complex and delicate a balance of initial conditions must be present … to permit the existence of intelligent life anywhere at all in the cosmos.
Astronomers have been stunned by the discovery of how complex and delicate a balance of initial conditions must be present in the Big Bang itself if the universe is to permit the existence of intelligent life anywhere at all in the cosmos. This delicate balance of initial conditions has come to be known as the “fine-tuning” of the universe for life. We’ve come to discover that the universe is fine-tuned for the existence of intelligent life with a complexity and delicacy that literally defy human comprehension.
Two Kinds of Fine-tuning
There are two kinds of fine-tuning. The first involves the constants of nature and the second involves certain arbitrary physical quantities.
(a) The constants of nature. What is a constant? When the laws of nature are expressed as mathematical equations, you find appearing in them certain symbols which stand for unchanging quantities, like the force of gravity, the electromagnetic force, and the subatomic weak force. These unchanging quantities are called constants. The values of these constants are not determined by the laws of nature. There could be universes governed by the same laws of nature, even though these constants had very different values. So the actual values of the various constants are independent of nature’s laws. Depending on the values of those constants, universes governed by the same laws of nature will look very different.
(b) Arbitrary physical quantities. In addition to the constants, there are certain arbitrary quantities that are just put in as initial conditions on which the laws of nature operate. Because these quantities are arbitrary, they’re also not determined by the laws of nature. An example would be the amount of thermodynamic disorder (or entropy) in the early universe. It’s just given in the Big Bang as an initial condition, and the laws of nature then take over and determine how the universe will develop from there. If the initial quantities had been different, then the laws would predict that a quite different universe would evolve.
Now what scientists have been surprised to discover is that these constants and quantities must fall into an extraordinarily narrow range of values if the universe is to be life-permitting. This is what is meant by the fine-tuning of the universe for life.
Before I share a few examples of fine-tuning by way of physics, here are some numbers to help us to appreciate the delicacy of the fine-tuning. The number of seconds in the entire history of the universe is around 1017 (that’s 1 followed by seventeen zeroes: 100,000,000,000,000,000). The number of subatomic particles in the entire known universe is said to be around 1080 (1 followed by eighty zeroes). These are simply incomprehensible numbers.
Being mindful of those numbers, consider the following: The force of gravity is so finely tuned that an alteration in its value by even one part out of 1050 would have prevented a life-permitting universe. Similarly, a change in the value of the so-called cosmological constant, which drives the acceleration of the universe’s expansion, by as little as one part in 10120 would have rendered the universe life-prohibiting. Now here’s a corker: Roger Penrose of Oxford University has calculated that the odds of the universe’s initial low entropy condition’s existing by chance is on the order of one chance out of 1010 (123), a number which is so inconceivable that to call it astronomical would be a wild understatement.
The fine-tuning here is beyond comprehension. Having an accuracy of even one part out of 1060 is like firing a bullet toward the other side of the observable universe, twenty billion light years away, and nailing a one-inch target!
The examples of fine-tuning are so many and so various that they aren’t likely to disappear with the advance of science. Like it or not, fine-tuning is just a fact of life which is scientifically well-established.
But, you might say, if the constants and quantities had had different values, then maybe different forms of life might have evolved! No, that underestimates the truly disastrous consequences of a change in the values of these constants and quantities. When scientists talk about a universe’s being life-permitting, they’re not talking about just present forms of life. By “life,” scientists just mean the property of organisms to take in food, extract energy from it, grow, adapt to their environment, and reproduce. Anything that can fulfill those functions counts as life. And the point is, in order for life so-defined to exist, whatever form it might take, the constants and quantities of the universe have to be unbelievably fine-tuned; otherwise, disaster results. In the absence of fine-tuning, not even matter, not even chemistry, would exist, much less planets where life might evolve.
The question we face, then, is this: What is the best explanation of the cosmic fine-tuning? Many philosophers and scientists think that the reason that the universe is finely tuned for life is because it was designed to be life-permitting by an intelligent Designer.
But design is not the only alternative; there is also physical necessity and chance. The key to inferring to design as the best explanation will be eliminating these other two alternatives.
THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT: A SIMPLE FORMULATION
 
	The fine-tuning of the universe is due to physical necessity, chance, or design.
	It is not due to physical necessity or chance.
	Therefore, it is due to design.

This is a logically valid argument, whose conclusion follows necessarily from the two premises. So the only question is whether those premises are more plausibly true than false. So let’s look at them.
Premise 1: The fine-tuning of the universe is due to physical necessity, chance, or design.
The first premise is unobjectionable, because it just lists the three alternatives available for explaining the fine-tuning. If someone has a fourth alternative, he’s welcome to add it to the list, and then we’ll consider it when we come to premise 2. But there doesn’t seem to be another alternative to the three listed here.
Premise 2: It is not due to physical necessity or chance.
So the crucial premise is the second premise, that the fine-tuning is not due to physical necessity or chance. Let’s examine each of these alternatives in turn.
According to the first alternative, physical necessity, the universe has to be life-permitting. The constants and quantities must have the values they do, so that a life-prohibiting universe is physically impossible.
Now on the face of it, this alternative seems fantastically implausible. It would require us to say that a life-prohibiting universe is a physical impossibility. But why take such a radical view? We’ve seen that the constants are not determined by the laws of nature; so why couldn’t they be different? Moreover, the arbitrary quantities are just boundary conditions on which the laws of nature operate. Nothing seems to make them necessary. So anyone who opts for this explanation of fine-tuning is taking a radical line. He needs to furnish some proof. But there is none; the alternative is put forward as a bare possibility.
Sometimes scientists do talk of a yet-to-be-discovered “Theory of Everything” (TOE). But like so many of the colorful names given to scientific theories, this label is very misleading. A successful TOE would enable us to unify the four basic forces of nature (gravity, the weak force, the strong force, and electromagnetism) into a single force carried by a single kind of particle. But it wouldn’t even attempt to explain literally everything. For example, the most promising candidate for a TOE to date, so-called M-Theory or super-string theory, only works if there are eleven dimensions. But the theory itself cannot explain why just that particular number of dimensions should exist.
Moreover, M-Theory doesn’t predict uniquely a life-permitting universe. It permits a vast range of around 10500 different possible universes, all consistent with the same laws but varying in the values of the constants of nature. Almost all of these possible universes are life-prohibiting.
This so-called “cosmic landscape” of worlds permitted by M-Theory has become something of a phenom lately. It’s important to understand that the landscape is just a range of possibilities. Some people have misinterpreted it to mean that all these different universes actually exist. Some have thought it undermines the argument for design because the landscape must include life-permitting worlds like ours. But the cosmic landscape is not real; it’s just a list of possibilities. It describes the range of universes that are consistent with M-Theory.
There is no evidence that a life-permitting universe is physically necessary.
That range is so huge (10500 different possibilities) that some explanation is needed why a life-permitting universe exists, since life-permitting universes are a practically infinitesimal part of the landscape. So you can’t say that life-permitting universes are physically necessary, since on M-Theory, at least, that’s clearly false.
There’s no evidence that a life-permitting universe is physically necessary. Quite the contrary, all the evidence indicates that life-prohibiting universes are not only possible but far, far more likely than any life-permitting universe.
The fundamental problem here is that the chances of a life-permitting universe’s existing are so remote that this alternative becomes unreasonable.
That leads to the second alternative: Could the fine-tuning be due simply to chance? According to this alternative, it’s just an accident that all the constants and quantities fell into the life-permitting range. We basically just lucked out!
The fundamental problem here is that the chances of a life-permitting universe’s existing are so remote that this alternative becomes unreasonable.
Sometimes people will appeal to the example of a lottery in order to justify the chance alternative. In a lottery where all the tickets are sold, it’s fantastically improbable that any one person should win, yet somebody has to win! It would be unjustified for the winner, whoever he may be, to say, “The odds against my winning were 20 million to one. And yet I won! The lottery must have been rigged!”
In the same way, they say, some universe out of the range of possible universes has to exist. The winner of the universe lottery would also be unjustified to think that because his universe exists, this must have been the result of design, not chance. All the universes are equally improbable, but one of them, by chance, has to win.
This analogy is actually very helpful because it enables us to see clearly where the advocate of chance has misunderstood the argument for design, so that we can offer a better, more accurate analogy. Contrary to popular impression, the argument for design is not trying to explain why this particular universe exists. Rather, it’s trying to explain why a life-permitting universe exists. The lottery analogy was misconceived, because it focused on why a particular person won.
The correct analogy would be a lottery in which billions and billions and billions of white ping-pong balls were mixed together with just one orange ping-pong ball, and you were told that one ball will be randomly selected out of the horde. If it’s orange, you’ll be allowed to live; if it’s white, you’ll be shot.
Now notice that any particular ball that is randomly selected is equally improbable: No matter which ball rolls down the chute, the odds against that particular ball are fantastically improbable. But some ball must roll down the chute; this is the point illustrated by the first lottery analogy. That point, however, is irrelevant because we’re not trying to explain why this particular ball was picked.
The relevant point is that whichever ball rolls down the chute, it is overwhelmingly more probable that it will be white rather than orange. Getting the orange ball is no more improbable than getting any particular white ball—but it is incomprehensibly more probable that you will get a white ball instead of an orange one. So if the orange ball rolls down the chute, you certainly should suspect that the lottery was rigged to let you live.
So in the correct analogy, we’re not interested in why you got the particular ball that you did; rather, we’re puzzled by why, against overwhelming odds, you got a life-permitting ball rather than a life-prohibiting ball. That question is just not addressed by saying, “Well, some ball had to be picked!”
In the same way, some universe has to exist, but whichever universe exists, it is incomprehensibly more probable that it will be life-prohibiting rather than life-permitting. So we still need some explanation why a life-permitting universe exists.
So some theorists have embraced a Many Worlds Hypothesis in order to defend the alternative of chance. According to that hypothesis, our universe is but one member of a World Ensemble or “multiverse” of randomly ordered universes, preferably infinite in number. If all of these other universes really exist, then by chance alone life-permitting worlds will appear somewhere in the World Ensemble. Since only finely tuned universes have observers in them, any observers existing in the World Ensemble will naturally observe their worlds to be finely-tuned. So no appeal to design is necessary to explain fine-tuning; it’s pure chance.
It’s worth pausing for a moment to reflect on what is happening here. The current debate over fine-tuning has now become a debate over the Many Worlds Hypothesis. In order to explain fine-tuning we are being asked to believe not merely that there are other unobservable universes, but that there is an infinite number of such worlds and, moreover, that they randomly vary in their fundamental constants and quantities. All this is needed to guarantee that a life-permitting universe like ours will appear by chance in the ensemble.
This is really quite extraordinary. It’s a sort of backhanded compliment to the design hypothesis, for otherwise sober scientists would not be adopting so speculative and extravagant a view as the Many Worlds Hypothesis unless they felt absolutely compelled to do so. The fact that proponents of chance are turning to the Many Worlds Hypothesis to rescue the alternative of chance is perhaps the best evidence that the appeal to chance is in trouble.
But is the Many Worlds Hypothesis the best explanation? One problem for the Many Worlds Hypothesis is that the multiverse itself may also involve fine-tuning. In order to be scientifically credible, some plausible mechanism must be suggested for generating the many worlds. But if the Many Worlds Hypothesis is to be successful in attributing fine-tuning to chance alone, then the mechanism that generates the many worlds had better not be fine-tuned itself! For if it is, then the problem arises all over again.
But the proposed mechanisms for generating a World Ensemble are so vague that it’s far from evident that the physics governing the multiverse will be free of any fine-tuning. For example, if M-Theory is the physics of the multiverse, then it remains unexplained, as we have seen, why exactly eleven dimensions exist. And the mechanism that actualizes all the possibilities in the cosmic landscape may involve fine-tuning. So the postulate of a World Ensemble is by itself not enough to justify the alternative of chance.
Moreover, many theorists are skeptical of the Many Worlds Hypothesis itself. Why think that a World Ensemble actually exists? We saw that the Borde-Guth-Vilenkin theorem requires that even a multiverse must have a beginning; in that case, the mechanism that generates the many worlds has been chugging away for only a finite amount of time. So by now, there may well be only a finite number of worlds in the World Ensemble, which may not be enough to guarantee the appearance of a finely tuned universe by chance alone. And why think that the universes are randomly ordered? There’s no evidence that the sort of World Ensemble required by the Many Worlds Hypothesis actually exists.
By contrast, we have good independent reasons for believing in a Designer of the cosmos, as the cosmological and kalam arguments show.
Finally, the Many Worlds Hypothesis faces what may be a devastating objection. Remember Boltzmann’s Many Worlds Hypothesis? What sank Boltzmann’s hypothesis was the fact that if our world is just a random member of a World Ensemble, then it is vastly more probable that we should be observing a much smaller orderly universe. It turns out that a parallel problem faces the Many Worlds Hypothesis as an explanation of cosmic fine-tuning.
Roger Penrose has pressed this objection forcefully. He points out that the odds of our universe’s initial low entropy condition’s existing by chance alone are one chance out of 1010 (123). By contrast the odds of our solar system’s suddenly forming by the random collision of particles is one chance out of 1010 (60). This number, says Penrose, is “utter chicken feed” in comparison with 1010 (123). What that means is that if we are but a random member of a World Ensemble, it is far more likely that we should be observing an orderly universe no larger than our solar system, since a world of that size is so unfathomably more probable than a fine-tuned universe like ours.
In fact, we wind up with the same sort of illusionism that plagued Boltzmann’s hypothesis: A small patch of order with the illusion of a wider universe is more probable than a fine-tuned, real universe. Carried to its logical extreme, this has led to what theorists have called “the invasion of the Boltzmann brains.” For the most probable observable universe is one which consists of a single brain which pops into existence by a random fluctuation with illusory perceptions of the external world! So if you accept the Many Worlds Hypothesis, you’re obligated to believe that you are all that exists and that this book, your body, the earth, and everything you perceive in the world are just illusions.
No sane person believes that he is a Boltzmann brain. On atheism, therefore, it is highly improbable that there exists a randomly ordered World Ensemble. With the failure of the Many Worlds Hypothesis, the last ring of defense for the alternative of chance collapses. Neither physical necessity nor chance provides a good explanation of the fine-tuning of the universe.
Conclusion: Therefore, it is due to design.
So what about design? Is this explanation better than physical necessity or chance, or is it equally implausible?
Detractors of design sometimes object that on this hypothesis the Cosmic Designer himself remains unexplained. This objection is what Richard Dawkins calls “the central argument of my book” The God Delusion.6 He summarizes his argument as follows:
 
	One of the greatest challenges to the human intellect has been to explain how the complex, improbable appearance of design in the universe arises.
	The natural temptation is to attribute the appearance of design to actual design itself.
	The temptation is a false one because the designer hypothesis immediately raises the larger problem of who designed the designer.
	The most ingenious and powerful explanation is Darwinian evolution by natural selection.
	We don’t have an equivalent explanation for physics.
	We should not give up the hope of a better explanation arising in physics, something as powerful as Darwinism is for biology.
	Therefore, God almost certainly does not exist.

Dawkins’ argument is jarring because the atheistic conclusion “Therefore, God almost certainly does not exist” doesn’t follow from the six previous statements even if we concede that each of them is true. There are no rules of logic which would permit such an inference. Dawkins’ argument is plainly invalid.
Rejecting design arguments for God’s existence does nothing to prove that God doesn’t exist or even that belief in God is unjustified.
At most, all that follows from Dawkins’ argument is that we should not infer God’s existence on the basis of the appearance of design in the universe. But that conclusion is quite compatible with God’s existence and even with our justifiably believing in God’s existence. Maybe we should believe in God on the basis of the cosmological argument or the moral argument. Maybe our belief in God isn’t based on arguments at all but is grounded in religious experience or in divine revelation. The point is that rejecting design arguments for God’s existence does nothing to prove that God doesn’t exist or even that belief in God is unjustified. Dawkins’ lack of philosophical depth is plainly on display here.
But does Dawkins’ argument succeed even in undermining the argument for design? Not at all, for several of the steps of Dawkins’ argument are plausibly false. Step 5 refers to the cosmic fine-tuning which has been the focus of our discussion. Dawkins has nothing by way of explanation for it, and therefore the hope expressed in step 6 represents nothing more than the faith of a naturalist.
Moreover, consider step 3. Dawkins’ claim here is that one is not justified in inferring design as the best explanation of the complex order of the universe because then a new problem arises: Who designed the Designer?
This claim is flawed on at least two counts. First, in order to recognize an explanation as the best, you don’t need to have an explanation of the explanation. This is an elementary point in the philosophy of science. If archaeologists digging in the earth were to discover things looking like arrowheads and pottery shards, they would be justified in inferring that these artifacts are not the chance result of sedimentation and metamorphosis, but products of some unknown group of people, even though they had no explanation of who these people were or where they came from. Similarly, if astronauts were to come upon a pile of machinery on the back side of the moon, they would be justified in inferring that it was the product of intelligent agents, even if they had no idea whatsoever who these agents were or how they got there.
In order to recognize an explanation as the best, you don’t need to be able to explain the explanation. In fact, such a requirement would lead to an infinite regress of explanations, so that nothing could ever be explained and science would be destroyed! For before any explanation could be acceptable, you’d need an explanation of it, and then an explanation of the explanation of the explanation, and then. … Nothing could ever be explained.
So in the case at hand, in order to recognize that intelligent design is the best explanation of the appearance of design in the universe, one needn’t be able to explain the Designer. Whether the Designer has an explanation can simply be left an open question for future inquiry.
As a pure mind without a body, God is a remarkably simple entity.
Second, Dawkins thinks that in the case of a divine Designer of the universe, the Designer is just as complex as the thing to be explained, so that no explanatory advance is made. This objection raises all sorts of questions about the role played by simplicity in assessing competing explanations. For example, there are many other factors besides simplicity that scientists weigh in determining which explanation is the best, such as explanatory power, explanatory scope, plausibility, and so forth. An explanation that has broader explanatory scope may be less simple than a rival explanation but still be preferred because it explains more things. Simplicity is not the only, or even most important, criterion for assessing theories.
But leave those questions aside. Dawkins’ fundamental mistake lies in his assumption that a divine Designer is just as complex as the universe. That is plainly false. As a pure mind without a body, God is a remarkably simple entity. A mind (or soul) is not a physical object composed of parts. In contrast to the contingent and variegated universe with all its inexplicable constants and quantities, a divine mind is startlingly simple. Certainly such a mind may have complex ideas—it may be thinking, for example, of the infinitesimal calculus—but the mind itself is a remarkably simple, spiritual entity. Dawkins has evidently confused a mind’s ideas, which may, indeed, be complex, with a mind itself, which is an incredibly simple entity. Therefore, postulating a divine mind behind the universe most definitely does represent an advance in simplicity, for whatever that’s worth.
Therefore, of the three alternatives before us—physical necessity, chance, or design—the most plausible of the three is design. So now we have a third argument for the existence of God.



CHAPTER FOUR
THE MORAL ARGUMENT
A number of ethicists, such as Robert Adams, William Alston, Mark Linville, Paul Copan, John Hare, Stephen Evans, and others have defended “divine command” theories of ethics, which support various moral arguments for God’s existence. I myself stumbled into the moral argument through the back door when speaking on a university campus on the absurdity of life without God. I argued that if there is no God, then there is no foundation for objective moral values. Everything becomes subjective. To my surprise, the response of the students was to insist that objective moral values do exist—certain things really are right or wrong. Now what the students said didn’t in any way refute my claim. Instead, they had unwittingly supplied the missing premise in a moral argument for God’s existence!
THE MORAL ARGUMENT: A SIMPLE FORMULATION
 
	If God does not exist, objective moral values and duties do not exist.
	Objective moral values and duties do exist.
	Therefore, God exists.

This simple little argument is easy to memorize and is logically ironclad. I had argued for the truth of the first premise and the students had insisted on the second. Together, the two premises imply the existence of God.
What makes this argument so powerful is that people generally believe both premises. In a pluralistic age, students are scared to death of imposing their values on someone else, so premise 1 seems correct to them. At the same time, however, certain values have been deeply instilled into them, such as tolerance, open-mindedness, and love. They think it is objectively wrong to impose your values on someone else! So they’re deeply committed to premise 2 as well.
Let’s examine more closely each of the argument’s two premises in order to see what defense might be offered on their behalf and what objections might raised against them.
Premise 1: If God does not exist, objective moral values and duties do not exist.
Before we look at reasons for accepting the first premise, we need to clarify a couple of important distinctions. First, the distinction between values and duties. Values have to do with whether something is good or bad. Duties have to do with whether something is right or wrong. Now at first sight this might seem to be a distinction without a difference: “good” and “right” mean the same thing, and the same goes for “bad” and “wrong.” But if we think about it, we can see that this isn’t the case.
Duty has to do with moral obligation, what you ought or ought not to do. But obviously you’re not morally obligated to do something just because it would be good for you to do it. For example, it would be good for you to become a doctor, but you’re not morally obligated to become a doctor. After all, it would also be good for you to become a firefighter or a homemaker or a diplomat, but you can’t do them all. Furthermore, sometimes all you have is bad choices (think of Sophie’s Choice), but it’s not wrong for you to choose one, since you must choose.
So there’s a difference between good/bad and right/wrong. Good/bad has to do with something’s worth, while right/wrong has to do with something’s being obligatory.
To say that there are objective moral values is to say that something is good or bad independent of whatever people think about it.
Second, the distinction between being objective or subjective. “Objective” means “independent of people’s opinions.” “Subjective” means “dependent on people’s opinions.” So to say that there are objective moral values is to say that something is good or bad independent of whatever people think about it. Similarly, to say that we have objective moral duties is to say that certain actions are right or wrong for us regardless of what we or anyone else thinks about it.
So, for example, to say that the Holocaust was objectively wrong is to say that it was wrong even though the Nazis who carried it out thought that it was right, and it would still have been wrong even if the Nazis had won World War II and succeeded in exterminating or brainwashing everybody who disagreed with them, so that everyone believed the Holocaust was right. Premise 1 asserts that if there is no God, then moral values and duties are not objective in that sense.
So why should we think that premise 1 is true? First, let’s consider moral values. Traditionally, moral values have been based in God, who is the highest Good. But if God does not exist, what is the basis of objective moral values? In particular, why think that human beings have objective moral worth? The most popular form of atheism is naturalism, which holds that the only things that exist are the things postulated by our best scientific theories. But science is morally neutral; you can’t find moral values in a test tube. It follows immediately that moral values don’t really exist; they’re just illusions of human beings.
Even if the atheist is willing to go beyond the bounds of science, why think that on atheism human beings are morally valuable? On a naturalistic view, moral values are just the byproduct of biological evolution and social conditioning. Just as a troupe of baboons exhibit co-operative and even self-sacrificial behavior because natural selection has determined it to be advantageous in the struggle for survival, so their primate cousins homo sapiens exhibit similar behavior for the same reason. As a result of socio-biological pressures there has evolved among homo sapiens a sort of “herd morality” which functions well in the perpetuation of our species. But on the atheistic view there doesn’t seem to be anything about homo sapiens that makes this morality objectively true. If we were to rewind the film of human evolution back to the beginning and start anew, people with a very different set of moral values might well have evolved. For us to think that human beings are special and our morality objectively true is to succumb to the temptation to species-ism, an unjustified bias toward one’s own species.
So if there is no God, any basis for regarding the herd morality evolved by homo sapiens as objectively true seems to have been removed. Take God out of the picture, and all you’re left with is an ape-like creature on a speck of solar dust beset with delusions of moral grandeur.
Let’s now consider moral duties. Traditionally, our moral duties were thought to spring from God’s commandments, such as the Ten Commandments. But if there is no God, what basis remains for objective moral duties? On the atheistic view, human beings are just animals, and animals have no moral obligations to one another. When a lion kills a zebra, it kills the zebra, but it does not murder the zebra. When a great white shark forcibly copulates with a female, it forcibly copulates with her but it does not rape her—for there is no moral dimension to these actions. They are neither prohibited nor obligatory.
So if God does not exist, why think that we have any moral obligations to do anything? Who or what imposes these moral duties upon us? Where do they come from? It’s hard to see why they would be anything more than a subjective impression resulting from societal and parental conditioning.
Certain actions such as incest and rape may not be biologically and socially advantageous and so in the course of human development have become taboo. But that does absolutely nothing to show that rape or incest is really wrong. Such behavior goes on all the time in the animal kingdom. The rapist who goes against the herd morality is doing nothing more serious than acting unfashionably, like the man who belches loudly at the dinner table. If there is no moral lawgiver, then there is no objective moral law that we must obey.
The question is not about the necessity of belief in God for objective morality, but about the necessity of the existence of God for objective morality.
Now it’s extremely important that we clearly understand the issue before us. The question is not: Must we believe in God in order to live moral lives? There’s no reason to think that nonbelievers cannot live what we normally characterize as good and decent lives.
Again, the question is not: Can we recognize objective moral values and duties without believing in God? There’s no reason to think that you have to believe in God in order to recognize that, for example, we ought to love our children.
Rather the question is: If God does not exist, do objective moral values and duties exist? The question is not about the necessity of belief in God for objective morality, but about the necessity of the existence of God for objective morality.
To repeat: belief in God is not necessary for objective morality; God is.
Some atheists might respond that moral values like justice, mercy, love, and so on, just exist without any foundation. Let’s call this view Atheistic Moral Platonism. It holds that objective moral values exist, but are not grounded in God. What might we say about this view?
First, Atheistic Moral Platonism seems unintelligible. What does it mean to say, for example, that the moral value justice just exists? It’s hard to make sense of this; it’s easy to understand what it means to say that some person is just, but it’s bewildering when someone says that in the absence of any people justice itself exists. Moral values seem to be properties of persons, and it’s hard to understand how justice can exist as an abstraction.
Second, this view provides no basis for moral duties. Let’s suppose for the sake of argument that moral values like justice, loyalty, mercy, forbearance, and the like just exist. How does that result in any moral obligations for me? Why would I have a moral duty to be, say, merciful? Who or what lays such an obligation on me? Notice that on this view moral vices like greed, hatred, laziness, and selfishness also presumably exist on their own as abstractions. So why are we obligated to align our lives with one set of these abstractly existing objects than any other? Atheistic Moral Platonism, lacking a moral lawgiver, has no grounds for moral obligation.
Finally, third, it’s fantastically improbable that the blind evolutionary process would spit forth precisely that sort of creatures who correspond to the abstractly existing realm of moral values. This seems to be an utterly incredible coincidence when you think about it—almost as if the moral realm knew that we were coming. It’s far more plausible to think that both the natural realm and the moral realm are under the authority of a God who gave us both the laws of nature and the moral law than to think that these two independent realms just happened to mesh.
So what’s the atheist to do at this point? Most atheists want to affirm the objective reality of moral values and duties. So they simply embrace some sort of humanism and stop there. Whatever contributes to human flourishing is good, and whatever detracts from it is bad, and that’s the end of the story.
Most atheists want to affirm the objective reality of moral values and duties.
But just taking human flourishing as your ultimate stopping point seems to be premature because of the arbitrariness and implausibility of such a stopping point.
Given atheism, why think that what is conducive to human flourishing is any more valuable them what is conducive to the flourishing of ants or mice? Why think that inflicting harm on another member of our species is wrong? When I put this question to the Dartmouth ethicist Walter Sinnott-Armstrong in our debate on the existence of God, he replied, “It simply is. Objectively. Don’t you agree?”7 Of course, I agree that it is wrong to harm another human being, but I pointed out that this is not the question. The question is: Why would it be wrong if atheism were true? When I put this question to University of Massachusetts philosopher Louise Antony in our debate on “Is God Necessary for Morality?” she shot back, “I wonder if you have any friends!” I just smiled—but the point remains that, like it or not, given an atheistic worldview, picking out human flourishing as morally special seems to be arbitrary.
Moreover, it seems implausible as well. Atheists will sometimes say that moral properties like goodness and badness necessarily attach to certain natural states of affairs. For example, the property of badness necessarily attaches to a man’s beating his wife, while the property of goodness necessarily attaches to a mother’s nursing her infant. Atheists will say that once all the purely natural properties are in place, then the moral properties necessarily come along with them. Now on atheism this seems extraordinarily implausible. Why think that these strange, non-natural moral properties like “goodness” and “badness” even exist, much less somehow get necessarily attached to various natural states of affairs? I can’t see any reason to think that on atheism a full description of the natural properties involved in some situation would determine or fix any moral properties of that situation.
These humanistic philosophers have simply taken a “shopping list” approach to ethical questions. Because they hold to humanism, they just help themselves to the moral properties they need to do the job. What is needed to make their view plausible is some sort of explanation for why moral properties attach to certain natural states of affairs. Again, it’s inadequate for the humanist to assert that we do, in fact, see that human beings have intrinsic moral value, for that’s not in dispute. Indeed, that’s the second premise of the moral argument! What we want from the humanist is some reason to think that human beings would be morally significant if atheism were true. As it is, their humanism is just a stubborn moral faith.
Premise 2: Objective moral values and duties do exist.
That brings us to the second premise, that objective moral values and duties exist. You might think that this would be the most controversial premise in the argument. In my debates with atheist philosophers, however, I find that almost nobody denies it. It might surprise you learn that surveys taken at universities reveal, perhaps contrary to impression, that professors are more apt to believe in objective moral values than students, and that philosophy professors are more apt to believe in objective moral values than professors in general!
Most philosophers who reflect on our moral experience see no more reason to distrust that experience than the experience of our five senses. I believe what my five senses tell me, that there is a world of physical objects out there. Similarly, in the absence of some reason to distrust my moral experience, I should accept what it tells me, that some things are objectively good or evil, right or wrong.
Most of us would agree that in moral experience we do apprehend objective values and duties. When I was speaking several years ago on a Canadian university campus, I noticed a poster put up by the Sexual Assault & Information Center. It read: “Sexual Assault: No One Has the Right to Abuse a Child, Woman, or Man.” Most of us recognize that sexual abuse of another person is wrong. Actions like rape, torture, and child abuse aren’t just socially unacceptable behavior—they’re moral abominations. By the same token, love, generosity, and self-sacrifice are really good. People who fail to see this are just morally handicapped, the moral equivalent of someone who is blind, and there’s no reason to let their impairment call into question what we see clearly.
Although people give lip-service to relativism, ninety-five percent can be very quickly convinced that objective moral values do exist after all.
I’ve found that although people give lip-service to relativism, ninety-five percent can be very quickly convinced that objective moral values do exist after all. All you have to do is produce a few illustrations and let them decide for themselves. Ask what they think of the Hindu practice of suttee (burning widows alive on the funeral pyres of their husbands) or the ancient Chinese custom of crippling women for life by tightly binding their feet from childhood to resemble lotus-blossoms. You can make the point especially effectively by using moral atrocities perpetrated in the name of religion. Ask them what they think of the Crusades or the Inquisition. Ask them if they think it’s all right for Catholic priests to sexually abuse little boys and for the Church to try to cover it up? If you’re dealing with someone who’s an honest inquirer, I can guarantee that almost every time that person will agree that there are objective moral values and duties.
Conclusion: Therefore, God exists.
From the two premises, it follows that God exists. Non-theists will typically counter this conclusion with the so-called Euthyphro Dilemma, named after a character in one of Plato’s dialogues. It basically goes like this: Is something good because God wills it? Or does God will something because it is good? If you say that something is good because God wills it, then what is good becomes arbitrary. God could have willed that hatred is good, and then we would have been morally obligated to hate one another. That seems crazy. Some moral values, at least, seem to be necessary. But if you say that God wills something because it is good, then what is good or bad is independent of God. In that case, moral values and duties exist independently of God, which contradicts premise 1.
Fortunately, we don’t need to refute either horn of the Euthyphro Dilemma because the dilemma it presents is a false one. For there is a third alternative—namely, God wills something because He is good. That is to say, what Plato called the Good is the moral nature of God Himself. God is by nature loving, kind, impartial, and so on. He is the paradigm of goodness. Therefore, the Good is not independent of God. God is the Good. Moreover, God’s commandments are a necessary expression of His nature. His commands to us are therefore not arbitrary, but are reflections of His character. In short, our moral duties are determined by the commands of a just and loving God.
The Euthyphro Dilemma presents us with a false choice, and we shouldn’t be tricked by it.
So the Euthyphro Dilemma presents us with a false choice, and we shouldn’t be tricked by it. The morally good/bad is determined by God’s nature, and the morally right/wrong is determined by His will. God wills something because He is good, and something is right because God wills it. This view of morality has been eloquently defended in our day by such eminent philosophers as Robert Adams, William Alston, and Philip Quinn. Yet uninformed atheists continue to attack the straw men erected by the Euthyphro Dilemma.
The moral argument complements the cosmological and design arguments by telling us about the moral nature of the Creator of the universe. It gives us a personal, necessarily existent being who is not only perfectly good, but whose nature is the standard of goodness and whose commands constitute our moral dues.



CHAPTER FIVE
THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
Discovered by St. Anselm in the 11th century, the ontological argument has been reformulated and defended by contemporary philosophers such as Alvin Plantinga, Robert May-dole, Brian Leftow, and others. Let’s consider the version formulated by one of the argument’s most eminent defenders, Alvin Plantinga. In order to grasp Plantinga’s version of the argument, we need to have some understanding of the notion of a “possible world.”
By a “possible world” one doesn’t mean a planet or even a universe; rather, we mean a complete description of reality, or a way reality might be.
By a “possible world” one doesn’t mean a planet or even a universe; rather, we mean a complete description of reality, or a way reality might be. Perhaps the best way to think of a possible world is as a huge conjunction, whose individual conjuncts are various descriptive statements. A possible world is a conjunction that includes every statement or its negation, so that it yields a complete description of reality—nothing is left out of such a description. To say that God exists in some possible world is just to say that there is a possible description of reality that includes the statement “God exists” as part of that description.
Now in his version of the argument, Plantinga conceives of God as a being that is “maximally excellent” in every possible world. Plantinga takes maximal excellence to include such properties as omniscience, omnipotence, and moral perfection. A being that has maximal excellence in every possible world would have what Plant-inga calls “maximal greatness.”
THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT: A SIMPLE FORMULATION
 
	It is possible that a maximally great being (God) exists.
	If it is possible that a maximally great being exists, then a maximally great being exists in some possible world.
	If a maximally great being exists in some possible world, then it exists in every possible world.
	If a maximally great being exists in every possible world, then it exists in the actual world.
	Therefore, a maximally great being exists in the actual world.
	Therefore, a maximally great being exists.
	Therefore, God exists.

What shall we make of this argument?
It might surprise you to learn that premises 2 through 4 of this argument are relatively uncontroversial. Most philosophers would therefore agree that if God’s existence is even possible, then He must exist. The principal issue to be settled with respect to Plant-inga’s ontological argument is what reason exists for thinking that the key premise, It is possible that a maximally great being (God) exists, is true.
Premise 1: It is possible that a maximally great being (God) exists.
The idea of a maximally great being is intuitively a coherent idea, and so it seems plausible that such a being could exist. In order for the ontological argument to fail, the concept of a maximally great being must be incoherent, like the concept of a married bachelor or a round square. But the concept of a maximally great being doesn’t seem even remotely incoherent; on the contrary, it seems perfectly coherent. This provides prima facie warrant for thinking that it is possible that a maximally great being exists.
For the ontological argument to fail, the concept of a maximally great being must be incoherent.
But won’t this appeal to intuition lead to a sort of overkill? One of the most important strategies employed by detractors of the ontological argument has been the construction of parodies of the argument. By showing that analogous notions like that of “a most perfect island” or “a necessarily existent lion” also seem prima facie to be coherent concepts, critics have tried to show that one is forced by the logic of the argument to postulate the existence of all sorts of ridiculous beings.
A maximally excellent being, if it is immaterial, could transcend such physical limitations and so be conceived as necessarily existent.
But the argument’s defender may plausibly maintain that the idea of God differs crucially from supposedly parallel notions traditionally put forward by the argument’s detractors. For one thing, the properties that go to make up maximal excellence as Plantinga defines it have intrinsic maximum values, whereas the excellent-making properties of things like islands do not. For example, omniscience is the property of knowing only and all truths; it’s impossible to know any more truths than that. By contrast, in the case of islands, there could always be more palm trees or native dancing girls; therefore, there cannot be a most perfect or greatest conceivable island. Moreover, it is far from clear that there even are objective excellent-making properties of things like islands, for the excellence of islands seems to be relative to one’s interests—does one prefer a desert island, or an island boasting the finest resort hotels?
The idea of something like a necessarily existent lion also seems incoherent. As a necessary being, such a beast would have to exist in every possible world we can conceive. But any animal which could exist in a possible world in which the universe is composed wholly of a singularity of infinite space-time curvature, density, and temperature just is not a lion. By contrast, a maximally excellent being, if it is immaterial, could transcend such physical limitations and so be conceived as necessarily existent.
Moreover, we also have independent grounds for affirming the truth of premise 1. Other theistic arguments like the cosmological argument and the moral argument may lead us to think that it is plausible that a maximally great being exists. The cosmological argument issues in a necessary being—a being that exists in every possible world—as the explanation of why anything at all exists. Similarly, the moral argument yields a necessarily existing being as the ground of moral values and duties, some of which hold necessarily, in every possible world. Therefore, the cosmological argument leads to a metaphysically necessary being which is the ground of existence for any concrete reality, and the moral argument to a paradigm of moral value which must be as metaphysically necessary as the moral values it grounds. On the basis of considerations like these, we might well consider ourselves to be warranted in believing that it is possible that a maximally great being exists.
The question that arises at this point is whether the ontological argument has not become question-begging. An argument is question-begging if one’s only reason for accepting a premise in the argument is that one already accepts the conclusion, so that one in effect reasons in a circle. In the present case, it might seem that the reason one thinks that it is possible that a maximally great being exists is that one has good reasons to think that a maximally great being does exist.
An argument is question-begging if one’s only reason for accepting a premise in the argument is that one already accepts the conclusion.
But this misgiving may arise as a result of thinking of the project of natural theology in too linear a fashion. The theistic arguments need not be taken as links in a chain, where one link follows another so that the chain is only as strong as its weakest link; rather, they are like links in a coat of chain-mail, in which all the links reinforce one another so that the strength of the whole exceeds that of any single link. The ontological argument might play its part in a cumulative case for God’s existence, in which a multitude of factors simultaneously conspire to lead one to the conclusion that God exists. Anselm was perhaps wrong in thinking that he had discovered a single argument which, standing independently of all the rest, served to demonstrate God’s existence in all His greatness. Nevertheless, his argument does encapsulate the thrust of all the arguments together to show that God, the Supreme Being, exists.



CONCLUSION
WHY BOTHER?
Of course, there are replies and counter-replies to all of these arguments, and no one imagines that a consensus will be reached. Indeed, after a period of passivity, there are now signs that the sleeping giant of atheism has been roused from his dogmatic slumbers and is fighting back. J. Howard Sobel and Graham Oppy have written large, scholarly books critical of the arguments of natural theology, and Cambridge University Press recently released its Companion to Atheism. Nonetheless, the very presence of the debate in academia is itself a sign of how healthy and vibrant a theistic worldview is today.
Of course, the arguments of this book lead at most to a generic theism. Pantheistic and polytheistic religions will be ruled out, along with atheism, if these arguments are sound, but the arguments will not lead you to a particular brand of theism. If you want to go further, then you must go beyond natural theology to look at the evidence for particular kinds of theism. If you are seeking to know the truth about God and Christianity, then I invite you to have a look at the companion book to this volume, Did Jesus Rise from the Dead?
Some people might think that the resurgence of natural theology in our time is merely so much labor lost—for don’t we live in a postmodern culture in which appeals to such apologetic arguments are no longer effective? Rational arguments for the truth of theism are no longer supposed to work; some Christians, therefore, advise that we should simply share our narrative and invite people to participate in it.
This sort of thinking is guilty of a disastrous misdiagnosis of contemporary culture. The idea that we live in a postmodern culture is a myth, perpetuated in Christian churches by misguided youth ministers. In fact, a postmodern culture is an impossibility; it would be utterly unlivable. Nobody is a postmodernist when it comes to reading the labels on an aspirin bottle versus a box of rat poison. If you’ve got a headache, you better believe that texts have objective meaning! People are not relativistic when it comes to matters of science, engineering, and technology; rather, they are relativistic and pluralistic in matters of religion and ethics. But that’s not post-modernism—that’s modernism! That’s just old-line Positivism and Verificationism, which held that anything you can’t prove with your five senses is just a matter of personal taste and emotive expression. We live in a cultural milieu that remains deeply modernist.
Otherwise, how do we make sense of the popularity of the New Atheism? Dawkins and his ilk are indelibly modernist and even “scientistic” in their approach. On the postmodernist reading of contemporary culture, their books should have fallen like water on a stone; instead, people lap them up eagerly, convinced that religious belief is folly.
Seen in this light, tailoring the Gospel to a postmodern culture is self-defeating. By laying aside their best weapons of logic and evidence, Christians will ensure modernism’s triumph over them. If Christians adopt this course of action, the consequences in the next generation will be catastrophic. Christianity will be reduced to but another voice in a cacophony of competing voices, each sharing its own narrative and none commending itself as the objective truth about reality. Meanwhile, scientific naturalism will continue to shape our culture’s view of how the world really is.
In general, Western culture is deeply post-Christian. It is the product of the Enlightenment, which introduced into European culture the leaven of secularism that has by now permeated Western society. While most of the original Enlightenment thinkers were themselves theists, the majority of Western intellectuals today no longer considers theological knowledge to be possible. They confidently believe that a person who follows the pursuit of reason unflinchingly toward its end will be atheistic or, at best, agnostic.
A robust natural theology may well be necessary for the Gospel to be effectively heard in Western society today. For the Gospel is never heard in isolation; it is always heard against the background of the current cultural milieu. A person raised in a cultural milieu in which Christianity is still seen as an intellectually viable option will display an openness to the Gospel that a thoroughly secularized person will not. You may as well tell the secularized person to believe in fairies or leprechauns as in Jesus Christ!
Christians who depreciate theistic arguments because “no one comes to faith through intellectual arguments” are therefore tragically shortsighted. For the value of natural theology extends far beyond one’s immediate evangelistic contact. It is the broader task of Christian apologetics, including natural theology, to help create and sustain a cultural milieu in which the Gospel can be heard as an intellectually viable option for thinking men and women. It thereby gives people the intellectual permission to believe when their hearts are moved. As we progress further into the 21st century, I anticipate that natural theology will be an increasingly relevant and vital preparation for the reception of the Gospel by thinking people.



ENDNOTES
1  Lewis Carroll, “Jabberwocky,” Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found There, chap.1, p.8.
2  Audrey Mithani and Alexander Vilenkin, “Did the universe have a beginning?” arXiv:1204.4658v1 [hep-th] 20 Apr 2012, p. 1; cf. p. 5. For an accessible video, see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NXCQelhKJ7A, where Vilenkin concludes, “there are no models at this time that provide a satisfactory model for a universe without a beginning.”
3  A.Vilenkin, cited in “Why physicists can’t avoid a creation event,” by Lisa Grossman, New Scientist (January 11, 2012).
4  Wall. Aron C., “The Generalized Second Law implies a Quantum Singularity Theorem,” arXiv: 1010.5513v3 [gr-qc] 24 Jan 2013, p. 38.
5  Ibid., p. 4.
6  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2006), pp. 157-8.
7  William Lane Craig and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, God?: A Debate between a Christian and an Atheist (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).
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