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Introduction

In the spring semester of 2003, Derrick McCarson began his college experience
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. A committed Christian,
Derrick enrolled in a course titled “Introduction to the New Testament.” On
the first day of class, he was surprised to see that nearly five hundred students
had enrolled in the same class. The professor, Bart Ehrman, walked in and
started abruptly, “I’d like to see a show of hands. How many Bible-believing
Christians do we have in the auditorium today? Come on. Don’t be bashful.”
After about a half dozen students raised their hands, Ehrman said, “That’s
good. It looks like we have a few Christians here today. Welcome to Intro to
the New Testament. My goal this semester will be to change everything you
Christians think you know about the Bible and about Jesus.”

Similar actions have occurred and continue to occur in a number of universi-
ties across North America. Students have likewise told us of atheist professors
who have informed their Christian students on the first day of class that their
goal was for them to give up their faith by the end of the semester.

The ideological war glimpsed here goes beyond the usual political con-
troversies in the U.S. between liberals and conservatives. It even goes beyond
the battle between religion and secularism—it is focused against evangelical
Christians. A 2007 report by Tobin and Weinberg published by the Institute for
Jewish and Community Research reveals that American faculty “overwhelm-
ingly assert[ed] their desire to see Christian influence lessened” while being
“far less critical and even supportive of increasing Muslim religious influence
in politics.” They added that “it is interesting and even perplexing to see a
shared inclination among faculty atheists, those faculty with no religion, and
those faculty for whom religion holds no importance: They defend the right of
Muslims to express their religious beliefs in American politics, while holding
openly hostile views of fundamentalist Christians.”! And for such faculty, any
evangelical Christian is an unthinking bigot and therefore a fundamentalist.
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12 Introduction

The researchers added that “the most troubling finding in the survey” was
that American faculty “feel less positively about Evangelicals than about any
other religious group.” The survey responses showed that evangelical faculty
were perceived as few to nonexistent, that Muslims were much more likely to
find support when advocating their religious beliefs on the American political
scene, and that tolerance, though regarded as a virtue when applied to other
religious groups, was regarded as inappropriate when applied to evangelical
Christians. According to the researchers, these findings raise “serious concerns
about how Evangelical Christian faculty and students are treated or feel they
are treated on campus.”?

This bias against evangelical Christian students might give some a reason
to wring their hands. We see it as an opportunity. Indeed, on many college
campuses, this can be turned to evangelicals’ advantage. After all, Christians
are called to defend their faith (1 Pet. 3:15). And in defending the faith, we have
the opportunity to share it. Unfortunately, many of our churches have failed
to prepare their young people for the task. As a result, many Christians are
unaware that philosophy, science, and history all provide abundant evidence
that the Christian God exists and that he has powerfully revealed himself to
humanity in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.

This book contains fifty articles written by leading scholars and scientists.
They give scientific arguments that reveal how the universe and life itself are
the products of a Designer of immense intelligence and power. They give
philosophical arguments that reveal the goodness, transcendence, and eternity
of the Designer. They give historical arguments that reveal how the Designer
visited earth in Jesus of Nazareth two thousand years ago. (It’s no accident
that before embarking on his ministry, Jesus made his living as a designer,
specifically, as a carpenter.)

Additional articles in this book address questions such as why an all-good
and all-powerful God has allowed evil and suffering and whether Jesus is the
only way to God. Still more articles may be found in a number of languages at
http://www.4truth.net. This book is not intended as a comprehensive defense
of the Christian faith but as a springboard into the exciting and fruitful field
of Christian apologetics. Christian students who must deal with iconoclasts
like Ehrman will find much in these pages to refresh their souls and satisfy
their minds.
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The Question of Philosophy
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The Cosmological Argument

Davip BEck

The term “cosmological argument” (hereafter CA) refers to a whole cluster
of arguments or patterns of thinking, all of which draw the common con-
clusion that God is real based on observations that things we see around us
cannot exist unless something or someone else makes them exist. Diamonds,
dandelions, dromedaries, and davebecks: none of them can exist apart from
a whole range of surrounding factors and causes. This argument says that we
must think of God as the originating cause, or the initiating source of things
and events, because there cannot be an infinite series of things that make the
things around us exist.

Arguments like this seem to be present in every culture and religion. Ancient
Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle developed it into clear form. Chris-
tian, Jewish, and Islamic traditions all know it. It can be found in African,
Buddhist, and Hindu expressions as well.

Within Western traditions, the best known version is the brief statement
of Thomas Aquinas found in chapter 15 of the Summa contra gentiles. Here
he says, “We see things in the world that can exist and can also not exist.
Now everything that can exist has a cause. But one cannot go on ad infinitum
in causes. . . . Therefore one must posit something the existing of which is
necessary.”!

As I see it, there are three basic steps in this argument.

15
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16 The Question of Philosophy

Step 1: What We Observe and Experience in Our Universe Is Contingent

Note that this is an observation about the things we actually see and know in
the real world around us. It is not intended to be about everything in the uni-
verse, only what we have actually experienced. The key word in this sentence
is “contingent.” In this context, this means that something owes its existence
to something else; it does not exist by itself. It needs a cause. And everything
we know anything about is contingent.

So the universe consists of series and networks of causes, which are in turn
connected into whole systems of causes. That is, @ is caused by b, but only
as b is caused by ¢, and so on. Everything we know exists and functions only
as it is caused by other factors in its causal chain. We know of nothing that
spontaneously initiates its own causal activity. (Note that nothing here turns
on our having to know about everything. Even if something did turn out to
spontaneously initiate, it would have no effect on CA.)

Step 2: A Network of Causally Dependent Contingent Things
Cannot Be Infinite

The idea here is that regardless of how complex and interconnected it might
be the series or system of causally related contingent things cannot be infi-
nite. Thomas uses the illustration of a hand moving a stick, which in turn is
moving a ball. Perhaps the most frequently used picture in recent discussions
is the train.

Imagine you are seeing for the first time a train moving past you. Baffled,
you wonder what is causing the boxcar to move. You come to realize that it
is being pulled by another boxcar in front of it, and so on, down the tracks
beyond your view.

This picture allows us to visualize the various atheist scenarios, so com-
monly heard in our society, that attempt to describe how it is that things exist
in our universe. “The cosmos is a great circle of life,” we are told. But if we
were to connect the boxcars all the way around the universe in a circle until
the last one hooks up to the first, that will still not explain the motion of
even the first boxcar, let alone any of the others. If contingent things cause
each other to exist in a circle, there is still nothing to initiate the casual pro-
cess. The atheist offers perhaps a more promising scenario: “The cosmos is
an intricately evolved ecosystem in which everything is related causally to
everything else.” So boxcars clutter the universe in an unimaginably complex
system of railroading such that in some way every boxcar is coupled to every
other one and therefore every boxcar is pulling that first one. Still, we have
no accounting for the motion of that first boxcar. Likewise, the notion of an
evolving ecosystem does not account for the existence of any actual thing
In our universe.
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The Cosmological Argument 17

It is always tempting, of course, to say that it is enough to know that each
boxcar is being pulled by the boxcar in front of it. In one sense it is clearly true
that boxcar a is pulled by boxcar b. But b can pull @ only because c is pulling
b at the same time. The pulling action of b is transferred from c. And so it
is also true that a is being pulled by c. The same is true, of course, about d,
and about e, and so on. In practice, it is enough to know that AIDS is caused
by HIV, but it is sometimes important and always possible to keep asking the
questions if we really want to understand our reality.

One last option suggests itself. Suppose that there are just infinite boxcars
or, as the atheist might say, “The intricacy of the universe is lost in infinite
complexity.” But infinite boxcars, no matter how complex their arrangement,
still leave unexplained why our first boxcar is moving and hence why any of
them are. Letting the questions of cause go to infinity fails to explain anything
at all.

Step 3: A Network of Causally Dependent Contingent Things
Must Be Finite

This last idea simply draws the obvious conclusion from step 2. If the network
cannot be infinite, then it must be finite. No other option remains, unless
one wanted to argue that nothing actually exists. But that is not a rational
option.

Conclusion: There Must Be a First Cause in the Network
of Contingent Causes

If the causal sequence is finite then by definition there must be a first cause. This
concept of “first cause” obviously contains two ideas. If it is the first cause then
it neither requires nor has a cause of itself. First is first! So it is fundamentally
different from every other cause in the series. It depends on, is limited by, or
exists because of absolutely nothing else. It truly initiates causality.

On the other hand, to say of the conclusion that it is the first cause is to
define its relation to everything else in the network: it is the cause of all of
them. It initiates all of the causal activity without negating the fact that each
subsequent cause is itself a cause of the following one in the series.

To switch back to our train analogy, the only explanation for the moving
boxcars is that somewhere there is a locomotive with the capacity to pull the
entire train. The notion of “first cause” is richer than it might at first appear. It
is always the case that there are two correct answers to the question of what is
causing the existence of something. The immediate cause or causes as well as
the first cause are equally correct answers. Both the locomotive and the boxcar
in front of boxcar a, namely b, are the cause of the motion of b.
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18 The Question of Philosophy

Some Objections

Atheists typically bring four kinds of objections to this argument. The first
and certainly the most frequent criticism of CA is the “It’s not God” objec-
tion. What the conclusion delivers is only a vague and undefined first cause:
an initiating source of the universe. This may just be the Big Bang, elementary
particles, energy state, or even an original vacuum. In any case, the conclusion
does not deliver an infinite creator God who is personal and relational.

In response we could vote that what CA does give us, after all, is a first
and uncaused cause. This is already enough to defeat atheistic naturalism,
which holds that the universe is a complex causal system existing on its own,
purely by chance, without any external source, and consisting of only natural
and finite components. The argument demonstrates that there is at least one
non-contingent component.

On the other hand, if the objection is that the conclusion is too “small,”
that God is so much more, then we should just agree. It certainly tells us only
a little about God. Those who use this objection often seem to suppose that
unless we know everything about God then we do not know anything. This
is obviously false. We know much about many things without knowing every-
thing about any of them.

A second objection is the “Infinite series are possible” claim. CA depends
on a denial of an infinite series of causes. Yet the sequence of cardinal num-
bers, as we all learned in elementary school, is infinite. Since we can assign
a cardinal number to each member of a causal sequence, we then have an
infinite sequence of causes.

This objection overlooks the specifics of the network of causes in CA. It
has four critical characteristics:

—_

. It is a system, an interconnected network of causes and effects

. Each cause is contingent; each one itself needs a cause

3. The dependency in the Aristotelian/Thomistic CA is concurrent not
chronological; it refers to concurrent dependency relations (think of
the moving train analogy!) within a system of causes

4. The specific relation to which the general CA refers is the causing of

existence itself

[\

The key point in CA is that there cannot be an infinite series of causes
with all four of the above characteristics. This is not to say that there could
not be infinite series of other kinds, including some very similar ones, such as
chronological sequences of causes in time (such as a series of parent/child rela-
tionships). However, there cannot be an infinite series of contingent things.

A third typical objection is the “We do not know about the whole universe”
contention. We have no way of knowing that everything is contingent. The
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The Cosmological Argument 19

simplest way to answer this is to admit that it is true. Obviously we do not
know about everything in the universe. However, the conclusion holds regard-
less. What the argument shows is that if there is something that is contingent,
then there must be something that is not.

Initially this might seem to leave the possibility of multiple gods. Granted,
CA by itself does not eliminate that option. However, as Aquinas learned
from Aristotle (and as Parmenides understood much earlier), there can only
be a single uncaused or infinite being. A second infinite being would have to
be different from the first in some way, but one infinite being cannot be either
more or less than another. We all learned early on that infinity minus or plus
anything is still infinity. So there can only be one infinite being.

A fourth objection is the “What caused God?” counter. If the universe
is a network of causes and effects, then you cannot arbitrarily stop at some
point and just call it “God.” This, however, simply misses the whole point of
the argument. The CA shows that a series of contingents must be finite: it
must eventually lead to a non-contingent. It would be nonsense to ask what
causes this first uncaused cause. So this objection simply fails to understand
the argument.

In conclusion, it is worth pointing out two things. First, this is of course
a very brief and overly simplified discussion of an argument with a long and
diverse history, about which many books have already been written. This has
hardly done it justice. Second, this argument opens up a wealth of additional
conclusions that follow from the concept of non-contingency. Together, they
round out a much fuller concept of God not apparent in the simple CA itself.
Both of these points encourage a fuller study of CA. But what this argument
does show is that we cannot make sense of the universe, the reality in which
we live, apart from there being a real God.
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