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Editor ȭs Note 
 
The following consists of work penned by multiple authors.  While proof-reading has 

been done, it was decided at an early stage that each section would be independent of the 

others in terms of style and presentation.  To that end, readers will notice that some au-

thors have used footnotes while others have put their sources in parentheses at the end of 

a quotation.  Furthermore, some may list full bibliographical information in a citation 

whereas others may abbreviate their citation. We have decided not to ñstandardizeò these 

across the entire book, so as to keep more of the original style and authorial voice intact. 

 

With some limited variance, the order in which the authors submitted material was: Steve 

Hays followed by Jason Engwer, then Patrick Chan, concluding with Paul Manata.  

While each writer penned his section on his own, later writers were able to have read 

some of the early drafts penned by previous writers, so there are a few references within 

this volume to other authors of this work. 

 

Finally, many sources cited in this work consist of internet URLs.  I have personally veri-

fied that each of these links is working as of July 18, 2010. 

 

With that, it is my pleasure to present The Infidel Delusion. 

 

ð Peter Pike 
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Introductions  
 

Steve Hays 
 
A. Raising the Bar 
 

This is a review of The Christian Delusion,
1
 edited by John Loftus. According to Michael 

Martin, who wrote a blurb for this book, ñJohn Loftus and his distinguished colleagues 

have produced arguably the best critique of the Christian faith the world has ever 

known.ò 

 

Well, in that event, if The Christian Delusion turns out to be just another white elephant 

in the overcrowded zoo of militant atheism, then thatôs a vindication of the Christian 

faith. 

 

B. Who Cares? 

 

According to James McGrath, who wrote a blurb for The Christian Delusion: ñChristians 

who wish to critically examine and reflect on their beliefs will benefit from the outsider 

perspectives offered here. I join with its authors in encouraging you to dare to doubt. If 

you follow that courageous path, you may at times draw the wrong conclusions. If you do 

not, you will certainly be wrong at least as often.ò 

 

But does that really makes sense?  

 

i) To begin with, courage is only a virtue if there are moral absolutes. Yet the contributor 

to The Christian Delusion who wrote the chapter on secular ethics denies moral realism. 

And other contributors also subscribe to moral relativism orïwhich comes to the same 

thingïcultural relativism.  

 

So, in that case, why be courageous? If thereôs no such thing as objective morality, then 

thereôs no moral duty to be courageousïor epistemic duty to avoid wrong conclusions. 

 

ii) Likewise, from an atheistic standpoint, what does it matter if you draw the right con-

clusions or the wrong conclusions? Suppose, for the sake of argument, that atheism is 

true. There is no heaven or hell. This is it. 

 

In the mortuary lie two corpses: the corpse of Billy Graham and the corpse of Hector 

Avalos. Suppose the clinical pathologist removes the brain of each decedent, and puts 

each brain in separate jars of formaldehyde. 

 

                                                 
1
 J. Loftus, ed. The Christian Delusion (Prometheus Books 2010). 
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In one jar floats the brain of Hector Avalos. The necrotic brain of a man with a doctorate 

from Harvard. In the other jar floats the brain of Billy Graham. The necrotic brain of a 

Christian evangelist. 

 

In one jar floats the brain of an atheist, in the other jar the brain of an evangelist. You 

canôt tell which is which by looking at the jars. If the jars were switched or mislabeled, 

you couldnôt tell the Christian brain from the atheist brain. 

 

If you dissected the atheist brain, you couldnôt tell that it belonged to an atheist. If you 

dissected the Christian brain, you couldnôt tell that it belonged to a Christian. 

 

From a secular perspective, the atheist brain drew the right conclusions while the Chris-

tian brain drew the wrong conclusions. When it was still alive, the brain of Hector Avalos 

disapproved of what Billy Grahamôs brain believed.  

 

So there you have itïa dead disapproving brain! My dead brain is better than your dead 

brain! (On second thought, I guess a dead brain canôt disapprove of anything anymore.)  

 

Okay, so tell me why I should care which is which? Someday that will be your brain or 

my brain floating in the formaldehyde. What difference does it make if your dead brain 

drew the right conclusions while my dead brain drew the wrong conclusions? What dif-

ference does it make if your brain disapproved of my brain? At that point it makes no dif-

ference to either one of us.  

 

Perhaps youôd say that while it makes no difference after weôre dead, it makes a big dif-

ference while weôre alive. And what difference would that be? 

 

For one thing, how I think the trip will end certainly affects my capacity to enjoy the trip. 

Given a choice, itôs better to end well even if I begin badly, than to end badly even if I 

begin well. 

 

Suppose I win a free ticket to a tropical resort. There I will be treated to every sensuous 

pleasure. But suppose I have a premonition. Suppose I know that at the end of my vaca-

tion Iôll be kidnapped, imprisoned, and tortured for months on end.  

 

Wouldnôt that ominous presentiment spoil the anticipation of the whole vacation? How 

could I enjoy the tropical resort with that foreboding finale in view?  

 

If, as a good little atheist, I know that when I die Iôll just be a dead brain floating in for-

maldehyde, then that does, indeed, make a difference to my outlook in life. A depressing 

difference.  

 

Do I think thatôs a reason to be a Christian? No.  

 

It is, however, a reason to appreciate the fundamental asymmetry between the truth-

claims of Christianity and atheism. Itôs a reason not to wax noble about the ñcourageò to 
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be an atheist. 

 

And itôs a reason not to go down that road in the first place. Not to take that fork in the 

road. For, by definition, atheism is a wrong turn. Even if atheism were ñright,ò it is still a 

wrong turn.  

 

Atheism is not a viable option. If youôre a seeker or a doubter, donôt waste your time on 

atheism. Rather, explore the other option which, if true, offers you more than a brain in a 

jarïalongside rows of other dead brainsïneatly labeled and arranged on the dusty shelves 

of a steel cabinet in a storage room. 

 

When atheists write books like The Christian Delusion, that very exercise illustrates the 

folly of atheism. Their incorrigible intellectual obtusity.  

 

C. Weôre Review 

 

In the introduction, Loftus tells us that ñRichard Carrier did a yeomenôs job with peer-

reviewed comments on each one of the chapters, which has made this a better bookò (17). 

 

ñPeer reviewedò? Thatôs a pretty self-serving definition of peer review. Considering the 

fact that Carrier is a militant apostate and co-contributor to The Christian Delusion, heôs 

hardly an impartial referee. Rather, this is making a team member the umpire. It comes as 

no surprise, then, that Carrier always calls the ball in favor of his own teammates. Loftus 

has redefined ñpeer reviewò as ñweôre reviewòïwe review each other! 

 

D. Credentials 

 

i) The Christian Delusion makes a point of highlighting which contributors have docto-

rates. And it does the same thing with the blurbs. 

 

This suggests the importance which it assigns to academic credentials. Yet, not all of the 

contributors have doctorates (Babinski, Loftus, Tobin).  

 

If the point of highlighting advanced degrees is to show that a contributor is qualified to 

speak to the issue, then does the lack of such credentials mean a contributor is not quali-

fied to speak to the issue? 

 

ii) On a related note, not all of the contributors are writing within their field of expertise. 

For example, Avalos has a chapter entitled ñYahweh is a Moral Monster.ò However, 

Avalos doesnôt have a doctorate in ethics or bioethics.  

 

Likewise, Avalos has a chapter on ñAtheism Was Not the Cause of the Holocaust.ò How-

ever, Avalos doesnôt have a doctorate in modern European history. 

 

Likewise, Jason Long has a chapter on ñThe Malleability of the Human Mind.ò However, 

Long doesnôt have a doctorate in neurology.  
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So, once again, are relevant academic credentials important or unimportant?  

 

E. Standards 

 

The natural audience for The Christian Delusion consists of like-minded atheists. How-

ever, a number of folks who wrote blurbs for the book say Christians have a duty to read 

it as well. For instance, Allison says ñDefenders of the faith will do believer and unbe-

liever alike a disservice if they do not rise to the challenge and wrestle with the thought-

provoking arguments of Loftus and company.ò 

 

And Knopp says, ñin this book he has prepared a buffet with other notable atheistic chefs 

that óhonest Christiansô dare not ignore. Many will simply refuse the menu because of its 

perceived poisonous entrées. But Christians need to chew on what these cooks are serv-

ing, even though much may be hard to swallow or difficult to digest.ò 

 

If, however, The Christian Delusion is directed at believers as well as unbelievers, then 

the contributors canôt simply take their own methods and assumptions for granted. They 

canôt treat their own social mores as the default position. They canôt treat secular moral 

realism as the default position. They canôt treat methodological naturalism as the default 

position. And so on.  

 

If  the contributors are attempting to persuade Christians to abandon their faith, then the 

contributors must justify their operating assumptions. Otherwise, the whole exercise is 

question-begging and unconvincing from the get-go. 
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 Jason Engwer 

We live in a complicated universe. No worldview has an easy answer for every question. 

There are advantages to complexity, though. The depth of human relationships makes life 

more enjoyable in some ways, but more difficult in other ways. The complexities of lan-

guage are an advantage in some contexts and a disadvantage in others. Life involves a lot 

of tradeoffs. One thing is gained at the expense of something else. Any belief system can 

be made to look bad by inordinately focusing on some elements of it while neglecting 

others.  

 

To put The Christian Delusion in perspective, think about what issues the book does and 

doesnôt address. Much of what youôd expect such a book to cover is there: the problem of 

evil, the alleged gullibility of ancient people, supposed errors in the Bible, etc. But what 

isnôt there? And does the book adequately deal with what it does address? 

 

When the Biblical documents argue for the Divine origin of Judaism, then Christianity, 

they do so largely on the basis of prophecy. Biblical authors and many of the most prom-

inent figures in Biblical history are referred to as prophets, and the New Testament has 

much to say about fulfillment. When twenty-first-century critics write a book against 

Christianity thatôs more than four hundred pages long, with chapters focusing on topics 

like the malleability of the human mind and atheismôs role in the Holocaust, how much 

do they say about prophecy? Not much. Thereôs one chapter that focuses on a small por-

tion of Biblical prophecy, arguing that Jesus was a failed apocalyptic prophet, but thereôs 

little coverage of the subject elsewhere. And the best Christian arguments for fulfilled 

prophecy are ignored. 

 

The Biblical documents also have much to say about the reliability of historical testimony 

and the evidence of eyewitness testimony in particular. The highest church office, that of 

apostle, required its holders to be eyewitnesses, and the most prominent churches in early 

post-apostolic history were ones that had been in close contact with at least one of the 

apostles. In the late first century, First Clement 63 refers to old Christians who had been 

in the Christian communities of that day since youth, a reminder of the presence of wit-

nesses who could have observed the sort of corruptions in early Christianity that the au-

thors of The Christian Delusion allege. Polycarp, at least a contemporary of the apostles 

and probably one of their close disciples, lived into the second half of the second century. 

Likewise, early Jewish and Gentile opponents of Christianity, especially Jewish oppo-

nents, would have passed on information about the religion from generation to genera-

tion. Itôs not as though the enemies of Christianity would have waited until the second 

century or later to start coming up with arguments to use against the religion. Nor would 

we expect widespread memory losses or widespread apathy about the claims Christians 

were making among the early enemies of Christianity. Likewise, docetists would have 

had an interest in noting if Jesus never even seemed to exist on earth, early heretical 

groups who opposed Paul would have had an interest in noting that several of the letters 

attributed to him didnôt arise until after his death, etc. 
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Are the historical claims made by the authors of The Christian Delusion evidenced in the 

historical record in the manner we would expect? For example, Richard Carrier argues 

that the gospel of Mark was written in a non-historical genre (303). Do the early Christian 

and non-Christian sources interpret the document in that manner? Or when John Loftus 

suggests that a false date for Jesusô second coming was a prominent teaching of Jesus and 

His earliest followers, do the early enemies of Christianity seem to be aware of such a 

falsification of the religion? 

 

What we find, again and again, is that the extra-Biblical and early post-Biblical evidence 

is largely contrary to the theories put forward by the authors of The Christian Delusion, 

and such evidence is frequently neglected by those authors. When they argue against a 

traditional authorship attribution of a Biblical book or argue for an alternative interpreta-

tion of what the New Testament says about Jesusô resurrection, for example, they do so 

with highly speculative theories that neglect or even entirely ignore large strands of rele-

vant data. 

 

The authors of The Christian Delusion are aware of the significance of the evidence Iôm 

referring to. They sometimes appeal to it themselves, though not enough and in a mislea-

dingly selective way. John Loftus cites the eschatological beliefs of post-apostolic Chris-

tians in support of his own reading of the Bible, for example (335). He even appeals to 

sources as late as Lactantius and some information about the Montanists preserved by 

Epiphanius. Paul Tobin, like other critics of Lukeôs census, appeals to sources who wrote 

around a century or more after the purported event (163). Richard Carrier refers to the 

significance of what non-Christian sources thought of Christianity, but he doesnôt say 

much beyond telling us that he wants sources ñobserving the originating events of the 

Christian religionò (297). The Christian Delusion doesnôt show much interest in some of 

the most significant evidence we have. You wonôt find much consideration of the patris-

tic evidence or the arguments of Christianityôs early opponents. 

 

It could be argued that we canôt trust sources like the church fathers and the early oppo-

nents of Christianity, since ancient people were so ignorant and undiscerning. That sort of 

objection based on the alleged gullibility of ancient sources is common in skeptical cir-

cles, and itôs a prominent part of The Christian Delusion. John Loftus tells us that Chris-

tianity comes from ñan ancient superstitious peopleò (86). Paul Tobin dismisses the pur-

ported witnesses of the resurrection as ña few ill-educated, first-century Galilean pea-

santsò (172). Robert Price refers to ñancient credulityò (279-280). 

 

Iôve had many discussions about this issue with the editor of The Christian Delusion, 

John Loftus.
2
  Iôve directed him to Glenn Millerôs treatment of this subject.

3
  Iôve pointed 

out that a witness to an empty tomb, for example, could be ignorant of modern chemistry 

or superstitious in some of his beliefs on other subjects, yet be credible in what he reports 

about that tomb. Modern law courts donôt dismiss the testimony of a witness to a murder 

just because heôs illiterate, carries a good luck charm in his pocket, or believes in horos-

copes. Yet, neither John Loftusô material in The Christian Delusion nor the material of 

                                                 
2
 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/07/were-ancient-people-gullible-enough-to.html 

3
 http://www.christian-thinktank.com/mqfx.html 

http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/07/were-ancient-people-gullible-enough-to.html
http://www.christian-thinktank.com/mqfx.html
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the other contributors makes much of an effort to interact with Christian counterargu-

ments concerning the alleged gullibility of ancient people. You wonôt find a detailed inte-

raction with something like Glenn Millerôs article on the subject or Richard Bauckhamôs 

material on eyewitness testimony. 

 

Something you will find, however, is frequent appeal to scholarly majorities on issues 

like Biblical authorship (154, 166, 302). Yet, the contributors to the book sometimes dis-

agree with scholarly majorities. Some of the contributors are even supportive of the view 

that Jesus didnôt exist, a position rejected by the vast majority of modern scholarship. 

John Loftus, in the process of discussing Biblical eschatology, gives an example of how 

modern scholarship can change significantly even within a short period of time (322-

323). The authors of The Christian Delusion often appeal to scholarly majorities without 

giving their readers much reason to agree with the majority and without interacting much, 

if at all, with the minority. And much of that majority scholarship relies on the sort of 

highly speculative theorizing I described above, in which a lot of the relevant evidence is 

neglected. 

 

At some points in my reading of John Loftusô introduction to the book, I thought to my-

self, ñHe sounds like a Roman Catholic.ò The book frequently criticizes the Bible for be-

ing unclear, and itôs often suggested that we canôt reliably discern what scripture means 

(17-19, 52, 378). Everything from pro-homosexual to Nazi interpretations of the Bible 

are cited, and itôs often suggested that we canôt reach a reliable conclusion about which 

interpretation is correct and which isnôt. Yet, the authors of The Christian Delusion often 

tell us what scripture means and why itôs supposedly wrong. They sometimes refer to 

scripture (and other sources) as clear even on disputed points, if whatôs supposedly clear 

is something they want to criticize. For example, while discussing Biblical and extra-

Biblical sources related to the census of Luke 2, Paul Tobin uses terms like ñclincherò, 

ñunassailableò, ñinescapableò, and ñinsurmountableò (161, 163), even to describe inter-

pretations that are disputed. John Loftus approvingly cites Paul Copanôs comments about 

what scripture ñclearlyò says on a disputed matter, and he then comments that Copan is 

ñsurelyò right (246). Loftusô argument in chapter 12 depends on his own interpretation of 

the eschatology of the gospels, which he acknowledges to be a disputed issue (333). 

 

It would have been helpful if we had been told up front about the rejection of objective 

moral standards by contributors like Hector Avalos and David Eller rather than hearing of 

it so late in the book (232, 358). That way, the frequent moral pronouncements we get 

from the bookôs contributors could have been held in better perspective. 

 

Iôll have more to say about these and other issues as my review of the book unfolds. 

These introductory comments are just an outline of why I consider the book a failure. 

 

There is a lot thatôs good about the book, though. I disagree with some of the decisions 

about what topics to cover and to what extent to cover them, but most of the topic selec-

tion makes sense. I think animal suffering is a significant issue thatôs often neglected, for 

example. The book is generally well-written, and I didnôt notice many typographical, 

spelling, or grammatical errors. A lot of the criticism of modern and past Christians is 
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warranted. Contributors like David Eller and Valerie Tarico are correct in noting the cul-

tural and shallow nature of many peopleôs alleged commitment to Christianity. Thereôs a 

lot of valuable information in the book, like Richard Carrierôs material on the history of 

science, in spite of the presence of other content thatôs not helpful. 
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Paul Manata 
 

On his blog, Richard Carrier noted that the fifteen chapters that combine to make The 

Christian Delusion are ñsufficient to establish that Christianity is a delusion.ò However, 

one of Dr. Carrierôs co-authors, David Eller, tells us that there is ñno such thing as Chris-

tianity, only Christianitiesò (26). The editor of the book agrees (196); both of them think 

there are thousands of Christianities. So the book Carrier lauds on his blog states that 

there is no such thing as Christianity, and since Carrier thinks fifteen chapters sufficient 

to show that thousands of Christianities are a delusion, we might want to think twice 

about the proper functioning of Carrierôs inductively aimed cognitive faculties.  

 

Apart from this hiccup, Carrier is likewise wrong about his claim. Why Carrier would 

think a load of self-refuting chapters, exercises in confirmation bias, and childish snicker-

ing and giggling is sufficient to refute Christianity is beyond me. Beyond that, the last 

two chapters have no bearing on whether Christianity is a delusion. Christianityôs sane 

status is logically consistent with these claims: (1) Atheism is not the cause of the holo-

caust and (2) Christianity is not responsible for the rise of modern science. When you add 

the chapters that argue that Christianity is false because God didnôt make chocolate milk 

oceans with soil made from Oreo cookie crumbs (obviously, the beach is made of Nilla 

Wafers, not Oreos) (ch.9), chapters that argue for alethic and epistemic relativism and 

social constructionism (chs. 1-4), chapters that argue that we donôt know what the Bible 

means (chs. 6, 7) conjoined with chapters that tell us what the Bible means (chs. 5, 6, 7, 

8, 10, 11, and 12), and chapters that affirm moral relativism (chs. 8, 13) combined with 

chapters that feign moral outrage at the Bible (ch. 8, 9, 14), then you have something suf-

ficient to show that youôre stuck in a delusion: The Infidel Delusion. 

 

Reviewing this book was hard because it was so bad. At times I just wanted to stop and 

relieve myself with bamboo shoots under my finger nails. I guess ñreviewò isnôt really 

correct. My contribution to this joint ñreviewò is more critical. I donôt just disagree with 

the authors and point out what relevant information they have ignored, but I get into some 

lengthy polemics too. I spend the most time on chapters 1 - 4, since my co-reviewers left 

me the most to pick up on in these chapters. I did not review chapters 10 and 11 because 

there were hardly any scraps left and my co-reviewers are far more competent than I am 

in those areas. 

 

The best part of The Christian Delusion was that it pointed out that Christians have com-

promised and confused their unique religion with passing fads of culture. (Of course, 

Christians have made these criticisms too, and they have been making them longer and in 

a stronger form.) The worst parts were those parts meant to be substantive. These were 

some of the most poorly argued material I have ever seen. I know with a high degree of 

probability that the atheists who blurbed this book, like Michael Martin and Graham Op-

py, did not read it. If they did, thatôs embarrassing for them. Most of the time, and at cru-

cial moments, arguments were not given, the reader was merely given a footnote refuta-

tion (assert and then send someone elsewhere to go look it up). Also, the authors did not 

engage the best representatives or arguments the other side could give, showing that the 

book is an exercise in confirmation bias. Skeptics were unquestioningly appealed to, hav-
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ing a ñthus-sayethò kind of authority. Free thinkers and skeptics ought not like this exer-

cise in dogmatic pulpit pounding. 

 

That this lengthy review of ours destroys The Christian Delusion can be demonstrated by 

looking at another claim Carrier made on his blog. Of the argument in chapter 4, John 

Loftusôs ñThe Outsider Test for Faith Revisited,ò Carrier says: ñItôs the lynch pin of the 

whole book, the fulcrum on which every other chapter does Christianity inò [sic] 

(http://richardcarrier.blogspot.com/2010/04/christian-delusion.html). Since Carrier says 

this, and Iôm sure humble John Loftus doesnôt disagree, and since our book review lays 

waste to his ñoutsider test for faith,ò Carrier must say that we have laid waste to the entire 

book. 

 

At the end of the day, The Christian Delusion is not a worry for the Christian. It is a pa-

per tiger. Its authors stand on the mountain top, beating their chests and waving their 

swords in victory. They fail to realize that the battle is going on down in the valley below 

them and their sword is made of tinfoil . If you are looking for a serious critique of the 

Christian faith, The Christian Delusion is not the place to go. However, it is a good book 

for Christian fathers to use if they need lightweight material to teach their fifth-graders 

how to do apologetics. Of course this may offend the authors of the book. If so, they 

might want to think twice about (a) writing a book where believers are called idiots and 

foolish and dumb, and their God is called ñstupid,ò and (b) writing a book with such 

weak and self-refuting content as is found in The Christian Delusion.  

 

 

  

http://richardcarrier.blogspot.com/2010/04/christian-delusion.html
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A Review of Chapter One  
Steve Hays 
 

I. Self-Refuting Cultural Relativism 

 

1.In chap. 1, Eller says, ñOne of the great mysteries is why, despite the best arguments 

against it, religion survives. After all, every argument in support of religion has been 

shown to be inconclusive or demonstrably false, yet religion persistséò (25).  

 

Nothing like a topic sentence that blatantly begs the question. But wasnôt The Christian 

Delusion supposed to disprove the Christian faith?  

 

2.Eller says, ñwith the help of the missiologists, we have solved the mystery at the open-

ing of this chapteréò (44). 

 

Since the mystery assumes what he needs to prove, thatôs a solution to a pseudoproblem. 

 

ñChristians are not easily reasoned out of religion since they are not usually reasoned into 

itéthey are not so much indoctrinated as enculturatedéLike a pair of glasses, humans 

see with culture, but they do not usually see cultureò (44). 

 

But, of course, that solution, if valid, is a universal solvent which dissolves atheism as 

well as theism. For unbelievers are just as subject to the forces of social conditioning as 

believers.  

 

Eller forgot to wear rubber gloves when he tried to pour acid on the Christian faith. As a 

result, he himself is now smarting from third-degree burns. 



 

The Infidel Delusion Page | 13 

 Jason Engwer 

A Christian can agree with David Eller that culture has highly influenced Christianity and 

that Christianity has highly influenced culture. The disagreement is over the degree of 

influence. Is Eller right to claim that Christianity is ñjustò a cultural phenomenon (26)? 

 

He makes that assertion, but he doesnôt demonstrate it. Yet, he tells us that heôll ñshowò it 

(26). Judged by the objective he sets for his own chapter, he fails. Itôs not as though his 

chapter demonstrates the falsity and strictly cultural nature of belief in prophecy fulfill-

ment, Jesusô resurrection, and other evidence Christians cite to argue for the Divine ori-

gin of their religion. 

 

But Eller is right in much of what he says along the way. Since culture was initiated 

through Godôs creation of the first humans and the characteristics He gave them and their 

surrounding universe, and since culture has been molded along the way by His revelation 

and His activity in history, for example, we would expect Christianity to be highly inte-

grated with culture. From a Christian perspective, God often works through natural 

means, means that are part of the nature He created. But itôs not as though Eller has prov-

en that every convert to Christianity who claims to have been influenced by a vision, a 

supernatural dream, a Divine orchestration of circumstances, or some other supernatural 

process is mistaken. Eller set the goal for his chapter too high, and thatôs his fault. 

 

Ellerôs claim that Christianity makes ñno sense at allò to outsiders (29) is vague. Surely 

he isnôt claiming that Christians and non-Christians have nothing in common. And since 

Christianity claims to have a revelation from God that involves specific historical indi-

viduals, specific commandments given by God, etc., we wouldnôt expect people unfami-

liar with that revelation or unconvinced by the evidence for it to agree with all of the spe-

cifics involved. If you arrive at such specifics by means of accepting a particular view of 

Divine revelation, then why expect people who havenôt accepted that view to agree with 

its contents? 

 

I think itôs significant that while Eller rightly notes such a high degree of Christian influ-

ence on Western society and the United States in particular (33), John Loftus highlights 

the religious pluralism of modern America (90), and Hector Avalos highlights the Westôs 

secularism (219). Such notions can be compatible with each other, but comments like 

those of Loftus and Avalos should be taken with Ellerôs qualification in mind. There has 

been some pluralizing and secularizing of Western cultures in modern times, but thereôs 

still been, and is, a large Christian influence. 

 

Ellerôs claim that the December 25 date for celebrating Jesusô birth ñwas borrowed from 

previous religions like Mithraismò (40-41) is dubious.
4
  He goes on to say that thereôs no 

basis for December 25 in scripture (41), but why would there need to be? 

  

                                                 
4
 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/12/december-25-and-paganism.html 

http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/12/december-25-and-paganism.html
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Paul Manata 
 

In what hindsight might declare to be an embarrassing gaffe, David Eller opens up a book 

purporting to show ñThe Christian Delusionò with the claim that there is ñno such thing 

as Christianity but rather Christianitiesò (26). Of course, the book represents itself as 

showing that Christianity as such is a delusion, and this in fifteen chapters. Apparently 

there are some essential beliefs various Christians hold to such that there can be some-

thing like the Christian delusion. If not, then I dare say fifteen chapters is nowhere near 

the inductive accumulation needed to show that all these thousands of ñChristianitiesò are 

deluded. But surely the retort is, ñThe belief that there is anything like Christianity (sin-

gular) is one of the delusions; for you see, there are only Christianities (plural).ò In that 

case, perhaps I should take a seat and politely whistle until the authors get around to 

showing that my Christianity is deluded.  

 

No doubt this would be considered rude and the authors of the book would feel slighted. 

They might say, ñWhy, the Resurrection was critiqued and Jesusô life was shown to be 

best classified as myth. And you see, you just canôt be considered a good card-carrying 

Christian if you donôt hold these beliefs.ò It is rather like pointing out that though there 

are many ducks (plural) on the pond, there is something that unites them such that we can 

classify them all as instances of duck (singular) and distinguish them from, say, the fish 

swimming in the pond. So there turns out to be such a thing a Christianity after all. I 

mean, surely the authors would cry foul if I said that nothing in their book showed that 

Christianity is a delusion for I hold no belief that was addressed in the book. I could 

claim Christianity is the various beliefs about my local town, like the best fishing holes or 

the best place for happy hour, for instance. No doubt that would be met with an indignant 

David Eller, shouting, ñNo, no, no! Thatôs not Christianity.ò Setting aside this slip of the 

lip, I will now offer some criticisms of Ellerôs chapter. 

 

It might be upsetting for those atheists who want to show that they can be moral and can 

provide a basis for morality without religion to learn that theyôre simply, and quite igno-

rantly, regurgitating the Christian ethos they swim in.  

 

[N]on-Christians living in Christian-dominated societies live a life permeated 

with Christian assumptions and premises. Christians and non-Christians alike are 

literally immersed in Christian cultural waters, and like fish they usually take for 

granted the water they swim in (33).  

 

According to Eller, these ñcultural watersò include everything. It ñgrounds and informs a 

particular view of realityò (29). So much for those atheists, like Richard Carrier, who, in 

the same volume, writes a chapter that Christianity is not responsible for modern science. 

If he were listening to Eller he would not have made this mistake. Eller gives us Corne-

lius Van Til on steroids. This is an admission to ñborrowed capitalò in excelsis!  

 

Yet, it is not the odd view of Christianity that Eller holds that Iôm going to comment on, 

tempting as it is (heôs been hornswoggled by some evangelicals into viewing Christianity 

in hyper-worldview terms, intimating that there are specifically Christian ways to turn 
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wrenches and pound nails). I mean, I would love to jump all over Eller for telling us that 

there is no such thing as Christianity (just Christianities) on page twenty-six, only to later 

tell us:  

 

Christianityôs disdain for the physical and bodily does not mean that Christianity 

is content to leave the body alone. Christianity, like all other religions, sets stan-

dards for how the body should be dressed, groomed, and treated.  

 

He seems to be treating Christianity as a single religion that can be identified and demar-

cated from other religions by common themes. Not only that, he apparently doesnôt think 

the Book of Genesis belongs to Christianity, for it is right from the start that God declares 

his physical creation to be good. Indeed, God gave us bodies and he will physically resur-

rect our bodies.  

 

Eller constantly confuses what some Christians have said and done with Christianity qua 

revealed religion. That some Christians have thought the Bible has set standards for 

dressing and grooming and eating is about as profound as calling atheism a religion be-

cause John Loftus lectures us for eating meat rather than tofu.  Further, Loftus tells us 

that atheism entails leftist politics, along with all of its trappings. Would Eller want to say 

that atheists canôt be argued out of their religion? Just because Loftus thinks eating a Big 

Mac is cruelðeven if he thinks his atheism entails that viewðdoes not mean that athe-

ism really does entail that view. Surely Eller can see this distinction.  

 

Now, if he wants to argue that atheism entails these views, by all means, he should do so. 

If he wants to argue that Christianity entails details on what to wear, eat, and how to vote, 

then by all means, let him do so. But let us not have this sophomoric appeal to what some 

Christians have said or done be turned into an argument that Christianity is about these 

things just because the mere fact that some Christians have said the Bible tells us, say, to 

wear certain clothing. Surely, someone like Graham Oppy does not think me impious for 

not wearing my camel hair tunic while typing this review, does he? After all, itôs at the 

cleaners.  

 

No, not even these kinds of inanities Eller has peppered through the pages of his chapter 

are the subject of my critique. Neither will I waste time interacting with Ellerôs Johnny-

come-lately indictment of ñChristianò rap, rock music, video games, mega churches, Joel 

Osteen, and consumer-driven marketing strategies for a relevant and sexy church. These 

criticisms have been around for quite some time, and in more scathing form than Eller 

could ever muster. The best criticisms have come from Christians, like David Wells, Mi-

chael Horton, Darryl Hart, Christian Smith, and Mark Noll. It has been shown by writers 

like these that much of American Christianity counts more as American than Christian. 

Eller doesnôt even engage that relevant literature. He offers nothing profound here. 

 

Where Christianity does allow variations because of culture has already been found in the 

religion itself. The Westminster Confession of Faith recognizes that,  
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there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of 

the church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by 

the light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the 

Word, which are always to be observed (1.6).  

 

Eller doesnôt even mention the concepts of adiaphora and Christian liberty let alone en-

gage them in a critical discussion. If he applied this reasoning to his own beliefs then he 

would not say that science, logic, and evidence are the ñstock in tradeò of the atheist (26). 

He would not act as if heôs pointing out something interesting, unique, and devastating 

for the Christian faith. 

 

Atheists are diverse.  They are relativists and realists; libertarians, compatibilists and illu-

sionists with respect to free will; conservatives and liberals; Dapper Dans and Steve Ur-

kles. Atheists like John Loftus can say, ñthe only thing we can and should trust is the 

sciencesò (Loftus 89), while trained atheistic scientists like Larry Zimmerman can say, ñI 

personally do reject science as a privileged way of seeing the worldò (Boghassian, Fear 

of Knowledge, Oxford, 2). Eller, an anthropologist, fails to let his readers know that many 

in the scientific community do not even consider anthropology and the other social 

sciences to be science. They lag behind the natural sciences in ñsophistication and rigorò 

and need to ñcatch upò by ñaping the methods of natural science.ò  Social scientists have 

gone so far as to wonder whether the ñmethods of natural science are not necessarily ap-

propriate for studying social phenomenaò (Okasha, Philosophy of Science: A Very Short 

Introduction, Oxford, 11, 124).  

 

Eller doesnôt mention the claims of Kuhnians, who argue that science is a social and cul-

tural activity and that what scientists see is heavily dependent on background beliefs ob-

tained from their culture or sub-culture. Eller doesnôt mention anthropologists like Jona-

than Marks who argues in his book Why I Am Not a Scientist: Anthropology and Modern 

Knowledge (University of California, 2009) that scientists often see what they want to see 

and that the peer review and test-and-check methods are nowhere near as objective as 

some naively suppose. Marks points out how politics and grant money drive scientific 

findings, causing evidence to be falsified or exaggerated. Eller fails to mention what 

atheistic sociologists have said about science and scientists: 

 

Scientists are people who work in an unusual kind of local community. This 

community is characterized by high prestige, lengthy training and initiation, noto-

riously bad fashion choices, and expensive toys. But according to sociologists, it 

is still a community in which beliefs are established and defended via local norms 

that are human creations, maintained by social interaction (Godfrey-Smith, 

Theory and Reality: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science, The University 

of Chicago, 126).  

 

For Eller to pretend his cultural claims about Christianity affect the positive epistemic 

status a Christian may have for her beliefs, while not bothering to let his readers know 

about the double-edged nature of this criticism, is simply an exercise in confirmation bi-

as. For the ñsociology of science in the latter part of the twentieth century [has] tended to 
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suggest an unusual picture of science. This is a picture in which science is controlled en-

tirely by human collective choices and social interestsò (Godfrey-Smith, 134). I would 

never think of devaluing science merely because of the wasteland of divergent beliefs 

many atheistic scientists hold to regarding the nature of science. Yet the implications of 

Ellerôs post are devastating to science, while this Christian defends science against those 

very unsettling implications. That has to sting. 

 

An unfortunate conclusion that can be inferred from the above is that Ellerôs co-writers 

must either accept the evisceration of their esteemed trust in science, or they can hide El-

ler away in the closet, ashamed of his ñcritiqueò of Christianity. Or a third option: they 

can engage in confirmation bias and laud the epistemic vice of treating opposing beliefs 

to a double standard.  

 

Everything Eller says of Christianity can be pushed back at him and his atheism. The 

contributors to The Christian Delusion worship science and adhere to a form of scien-

tism, yet Eller doesnôt apply the identical ñcritiqueò he gives Christianity to his fellow 

contributors. For some reason, Eller doesnôt claim that when atheists and scientists rec-

ognize this ñdiversity, plasticity, and relativityò pointed out above, they ñwill see little 

merit in [atheism or science] . . .ò (Eller 45). No, he exempts himself and his fellow con-

tributors from his own criticisms, like a man who looks in the mirror and forgets his own 

image. 

 

Come to think of it, there is nothing to critique in Ellerôs chapter. If he could get outside 

his bubble and his fascination with confirming his biases, heôd note that Christians, like 

my fellow reviewers, are well aware of the different beliefs Christians have. We are 

aware of heretical cults that claim to be in the same line of descent. We are aware that 

some Christians try to baptize video games. We are aware of the snake dancers and poi-

son drinkers. They exist. But their existence does nothing to determine the truth value of 

the propositions Christians confess. That Christians have made bad music and movies has 

no bearing on whether Jesus was a real, historical individual who is fully God and fully 

man, who came to earth, fulfilled the law, died, and was resurrected from the dead for the 

justification of His people. It has no bearing on whether the universe shows signs of intel-

ligent design. It has no bearing on whether the universe was caused to exist by the inten-

tion of a personal first cause. It has no bearing on whether reasoning presupposes theism. 

It has no bearing on whether God is required to ground moral truths. It has no bearing on 

whether the conjunction of naturalism and evolution is self-defeating.  That some Chris-

tians have grown up in Christian households and in a Christian culture has no bearing on 

the truth of the claims Christians make. Eller can describe how Christians have behaved 

and all the thousands of beliefs they have held all he wants, but letôs not pretend that it 

does anything to overturn the degree of warrant a Christian has for the truth of her be-

liefs. Itôs something like that which is needed to show ñthe Christian delusion.ò 
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A Review of Chapter Two  
Steve Hays 
 

II. Filtered Infidelity  

 

1.Tarico says, ñThe problem isïresearch on human cognition suggests that I am neither 

fair-minded nor reasonable. None of us are. And itôs not just a matter of sloppy thinking. 

Our brains have built-in biases that stack the odds against objectivityéOne of the strong-

est built-in mental distortions we have is called confirmation bias. Once we have a hunch 

about how things work, we seek information that fits what we already think. Itôs like our 

minds set up filtersïwith contradictory evidence stuck in gray tones on the outside and 

the confirmatory evidence flowing through in bright and shining coloréBias is our de-

fault setting, and most of the distortions happen below the level of conscious awarenessò 

(50-52). 

 

Needless to say, this generates a dilemma for the atheist: 

 

i) If, on the one hand, we are hardwired to filter out counterevidence, then that under-

mines cognitive science. For cognitive science would also be prey to confirmation bias. 

 

ii) If, on the other hand, we waive the self-referential incoherence, then confirmation bias 

cuts equally against theism and atheism.  

 

So why would this essay be included in a book critiquing the Christian faith? For this es-

say can be turned against the various contributors. Infidels are neither ñfair-mindedò nor 

ñreasonable.ò They have ñbuilt-in biasesò that ñstack the odds against objectivity.ò They 

filter out evidence that falsifies their atheism. And this operates at a subliminal level, so 

itôs uncorrectable.  

 

2.Tarico says, ñWhen we overstate our ability to know, we play into the fundamentalist 

fallacy that certainty is possibleò (55). 

 

i) And does her denial that certainty is possible play into the same fallacy? Is she certain 

that certainty is unattainable? But she canôt be certain that uncertainty is unattainable 

since, by her own admission, thatôs fallacious. 

 

ii) Her claim that certainty is unattainable is only as certain as the cognitive science 

which underwrites her claim. But if certainty is unattainable, then cognitive science is 

uncertain, in which case she canôt invoke cognitive science to make blanket claims about 

the limits of certainty. 

 

3.Tarico says, ñDespite these limitations, cognitive research does offer what is rapidly 

becoming a sufficient explanation for the phenomenon of belief. More and more, we can 

explain Christian belief with the same set of principles that explain supernaturalism gen-

erallyò (62). 
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i) Even if Christian belief had the same belief-forming mechanisms as other beliefs (e.g. 

our belief in the existence of an external world), how would that undermine Christianity? 

If God is the Creator, he designed our belief-forming mechanisms. 

 

ii) Once again, her argument, if sound, cuts both ways. If it cuts against theism, it cuts 

against atheism. 

 

iii) In addition, the question of why people believe what they do is secondary to the ques-

tion of evidence. Invoking cognitive science doesnôt explain away evidence for the Re-

surrection, any more than it can explain away evidence for gravity, or 9/11. Analyzing 

the psychodynamics of belief does nothing to address the objective challenges to atheism. 
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Jason Engwer 

Valerie Tarico writes: 

 

ñArriving at belief in an infallible God by way of an inerrant Bible requires an unwar-

ranted belief in yourself....When we overstate our ability to know, we play into the fun-

damentalist fallacy that certainty is possible.ò (53, 55) 

 

She notes that beliefs are often formed by unreliable means (53-54). 

 

But the existence of a false sense of certainty in some contexts doesnôt prove that there 

canôt be a true sense of certainty. And a Christian doesnôt have to claim certainty in order 

to have faith (Mark 9:24 and its surrounding context). Trust is trust, even if its object is 

considered a probability rather than a certainty. Tarico isnôt the only contributor to the 

book who misrepresents faith (78, 191). 

 

She asks: 

 

ñHow can a minister with a high school education - or a doctorate, for that matter - be 

convinced after two thousand years of theological blood feuds that he knows how God 

meant the book of Genesis to be interpreted?ò (52) 

 

She should pose that question to another contributor to the book, Edward Babinski, who 

suggests that he knows what cosmology Genesis teaches. A Christian could claim to have 

a supernatural certainty that comes from God concerning the Bibleôs meaning, but he 

could also arrive at conclusions about Genesis that he considers probable rather than cer-

tain, much like Babinski. 

 

Taricoôs suggestion that Paulôs Damascus Road experience was ñpossibly a temporal lobe 

seizureò (62) is a grossly inadequate suggestion that doesnôt even come close to explain-

ing all of the relevant data.
5
 

 

Like David Ellerôs earlier chapter, Taricoôs chapter makes some good points that are 

worth considering, and her naturalistic explanation for Christian belief surely is an accu-

rate assessment of many professing Christians. But thereôs no reason to think her expla-

nation is exhaustive. The existence of spurious faith, or true faith partly brought about or 

altered by natural means, doesnôt prove the nonexistence of reliable Christian faith. 

                                                 
5
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Patrick Chan 

Dr. Valerie Tarico seeks to understand Christian religious belief and experience in light 

of cognitive science in order to call into question the objective veracity of Christian belief 

and Christianity itself. 

Brain in a Vat 

Pursuant to this she applies the scientific method to Christian religious belief and expe-

rience. Among several laudatory statements about modern science, she positively quotes 

that the scientific method has been called ñwhat we know about how not to fool our-

selvesò (50).  

But this is not necessarily true. For example, if Tarico is an atheist, evolutionist, and me-

taphysical naturalist, then it is quite possible her cognitive faculties are unreliable and 

thus she would not be able to make veridical observations in the first place. Her own be-

liefs would not necessarily have any correspondence to reality. Here she would need to 

address Alvin Plantingaôs evolutionary argument against naturalism for starters.
6
  

Oddly enough, Charles Darwin had a similar notion
7
: ñBut then with me the horrid doubt 

always arises whether the convictions of manôs mind, which has been developed from the 

mind of the lower animals, are of any value or at all trustworthy. Would any one trust in 

the convictions of a monkeyôs mind, if there are any convictions in such a mind?ò 

Speaking a bit more broadly, the scientific method, and in fact science as a whole, has its 

limitations. We might start with the demarcation problem, for instance, which pertains to 

the parameters of what qualifies as science vs. non-science or pseudoscience. 

In fact, ñscienceò covers many different areas of physical phenomena. Science could 

mean anything from dissecting a frog to understand its anatomy, peering at the starry 

skies through a telescope in order to identify celestial objects, looking at slides of a bac-

terial sample under a microscope, mixing chemicals in a test tube to get a specific reac-

tion, studying chimpanzee behavior in Tanzania, colliding atomic particles together, 

looking at the physiology of the heart pumping blood to the rest of the body, replicating 

DNA, tagging birds to investigate seasonal migration patterns, using functional neuroi-

maging techniques to study brain behavior, or using thought-experiments about time, 

space, and motion to better understand the nature of gravity. 

So how does one define ñscienceò or decide what constitutes science and what does not? 

Is ñscienceò best defined by empiricism? If so, then science begins with making an ob-

servation and then developing a hypothesis based on the observation. But there are inhe-

rent problems even in making a simple observation. How many observations will a scien-

                                                 
6
 Beilby J. (ed.). (2002). Naturalism Defeated?: Essays on Plantingaôs Evolutionary Argument Against 

Naturalism. New York: Cornell University Press. 
7
 http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/entry-13230 
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tist need to make before he can be certain the next observation will be the same or similar 

enough to his previous observation(s) such that he can formulate a hypothesis? For all the 

scientist knows, the next observation could be entirely different than the previous obser-

vation(s).
8
  

Likewise, the scientist lacks epistemic certainty that what he perceives in his observation 

is necessarily veridical. At best, the observation is a sensory-mediated perception which 

may or may not correspond to the real external world.
9
 Given Taricoôs beliefs, how will 

she surmount this in order to arrive at objective truth? 

Related, there are debates over whether the scientist should always only assume metho-

dological naturalism in conducting science. Also, there are difficulties determining cer-

tain features of the scientific method such as falsifiability and testability. Not to mention 

science must make several assumptions in order to properly function at all. First, it must 

assume the universe is ordered such that the scientist can discover causes of physical 

phenomena and formulate scientific theories of physical phenomena. There must be regu-

larity for there to be predictability. In the same way, the principle of uniformity must be 

assumed for science to be as accurate as Tarico implies it is. If the speed of light is not 

constant, or if gravity operates differently in the Milky Way than in other galaxies, then 

science would be further limited. As well, scientific theories and laws must maintain 

throughout all time ï past, present, and future.  

Scientists cannot have absolute certainty that the scientific theory du jour will not some-

day become passé. Humoralism, luminiferous ether, the Piltdown man, and phlogiston 

have all come and gone. At best, there is a spectrum of relative certainty. Some scientific 

theories are, relatively speaking, more certain than other scientific theories. But no single 

theory is absolutely certain such that scientists can know the theory will not be super-

seded by a better theory in the future.  

Or as philosopher William Lane Craig has put it, there at least five things which science 

cannot demonstrate
10

: 

1. Logical truths. 

2. Metaphysical truths (e.g. the existence of other minds, the external world, that the 

universe was not created five minutes ago with the appearance of age). 

3. Ethical judgments. 

4. Aesthetic judgments. 

5. Science itself (e.g. the universal constancy of the speed of light). 

I donôt say all this to invalidate science or scientific theories or discoveries. Rather, I 

point these things out in order to show that science is hardly the be-all and end-all in the 

                                                 
8
 Birkett K. (1997). Unnatural Enemies: An introduction to science and Christianity. Kingsford: Matthias 

Media. 
9
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acquisition of true knowledge about the world around us that Tarico appears to wish for 

us to believe it is. Again, science has its limitations. 

In short, Tarico must address the metascientific issues before she can use the scientific 

method to investigate phenomena including our cognitive faculties and processes. This is 

especially true given her atheism, among other things. She needs to put her own house in 

order before she can adequately mount a critique of Christianity.
 11

 

Neurulation 

Tarico all but argues that belief in God is nothing more than the byproduct of certain 

cognitive processes. She contends Christian religious beliefs and experiences can be ex-

plained by neuroscience and neuropsychology, and, as such, falsifies Christianity.  

The problem is, if this is her argument, it commits the genetic fallacy: if one can explain 

the origin of a phenomenon (Christian religious belief), then the phenomenon is false. 

But if God exists and created humans, then it is possible God made our cognitive facul-

ties function as they do. As Plantinga notes
12

: ñTo show that there are natural processes 

that produce religious belief does nothing, so far, to discredit it; perhaps God designed us 

in such a way that it is by virtue of those processes that we come to have knowledge of 

him.ò  

This point alone is enough to discredit Taricoôs entire argument. But we can say more. 

Reductionism 

Tarico references psychological and neurological studies on confirmation bias (inclina-

tion to favor data which confirms oneôs preconceptions), confabulation (false memories 

which we believe true), and how humans are inclined to create narratives in order to ex-

plain the world around them. She cites hyperactive agency detection (over-attribution of 

events to conscious beings), apophenia (perception of meaningfulness in discrete pheno-

mena), and the sense of knowing or feeling of certainty which she maintains stems from 

specific regions in the brain independent of regions where reasoning occurs. And Tarico 

mentions rare disorders such as the Capgras delusion (belief that a loved one has been 

replaced by an imposter) and prosopagnosia (the inability to recognize faces) as lending 

further credence to her argument. These are meant to support her argument that our belief 

in God is no more than a result of certain neurological processes, and hence the existence 

of God is no more than a human construct. 

For the moment, let us grant the validity of each of the above. That is, let us grant that no 

psychologists or neuroscientists significantly dispute the fact that ñnormal,ò healthy hu-

mans are prone to confirmation bias, confabulation, hyperactive agency detection, apo-

phenia, feelings of certainty in spite of the evidence, and so forth. At this point, a reason-

able question one might ask is, what is the least we can infer from all this? When one has 
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made an inference, one might then proceed to build a case for other positions, building 

greater claims upon these lesser claims. Hence one logically moves from the least to the 

greater. But as I read her Tarico instead seems to ask, what is the most we can infer from 

all this? She bypasses the hard spade work of building reasonable arguments and jumps 

to what may or may not be a warranted conclusion, i.e. Christian religious belief is no 

more than a cognitive process.  

Meditation over Mediation 

Whatôs more, Tarico jumps to the conclusion that, because it is possible cognitive 

processes mediate religious beliefs and experiences, then cognitive processes must create 

religious beliefs and experiences. However, ñmediateò is not automatically identical to 

ñcreate.ò At least Tarico has not built a reasonable case for why she thinks the former 

should somehow be correlated with the latter.  

Turing Test 

Another problem is, even if what Tarico argues is true, subjective feelings of certainty or 

uncertainty do nothing to invalidate objective truths. If one has a right temporal lobe le-

sion, and subsequently has a religious experience, does this mean Christianity is not ob-

jectively true? No. One would have to examine the objective evidence.  

Take the reverse: feelings of uncertainty. Many Christians struggle with the assurance of 

salvation. Does this mean they are not genuine Christians? Not necessarily. One needs to 

examine objective evidences as well.  

Artificial Intelligence 

Tarico compares the human mind or brain to computers or information processing ma-

chines and the like. However, such language is ironic because, on the one hand, machines 

have been purposefully designed by humans using their higher cognitive faculties; but, on 

the other hand, as an atheist Tarico would presumably not accept that our brains were in-

tentionally designed by an intelligent designer. From her perspective, the human brain 

might be a random happenstance in the universe, but it cannot be a deliberately manufac-

tured machine like a computer. 

Mind over Matter 

More importantly, perhaps, not all neuroscientists would agree the neurophysiology of 

religious belief makes the existence of God no more than a figment of oneôs imagination. 

In fact, the cognitive and neural foundations of religious belief are hotly disputed among 

scientists and physicians, not to mention other academics such as philosophers, sociolo-

gists, and anthropologists.  

At a minimum, the theory that religion is a byproduct of cognitive processes is not the 

only or arguably best theory in town among academics. Another competitive theory post-
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ulates that religion is a social-cultural adaptation which enabled our species to better 

bond in groups or communities and thus contributed to our survival. Of course, many 

subscribe to both theories simultaneously as the one theory does not preclude the other; 

the two are not mutually exclusive. But Tarico makes it seem as if the byproduct theory is 

the definitive theory. But as someone with an earned doctorate trained to seek objectivity, 

one would think Tarico ought to give more disclosure about the available competing 

theories. 

To take another example about divergence of opinions regarding the neuropsychology of 

religion, a recent paper comments
13

: ñOverall, these findings show a low degree of cor-

respondence and no relationship to any proposed psychological architecture underlying 

religious belief.ò Other scientists also using neuroimaging studies believe they have dis-

covered significant cultural influences in human cognition
14

, which again could indicate 

that religious belief is not solely determined by the underlying neurophysiology. Similar-

ly, neuroscientist Mario Beauregard, quantum physicist Henry Stapp, and psychiatrist 

Jeffrey Schwartz have published research and written books which would seem to con-

tradict Taricoôs contentions
15

.  

At any rate, the least inference we can draw from all this is that there is disagreement 

among working scientists familiar with the latest research over the contribution cognitive 

processes make in the formation of religious belief. This sits in contrast to Taricoôs chap-

ter which makes it seem as if the matter was all but conclusively settled. 

Other avenues which might be relevant and worth pursuing are studies of individuals who 

have had out-of-body experiences (OBEs) or near-death experiences (NDEs).  

Free Your Mind 

In a controversial neuroimaging-based study
16

, an African-American psychologist named 

Jennifer Richeson found ña positive correlation between racial bias scores and the re-

cruitment of executive control regions [in the right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex] upon 

exposure to black faces.ò  

She therefore concluded ñour results suggest that individuals with high scores on subtle 

measures of racial bias may put forth additional effort to control their thoughts and beha-
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viors.ò That is, Richeson believed that a certain region of the brain (i.e. the right dorsola-

teral prefrontal cortex) showed high activity when looking at African-American faces be-

cause volunteers were exerting extra effort to keep themselves from racially prejudicial 

thoughts and actions. 

Richesonôs conclusion was apparently met with a storm of controversy. But even if we 

ignore her conclusion, the fMRI scans do seem to show high activity in a certain region 

of the brain when looking at African-American faces which is positively correlated with 

racial bias scores.  

As such, would this not mean it is possible we have found a ñracismò part of the brain? If 

so, then would Tarico explain the history of racism (at least in regard to African-

Americans) as due to an active right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex? 

Jedi Mind Tricks  

In a parenthetical comment, Tarico thinks it is possible the Apostle Paulôs Damascus 

Road experience is attributable to a temporal lobe seizure. There are several problems 

with this. Jason Engwer has pointed out resources which would help. Please refer to his 

chapter. 

At the same time, I would like to note an additional problem: this assumes such an expe-

rience can in part be isolated to a particular region of the brain. Specifically, it assumes 

the temporal lobe is the most likely candidate for religious experiences. But as a pair of 

scientists summarize in their research on the mystical experiences of a certain group of 

nuns: 

The main goal of this functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) study was to 

identify the neural correlates of a mystical experience. The brain activity of 

Carmelite nuns was measured while they were subjectively in a state of union 

with God. This state was associated with significant loci of activation in the right 

medial orbitofrontal cortex, right middle temporal cortex, right inferior and supe-

rior parietal lobules, right caudate, left medial prefrontal cortex, left anterior cin-

gulate cortex, left inferior parietal lobule, left insula, left caudate, and left brains-

tem. Other loci of activation were seen in the extra-striate visual cortex. These re-

sults suggest that mystical experiences are mediated by several brain regions and 

systems.
17

 

In other words, religious experiences are not necessarily isolatable to a specific region of 

the brain. At the very least, the claim is open for debate. 
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Paul Manata 
 

What better way to show that Christians are deluded than to enlist the aid of someone up-

set with Christians and other religious ñzealotsò for getting in the way of her self-

described ñspiritual journey in search of love and truthò (valerietarico.com home page, 

accessed 7/5/10). Though Deepak Chopra and Eckhart Tolle might be upset with some-

one stealing their thunder, atheists such as cognitive scientists Paul and Pat Churchland 

might simply giggle at the grip folk-psychology has on fundamentalist village atheists. 

After reading Eller tell us ñlogic and evidenceò are the stock atheists trade in, I wasnôt 

expecting to come across a chapter by someone on a spiritual vision quest inspired by the 

kind of koans you might have heard bandied about in the Haight-Ashbury district of San 

Francisco back in the sixties. More than that, I certainly wasnôt expecting to see ñChris-

tian beliefò in the chapter title considering Eller just told us that Christianity is not even 

about ñbeliefsò (26). On the other hand, Tarico does inform her readers that she is Italian. 

Same here. That means I better get started on the review before she yells ñnon rompere!ò 

at me. 

 

As mentioned, Tarico begins her chapter by contradicting Eller, claiming that Christianity 

is primarily a religion about right belief, orthodoxy. So far so good. She takes it as her job 

to look at Christian belief through the lens of cognitive science, to ñunderstand the psy-

chology of beliefò (50). In doing so Tarico puts on the various hats of cognitive scientist, 

sociologist, religious studies major, and philosopher. This awkward jack of all trades ap-

proach makes for some very confusing reading. At times, it is painfully clear that Tarico 

dabbles in she knows not what. Other times, Tarico destroys the credibility of her entire 

chapterðindeed, the entire book.  

 

For example, she writes that, ñWe humans are not rational about anything, let alone reli-

gionò (48, emphasis mine). Thus: for any x, if x is a subject of human thought, then for 

any human, y, y is irrational with respect to x.  I leave it to the reader to plug into x any 

subject of human thought and see the dire outcomes that result. (If the reader is stuck, she 

can begin by plugging ñcognitive scienceò in for x.) 

 

There are several aspects of Taricoôs chapter that I would like to comment on more tho-

roughly but will only mention briefly. First, Tarico seems to endorse the ñmoduleò ap-

proach to the mind (57) but ignores the fact that the debate on the module/general-

purpose-problem-solver view of the mind is still alive and well in cognitive science. 

However, ñreligious beliefò has not been considered one of the modules. Perhaps she en-

dorses something like Jerry Fodorôs approach in The Modularity of Mind (MIT 1993), 

where the mind is viewed as both. But then religious beliefs still would not be a module 

on his view because the operation of modules is mandatory. Since there are atheists, I 

donôt suspect they would want to endorse a modular view of religious beliefs. The prob-

lem with the opposite view is non-modular systems cannot be studied scientifically, ac-

cording to Fodor.  

 

Secondly, Tarico assumes that the characteristically mental is physical. That is, she as-

sumes without argument that features of consciousness like thought, intentions, belief 

http://valerietarico.com/
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content, and subjective reports are the proper subject of scientific study, being identical 

to, or a function of, brain states. But it seems very hard to say what a belief (for example) 

would be on this materialist understanding. In discussing Christian belief through the lens 

of cognitive science, Tarico construes beliefs as essentially having propositional content. 

But what would this mean on a materialist understanding of the mind? How do assem-

blages of neurons have content? What is it for them to have content? Indeed, much of 

what Tarico purports to be explaining seems to me to be outside the reach of scientific 

investigation. A materialist view of the mind canôt give us a view of Christian belief 

through the lens of cognitive science because a materialist view of the mind canôt give us 

a view of belief (if we assume content or semantics is a necessary feature of a belief).  

 

What is it to give a physicalist or naturalistic explanation of Christian belief? Either natu-

ralists like Tarico explain a phenomenon in terms of basic laws of physics; or, if they 

canôt, they eliminate those things from their ontology. Since Tarico admits that Christians 

have beliefs and intentional attitudes, then she has to give a naturalistic account of how 

this is so. But since Tarico says God isnôt a useful hypothesis, and since she thinks her 

naturalistic analysis can explain all the relevant data, then she ñdoesnôt have need for that 

God hypothesis.ò 

 

So thatôs her basic program: to give a ñscientificò or ñnaturalisticò explanation of some 

event. What does that look like? (I rely on Edward Feser's Philosophy of Mind (One 

World, 2006) for some of what follows.) Well, even though thereôs disagreement among 

naturalist philosophers here I think something like this is pretty fair: naturalists repudiate 

the view that there could exist any entities or events which lie, in principle, beyond the 

scope of scientific explanation. Naturalist David Papineau believes that a robust natural-

ism holds a commitment to the completeness of physics such that a purely physical speci-

fication of the world, plus physical laws, will always explain what happens. This account 

will not include reference to mental entities that are not identical with, or realized by, cer-

tain non-mental properties. They view reality as consisting of nothing but the spatio-

temporal system, and that system is closed. Nothing that is not part of the system can 

cause anything in the system to occur. 

 

Okay, so what is this basic ñstuffò that everything is made of or explained by? Well, itôs 

not stuff like rocks, trees, tables and chairs.  In one sense, none of these things exist as we 

observe it. All of these have been explained as a collection of molecules, atoms, elec-

trons, protons, quarks, etc. So tables, chairs, trees, rocks and the like are made up of co-

lorless, odorless, tasteless, particles. Therefore, the world we see isnôt anything like how 

physics tells us thing ñreallyò are.  

 

The book The Christian Delusion seems impenetrable to my hands, and it doesnôt seem 

anything like a cloud. Yet science tells us that a cloud of sorts is exactly what this book is 

(ironically, this is true of its content too: intellectual fluff!). Itôs a cloud of unobserved 

particles, each occupying an extremely small volume of space with vast distances be-

tween particles.  Thus this book, apparently solid and impenetrable, is mostly empty 

space.  So science has taught us that our senses are basically all wrong. In the sense that 
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we see colors, taste flavors, feel texture, have auditory experience, this is not the touch-

stone of reality. That touchstone is the world of unobserved entities mentioned above.  

 

We are doing what physicists call reductionism. The book is ñnothing butò a collection of 

particles, and the appearance that it is something other than those particles is simply an 

illusion. Its properties are likewise reduced. So when I feel the book and sense its solidi-

ty, that sense is not something inherent in the book. What the book really is, is the state 

its molecules happen to be in when the field of force they generate repels the field of 

force associated with the collection of particles in my hand. 

 

Everything real can be so reduced, and if it canôt be then itôs not real. In continuing this 

all-too-brief romp through the naturalist view I should point out that it follows from the 

above that only objective, third-person observational explanations of events matter. Any 

consideration of ultimately and irreducibly subjective, first-person accounts are not al-

lowed. And to a certain extant this makes sense. When the scientist wants to give a scien-

tific explanation of ñhotò and ñcoldò he canôt rely on private, subjective reports. If you 

stick your hand in freezing water, it feels like it is burning. If you take it out and stick it 

in lukewarm water it still feels hot for a while. Or if you place your left hand in a bucket 

of warm water and your right in a bucket of cool water, and after a few minutes you pull 

them out and place both of them both in a bucket of lukewarm water, the left hand would 

feel cool and the right would feel warm. There could also be other beings, aliens maybe, 

that feel cold for what we feel as hot. So to get at what ñhotò and ñcoldò really mean, the 

scientist canôt rely on subjective accounts. Thus, heat is defined in terms of objective, 

mind-independent facts. Facts about mean molecular kinetic energy and the like. And 

these objective, mind-independent facts are the sum of reality.  

 

Remember, the ñrealò world is colorless, odorless, tastelessðand we can further add that 

it is purposeless, in the sense of teleology, and meaningless. That is to say, nothing is in-

trinsically meaningful. There may be whatôs called ñderivedò or ñas-ifò meaning, but 

nothing is irreducibly meaningful. 

 

So the above is something of a whirlwind tour of the naturalist program of all phenome-

na. It follows from the above, then, that if something is irreducibly meaningful or subjec-

tive (and I use subjective simply to mean only directly verifiable by a subject, not in the 

sense of ñrelativeò); that is, if some feature of common sense cannot be reduced to the 

above type explanation, then it is eliminated. It is as if you are packing for a trip and you 

try to shove as much as possible into your suitcase before you attempt to close itð

perhaps by sitting on it or jumping up and down on it to get everything to fitðand some 

pant legs and shirt sleeves are left hanging out. One response would be to acknowledge: 

ñOh, I guess I canôt fit everything into this suitcase.ò  But another response would be to 

take scissors and cut around the suitcase and say, ñSee, everything does fit.ò In other 

words, you just eliminate anything that canôt fit into the suitcase regardless of what it 

does to the items in the suitcase. 

 

Now, to continue with this quick romp, there are arguments given by many in the philos-

ophy of mind, or in the field of ethics, or in the field of metaphysicsðand, by the way, 
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not all of these people are theistsðthat think there are features of the world that do not fit 

into the naturalist suitcase I mentioned earlier. Iôll offer some real brief reasons why. Bas-

ically, it just seems that this is part of the essence or intrinsic nature of the mind, that it 

has these subjective features. My experiences of colors and felt pain are not things that 

are objective and mind independent. Thereôs a certain ñwhat it is likeò for me to be in 

pain. When I am in pain, or experience a red flash, itôs not as if a scientist can crawl in-

side my head and see the ñwhat it is likeò for me to feel that pain or experience that flash 

of red. This isnôt to deny that he wonôt observe any neural activity, but the description of 

that will never include the ñwhat it is likeò for me to be in pain. You canôt pinpoint the 

ñpain.ò And it also seems that there is an ñIò that is the center or seat of the experience. 

That is, there is a unity to the conscious experience. I have direct experience and evi-

dence of these, what are referred to in the literature as ñqualia.ò No one else does. You 

may have indirect evidence of my being in pain. For example, I may jump and shout after 

I slam my hand in a car door. Thatôs all you have access to.  I may be acting. And even if 

not, you still canôt observe ñwhat it is likeò for me to be in pain. At best you reason in-

ductively from what it is like for you to be in pain, to what it must be like for me to be in 

pain. But the private, subjective experience I have seems only accessible to me. 

 

There are a few arguments establishing this. Iôll quickly run through a couple. One devel-

oped by Ned Block is called the Chinese nation argument. Simply put, the argument takes 

a common materialist understanding of the mind, one that tries to reduce the above see-

mingly private and subjective experience and direct evidence to simply the communica-

tion of cells and nerves to neurons. And of course this is observable via third-person. This 

view is basically what is known as a ñfunctionalistò account of the mind. It is probably 

the most popular materialist theory of the mind today. It claims, basically, that mental 

states are defined simply in terms of their causal relation. The upshot of all of this for the 

functionalist is that they need not identify the mind with the brain. The ñidentity theory of 

mindò has major problems and functionalism seems to avoid those problems. Entities 

other than the brain could fulfill the requirements, such as a computer or even aliens who 

do not have anything like what we call ñbrains.ò So a computer could, if the chips were 

arranged properly and as complexly, be said to have a ñmindò so long as the proper caus-

al relations were obtained.  

 

At this point Block reasons: if the receiving and transmitting of information function of 

our neurons could be fulfilled by silicon chips, or any other properly arranged material 

structure playing the relevant causal roles, what if we had a huge group of peopleðthe 

population of China, for exampleðand organized them to play the relevant roles of neu-

rons, paralleling the interaction that goes on between them in the brain. They passed in-

formation back and forth, say, via cell phones. Now, say that a robot were made and 

hooked up by a radio transmitter to the Chinese. In the literature the robot has been 

dubbed, ñChina Head.ò This robot is complex and can receive information sent by the 

Chinese. So say that the Chinese have all been given relevant roles or functions to play 

such that if the robot gets kicked in the shin this send a signal up to a few hundred thou-

sand Chinese. They call a few hundred thousand other Chinese and relay some relevant 

information. Those send signals to a few hundred thousand more Chinese, and ultimately 

a signal is sent down to the robot so that it yells ñOuch!ò and rubs its shin. In none of this 
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was there anything like a ñfeelingò of pain. There was also not unified conscious expe-

rience of pain. The qualia, which is a feature of the mind, would be absent. 

 

Another argument is called the Zombie argumentðand incidentally all these arguments 

against materialist versions of the mind have been developed by atheistsðand it states 

that it is broadly or logically conceivable that creatures known as Zombies exist. These 

creatures, by definition, have no conscious experience. They do not exhibit qualia in a 

mind, but they do have a brain. Thus a Zombie could exhibit the same behavioral, physi-

cal, and functional properties as we do yet lack any qualia. There would be no subjective 

experience of pain at all, yet the same neural activity would be taking place. This would 

mean that qualia would be something additional, over and above, anything physical. 

 

Lastly, Frank Jackson has developed what is called The Knowledge Argument. Simply 

put: Say at some point in the future we have a complete physics, such that we know all 

there is to know about everything in terms of the laws of physics. Now say that there is a 

girl named Mary. Mary is raised in a black and white room and never subjected to a con-

scious experience of red, for example. But Mary is also taught everything there is to 

know about the world in terms of a physical picture. So she knows everything there is to 

know about colors. She knows that red is caused by light reflecting at 650 nanometers, 

this wavelength hits your optic nerves, in turn sending signals into your brain, activating 

such and such neurons firing at such and such rate, as well as everything else there is to 

know about ñredò and the experience of it. Now, after 40 years, Mary is released. Upon 

being released she is given a shiny red apple. She sees red for the first time. She now 

knows ñwhat it is likeò to experience red. This would seem to be a new item of know-

ledge for her. But if it is, and if she knew everything there was to know about physics, 

then it would appear that the subjective experience and ñfeltò quality of seeing red is 

something over and above the physical world. 

 

What does the above have to do specifically with Taricoôs claim about explaining Chris-

tian belief? Beliefs fall into the above camp too. For example, beliefs seem to be intrinsi-

cally intentional. Tarico repeatedly shows an ignorance of her own side of the debate. She 

pretends to be a knowledgeable scientist giving scientific explanations of events. But I 

maintain that sheôs not doing that. You see, she appealed to things like ñfearò in her anal-

ysis. She appealed to things like ñpropositional attitudes.ò But these things also need to 

be given a good old naturalistic reducing!  

 

A complete naturalistic account of Christian belief needs to talk about C-fibers firing at 

such and such a rate. This has nothing to do with beliefs or desires. In fact, Tarico should 

not even be appealing to those kinds of things since they, if they existed, are reducible to 

neurons. The neural structure would be the same, one would think, regardless of the 

propositional content associated with it. For example, to explain how an opera singer 

shattered the glass when she sang 2+2=4 in a high C is not to appeal at all to the proposi-

tional content of her singing! The glass would have shattered even if she sang 2+2=5.  

Itôs not even clear to me how Tarico can explain how immaterial things such as proposi-

tional content can cause things to happen in the physical world (like a change in behavior, 

etc).  
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A complete naturalistic account doesnôt refer to beliefs, religious or otherwise, then. Itôs 

not that ñreligionò or ñGodò caused anything here. And itôs not as if some feature of folk-

psychology (as atheist Paul Churchland called it) labeled ñbeliefò caused Christian con-

version experiences. But when this naturalizing is all done, do we have anything like a 

case against Christian ñbeliefò? Religious belief doesnôt cause anythingðneural patterns 

do. And those patterns seemingly would be the same with our without that attendant 

propositional content associated with them. Itôs hard to see how Tarico can even avoid 

epiphenomenalismðthe view that beliefs are causally inefficacious. And I have my 

doubts as to whether she even understands any of the implications of her own worldview. 

A rigorous and consistent naturalizing of the facts destroys her case, in my opinion. So 

when Tarico tries to bring out her big gun called scientific reduction, she behaves just 

like a cognitive fundy. She places her entire explanation in the realm of folk psychology.  

 

Thirdly, Tarico admits to a radical relativism, holding a social constructivist approach to 

our view of reality (60). This of course means that the truth about Christians and their 

beliefs is simply a construction of Taricoôs social circle. Indeed, many have worried that 

social constructivism leads to social solipsism (solipsism with a select ñweò instead of an 

ñI,ò what we might call solusism!).  This claims that the truth about everything and every 

other social group is a construct of your own social group. Thus Tarico is really looking 

at the constructed beliefs of her own social group through the lens of cognitive science. If 

Tarico wants to avoid these absurdities, she needs to detail what her precise views on 

these matters are. 

 

When it comes to putting on her philosopherôs cap, Tarico is terribly confused. She says, 

 

Philosophy assumes that if its arguments can be made logic-tight, then it will be 

persuasive. It assumes people can be compelled by reason. It assumes that we 

make moral decisions by doing some calculus that prioritizes harm avoidance or 

the greater good (51). 

 

However, on all of these points, the majority of philosophers do not believe these things, 

and why would Tarico think they would believe these things?  What does she mean by 

ñlogic tightò? A charitable assumption is that she means ñlogical validity.ò But why 

would Tarico think a philosopher would claim that a mere valid argument is, ipso facto, a 

persuasive argument? At best, an argument that persuades and compels is what philoso-

phers would want to call a cogent argument (cf. A.P. Martinich, Philosophical Writing, 

Blackwell, 20-37). These are person relative, and the only reason they persuade and com-

pel is because a person ñseesò that they are valid and sound. It persuades and compels by 

definition.  

 

Moreover, why doesnôt Tarico complain about Eller? Eller claimed that ñIf...Christians 

would just be rational, would just listen and think...they would see the error of their 

waysò (25). It seems like someone thinks that reason and logic would compel those who 

heed its deliverances, pace Tarico. Indeed, even Tarico seems to indicate that if we would 
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ñfollow logic to its logical conclusion,ò then we wouldnôt believe some of the silly things 

we do (54). 

 

Another area of conceptually muddled thought is Taricoôs discussion of ñknowledge,ò 

ñcertainty,ò a ñfeeling or sense of knowing,ò and ñknowing what we know.ò  She begins 

by asking ñHow do we know what is real? How do we know what we know?ò From this 

Tarico immediately moves to the claim that we have ña feeling or sense of knowing that 

can get activated by evidence but can get activated in other ways as well.ò This feeling or 

sense comes to us as ñcertainty and similar states of knowing what we know.ò Certainty is 

defined as ña feeling not a proof of knowing.ò These states ñarise out of involuntary brain 

mechanisms that, like love or anger, function independently of reasonò (54). Not only do 

these feelings of certainty and ñknowing that we knowò arise out of involuntary brain 

states that function independently of reason, but so does a ñfeeling of knowing.ò  All of 

these should be ñthought of as one of our primary emotions.ò From these claims Tarico 

concludes, ñGiven what Iôve said about knowing, how can anybody claim to know any-

thing? We canôt, with certainty.ò It is a ñfallacyò to think that ñcertainty is possibleò (48, 

53-55). 

 

Trying to untangle this mess is a yeomanôs task. First, Tarico makes these claims based 

on the studies of brain-damaged people and prisoners brainwashed in concentration 

camps. Then she asserts that, ñfrom malfunctions like these we gain an understanding of 

normal brain function and how it shapes our day-to-day experience, including the expe-

rience of religionò (54). Really?  How does that follow? Putting aside the highly conten-

tious statements that scientific studies tell us about subjective feelingsða ñsomething it is 

likeò to knowðthe fact that we have to go off the sparse data of brain-damaged patients 

is precisely one of the problems in cognitive science (Okasha, Philosophy of Science, 

115). 

 

Secondly, if the causes of our feeling of certainty lead to the conclusion ñwe cannot know 

anything with certaintyò then why donôt the same considerations lead to the conclusion 

ñwe canôt know anythingò? Tarico switched from a ñfeeling of certaintyò to ñknowing for 

certain.ò The former is psychological, the latter is epistemic. She said the problems with 

the former ruled out having the latter. If that move works, then so does the claim: our 

ñfeeling of knowingò arises out of involuntary brain functions means that we canôt know 

anything. Consistent is consistent. 

 

Third, it is false to claim that we canôt know with certainty on Taricoôs own terms. She 

defined certainty as ña feeling of knowingò (48). Since certainty is, by definition, a feel-

ing of knowing, and since she admits we have this feeling then, per Tarico, we can know 

with certainty. The only way for Tarico to avoid this is to jump ship in the middle of her 

conversation and switch from psychological certainty to epistemic (or philosophical) cer-

tainty. But then how does it follow that since, arguendo, psychological certainty arises 

from an unreliable cognitive mechanism that means epistemic certainty does too? 

 

Fourth, in fact, Tarico is not only wrong that we canôt know anything with certainty on 

her own definition, she is wrong on the second sense she gives certainty too. We can have 
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epistemic certainty about some things. The stock pile may be small, but itôs there. A pa-

radigm case is that a person knows that she exists with epistemic certainty since it would 

be impossible for her to doubt her existence. Her existence is a necessary precondition for 

her doubting her existence. Similar cases include immediate mental reports such as, ñI am 

feeling a painò or ñI am being appeared to redly.ò 

 

Fifth, for all the confusion in her discussion, all Tarico is saying is that sometimes we feel 

like we know when we donôt. Well, alert the media! Tarico claims that sometimes our 

feeling is ñin line with the evidenceò and sometimes (in the case of the dain-bramaged) it 

is not (53). So, just because we think we know that p, that does not entail that necessarily 

we know that p. But what of it? Not much that I can tell. A ñlogical mightò doesnôt entail 

an ñepistemic might.ò  

 

So, while it may be logically possible that I am wrong about some belief B, that doesnôt 

mean that it has been shown that I might be wrong epistemically about B. To show that 

would require giving me reasons to think that I am wrong. Giving me reasons to suppose 

my beliefs are false or unwarranted. It should come as no surprise that mentioning some 

cases where psychotics or POWs have felt that they knew a proposition when they clearly 

didnôt is nowhere near sufficient to serve as a defeater to my beliefs. 

 

The final point I would like to make on Taricoôs chapter deals with what she takes to be 

her main conclusion. She gives examples of various believers of different faiths who re-

port similar conversion experiences. Now, putting aside the problematic and unChristian 

demand that one needs to experience certain things to ñknow theyôre saved,ò Tarico here 

engages in confirmation bias. She has a theory that conversion is explained fully natura-

listically and finds a couple examples that seem to support this. But for every example I 

can give a counter example where the criteria are not met. Try my unhip, boring, dry, and 

weird OPC church for a couple Sundays. None of the marketing and persuasion strategies 

Tarico generalizes about are true of my church. In any event, Tarico claims that her psy-

chologizing of conversion experiences and religious belief in general shows that ñcogni-

tive research does offer what is becoming a sufficient explanation for the phenomenon of 

beliefò (62). She says that while this doesnôt prove that God doesnôt exist, the principle of 

parsimony leads us to do without that explanation for religious belief. ñ[S]upernatural 

explanations for religious experience are becoming unnecessaryò (63).  

 

Now, certainly Tarico is right that this explanation does not show that Godôs existence is 

false, since that would be to commit the genetic fallacy. So, perhaps Tarico thinks sheôs 

shown that belief in God is unwarranted. But that would be problematic too since pre-

sumably her ñlens of cognitive scienceò gives similar stories for any belief whatsoever 

(indeed, that is what Taricoôs argument amounts to; she takes a few cognitive science 

studies about belief and knowledge in general and applies those studies to religious belief 

in particular). So if having an explanation for a belief B by means of cognitive science 

means that B is unwarranted, then all our beliefs are unwarranted, even the belief that 

cognitive science can explain religious belief! So, perhaps Tarico thinks she has shown 

that people would still believe in God even if God did not exist. If so, she needs more 

than her chapter. I donôt think the universe, humans, religions, or beliefs would exist if 
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God did not exist (for a similar argument, see Michael J. Murray, ñBelief in God: A Trick 

of Our Brain,ò in Contending With Christianityôs Critics, B&H, 2009 47-57). Moreover, 

itôs not that cognitive science is insufficient to explain religious belief and conscious ex-

periences; itôs that cognitive science is insufficient to explain any belief and conscious 

experience. Cognitive science cannot give a sufficient explanation for belief and con-

sciousness since those phenomena have features recalcitrant to naturalistic or scientific 

explanation. 

 

  



 

The Infidel Delusion Page | 36 

 

A Review of Chapter Three  
Steve Hays 
 
III. Self -Defeating Cultural Relativism 

 

1.In chap. 3, Jason Long says, ñMuslim parents tend to have Muslim children, Christian 

parents tend to have Christian children, Hindu parents tend to have Hindu childrenò (66). 

 

i) And infidel parents tend to have infidel children. So how does that correlation undercut 

Christian theism without simultaneously undercutting atheism? 

 

ii) Iôd add that this is one reason why it was difficult to convert the hostile heathen 

peoples surrounding ancient Israel. They were implacable enemies of the chosen people.  

 

iii) Social conditioning is not a problem for Calvinism. Thatôs an aspect of Godôs provi-

dence. God can providentially employ social conditioning to cultivate Christians and re-

probates alike. 

 

2.Long says, ñHardly any conceivable message could be more motivating than the threat 

of helléò (67). 

 

The threat of hell canôt explain Christian belief, for unless you believe the threat, itôs not 

a credible threat. An unbeliever doesnôt feel threatened by hellfire sermons. Therefore, 

Longôs analysis only pushes the question back a step. 

 

3.Long says, ñIn addition to childhood indoctrinationéò (71). 

 

But childhood indoctrination is a double-edged sword. Depending on their parents and 

their schooling, children can just as well be (and often are) indoctrinated in atheism. 

 

4.Long bandies fancy terms like ñcognitive dissonance theory,ò ñimpression management 

theory,ò ñpsychological reactance theory,ò and ñconfirmation bias.ò 

 

But, once again, that cuts both ways. They can all be applied to atheism as well as theism. 

 

5.Long says, ñA majority of experts in the history of the ancient Near East will defend 

positions beneficial to Christianityò (76). 

 

Really? Are members of the Society of Biblical Literature a bunch of ardent Christian 

apologists? 

 

6.Long says, ñIf an intelligent, rational group of people who were never exposed to the 

idea of religion were asked to become experts in the history of the ancient Near East, the 
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unanimous consensus of the group would be that the Bible is bunkò (76). 

 

Aside from the circular claim that infidels have a monopoly on rationality and intelli-

gence, this hypothetical is inherently unverifiable. So what does that tell you about the 

intellectual standards of atheism? Why is it acceptable or respectable to make indemon-

strable, self-serving claims? 

 

ñThey would reach this conclusion for two reasons: there is absolutely nothing in the 

book that would impress critically thinking dispassionate outsiderséò (76). 

 

But thatôs not a reason. That merely restates the same tendentious claim. It says some-

thing about Longôs lack of intellectual aptitude that he canôt distinguish an assertion from 

an argument, much less a question-begging assertion. In giving his ñreason,ò all heôs 

done is to repeat himself. Paraphrase the same tendentious claim.  

 

ñéand they would not have been exposed to the centuries of aura and mystique that so-

ciety has placed on the Bibleò (76). 

 

Is that the experience that students have in public grade school, middle school and/or ju-

nior high and high school? Is that the experience they have at community colleges, state 

universities, and the Ivy Leagues? Is that the experience they have watching TV? Going 

to movies? Listening to rock music?  

 

7.Long says, ñIt does not take a willfully open mind to accept the existence of God be-

cause it is essentially the default position of our cultureò (77). 

 

It is? Is Hollywood the Bible belt? Is Manhattan the Bible belt? Is Massachusetts the Bi-

ble belt?  

 

8.Long says, ñSkeptics have their positions but are willing to consider other viewpointsò 

(77). 

 

Given the number of self-refuting arguments and blatant falsehoods in Longôs essay, that 

self-deceptive claim is a lovely illustration of the insular, hidebound mentality he 

attributes to Christians.  
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Jason Engwer 

As Steve Hays has noted in his review of The Christian Delusion, much of what the au-

thors argue in the first few chapters of the book could be applied to atheists and other 

non-Christians as well. Jason Longôs chapter on the malleability of the human mind rais-

es questions about the human mind in general, not just Christian minds. 

 

Long wants us to ask whether the behavior of a supposed god seems ñsensibleò to us 

(66). In the previous chapter, however, Valerie Tarico suggested that we should be suspi-

cious of a god whoôs like us (56-59). 

 

By the time you get through Longôs chapter, a pattern in the book becomes evident. 

Much of whatôs being criticized is the lowest variety of Christianity. Itôs true that most 

people, including most atheists and other critics of religion, donôt have many reasons for 

believing what they believe and often arrive at false beliefs or arrive at true beliefs for 

reasons that arenôt objectively justifiable. But how much does criticism of such people 

undermine the belief system theyôre associated with? Professing Christians who are the 

least capable of objectively defending their beliefs may hold those beliefs for no good 

reason. Or they may have been brought to faith by a supernatural means thatôs reliable, 

but which they canôt objectively demonstrate. Whatever the case, the authors of The 

Christian Delusion should have spent less time discussing the least intellectual elements 

of Christianity and more time addressing the religionôs best representatives. 

 

Long criticizes the Bible for its reference to a ñtalking donkeyò three times that I noticed 

(69-70, 76), and Paul Tobin considers it worth mentioning as well (157). Steve Hays has 

already addressed this subject in his review of the book
18

, but I want to expand upon and 

reemphasize the point. Why do skeptics so often mention the Bibleôs references to a 

snake and a donkey that speak? If the skeptic is assuming that miracles are impossible, 

then he should make the case for his naturalism, something neither Long nor Tobin does 

in his chapter in the book. Or if they think that the Bible is suggesting that all snakes and 

all donkeys can speak by natural means, then how are they arriving at that conclusion? 

The passage about Balaam and the donkey portrays the event as supernatural and unex-

pected. Not only is there no suggestion that such an event is natural, but thereôs even a 

suggestion to the contrary. Why, then, do skeptics like Long and Tobin think that the 

presence of a speaking animal is so objectionable that mentioning it in the brief and dis-

missive way they do is sufficient? They probably havenôt given the issue much thought. 

 

Long refers to the suffering of Hell as involving ñabsoluteò and ñcompleteò agony, and 

he distinguishes those terms from the eternality of Hell, so he doesnôt seem to have its 

eternality in mind (67). What is he referring to, then? The Bible teaches degrees of suffer-

ing in Hell and even uses the term ñfew lashesò to describe what it will be like for some 

people (Luke 12:45-48). 

 

                                                 
18

 See page 74ðed. 
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Longôs claim that ñthere is no pressure from society to understand or defend itself against 

the true position of skepticsò (69) is ridiculous. I can turn on the television during the 

Easter season, the Christmas season, or on other occasions and see John Dominic Crossan 

or Bart Ehrman explaining why the gospels are unreliable. Most biology teachers in 

American high schools probably arenôt teaching a Christian view of origins. College pro-

fessors often encourage a negative view of religion in general or Christianity in particu-

lar. So does Hollywood. Itôs not difficult for people to come across material by the likes 

of John Loftus and Richard Carrier when they go on the web. 

 

Weôre told that the importance of God to Christians distorts their judgment about reli-

gious matters (71). But itôs not as though Godôs existence isnôt important to an atheist or 

agnostic. When he refers to those with ñno emotional investmentò in Christianity (73), 

who is he referring to? 

 

Itôs worth noting that while the contributors to the book often lump all professing Chris-

tians together, sometimes suggesting that we canôt reach a reliable conclusion about 

whose interpretation of Christianity is right and whose isnôt, the authors do sometimes 

make such distinctions themselves. Jason Long and John Loftus speak of Mormonism as 

if itôs distinct from Christianity (73, 87). 

 

Long claims that no informed outsider to the Biblical faith would be persuaded that the 

Bible is true (76). Are all of the people who claim to have been persuaded by something 

like the evidence for Jesusô resurrection, at a time when they werenôt yet Christian, lying 

or honestly mistaken? If somebody like the non-Christian scholar Pinchas Lapide is per-

suaded that a Christian Biblical miracle account is true, are we supposed to think that he 

was ignorant or improperly biased in some relevant way? If so, why? 
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Paul Manata 
 
Jason Longôs chapter is more of the same self-refuting nonsense. Hays is right about the 

blade Long & co. use cutting both ways. Engwer is right that Long & co. are directing 

their critiques to the lowest variety of Christianity, the type of people Bill Maher inter-

viewed and scoffed at in his mockumentary, Religulous.  

 

Long tries to make use of the criticism that religious adherents are driven by factors that 

make religious beliefs ñtypically devoid of rational thoughtò (66). Long doesnôt bother to 

define what he means by rationality, even though the term is very important to interpret-

ing his claims. And Long doesnôt try to explain how, on materialism, a person can think 

at all, let alone be devoid of rational thought. 

 

The first point Long makes to show this lack of rational thought is to make the uninterest-

ing observation that people often take the religion of their parents. Apparently if this hap-

pens, then the de jure question is in play. Now putting aside my covenantal view of how 

God brings his elect into the kingdom (normally through families), letôs apply Longôs 

complaint to an atheist who endorsed the book, Michael Martin. Says Martin, 

 

This book is dedicated to the person who had the greatest influence on my disbe-

lief in God, my step-grandfather, Louis Young. LouðI always called him thatð

was a self-educated man.... Even as a young child I had many talks with Lou 

about God. He was an atheist with a definite metaphysical turn of mind, and I re-

call vividly his saying, ñIt is difficult to understand how something could be un-

caused; but it is also difficult to understand how a chain of causes could go on 

forever.ò ... Louôs influence was particularly strong since my parents had only the 

vaguest religious convictions, were never members of a church, and gave me no 

religious instruction. His influence remained with me all throughout my child-

hood in Cincinnati...ò (Michael Martin, Atheism: A Philosophical Justification, 

xi). 

 

Uh-oh. Besides his step-grandfather admitting atheism is hard to understand (since Chris-

tian theism says the universe was caused and that the causes do not go back infinitely), 

yet ever the faithful he remained, Martin is subject to the Long arm of the flaw. Long 

says that those who were raised Christian never ñgo on to questionò (66) their beliefs. But 

if you continue to read Martin, youôll see that questioning atheism was never open to 

Martin. He never went to church and was unaware of how to refute religion until he left 

the military and went to college.  

 

Long says that a ñchildôs environment must affect his religious affiliation to an extensive 

degreeò (66), and this somehow implies that they lack a rational foundation for their be-

lief. Marin has a similar story. Martinôs story could be multiplied the world over. Indeed, 

if the New Atheists get their way and get rid of religion (except for the Baptists they stick 

in the zoo), then all children will be raised atheists. This will be okay with Long, for 

youôre only irrational if youôre born with a belief he does not hold. 
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Long goes on to claim that emotional factors weigh heavily in motivating and distorting 

what religious people believe, so they fudge data and arguments to get their beliefs to 

come out unscathed.   He mentions that religious adherents are ñmotivatedò to continue in 

their beliefs because of the negative consequences associated with rejecting the faith (67), 

and that religious beliefs are ñsynonymous with identityò for some people (69). Sure, 

some believers can be so characterized, but then, so can some scientists. Out of fear of 

not obtaining funding, or to advance their career, scientists might ñfudgeò numbers. Emo-

tional considerations like pride might cause some scientists to ignore or distort evidence 

provided by dissenting colleagues. The Oxford Handbook of Rationality details some of 

this: 

 

Like all people, scientists are emotional beings, and their emotions may lead to 

distortions in their scientific works if they are attached to values that are inimical 

to the aims of science. Here are some cases where emotions have distorted scien-

tific practice: 

 

1. Scientists sometimes advance their own careers by fabricating or distorting data 

in order to support their own hypotheses. In such cases, they have greater motiva-

tion to enhance their own careers than to pursue truth, explanation, or welfare. 

 

2. Scientists sometimes block the publication of theories that challenge their own 

by fabricating problems with submitted articles or grant proposals that they have 

been asked to review. 

 

3. Without being fraudulent or intentionally evil, scientists sometimes uninten-

tionally deceive themselves into thinking that their hypothesis and data are better 

than their rivals. 

 

4. Scientists sometimes further their careers by going along with politically man-

dated viewsðfor example, the Nazi rejection of Einsteinian physics and the So-

viet advocacy of Lysenkoôs genetic theories. (Paul Thagard, ñRationality and 

Science,ò The Oxford Handbook to Rationality, 2004, 378). 

  

Atheist Michael Philips cites other cases. He reports that, ñover the last thirty years the 

image of science has been tarnished by a number of high profile cases of fraudò (The Un-

dercover Philosopher, Oneworld, 145). He points out that the high cost of experiments 

and trials serve as a prophylactic to dissuade repeated testing. If a ñsingle trial costs $150 

million, how is anyone ever going to replicate it?ò (Philips 146). Philips reports that ac-

cording to Jules Hallum, a director of a national institute for scientific integrity, ñNobody 

gets funding to do replications, so science is not the self-cleaning apparatus it once wasò 

(Philips 146). Given what we read above in Thagard, coupled with the contemporary 

scientific procedureôs friendly environment for fraud,  coupled with the statements Long 

produces about man in general, thereôs no doubt that scientists protect pet theories and 

bad theories just like some religious adherents. 
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 Indeed, Philips goes on to offer case after case of blatant fraud at the hands of scientists 

(Philips 145-152). There are also countless cases of scientists beholden to confirmation 

bias holding to pet theories that have been debunked. Scientists find their identity in their 

pocket protectors and spectacles and like-minded glad-handing. Scientists can act irra-

tionally and hold to their theories for emotional, political, and myriad other irrational or 

non-scientific reasons. So NOTHING Long cites serves to undermine the truth of Chris-

tianity or the positive epistemic status it has for countless believers. 

 

Long pretends the ñskepticalò position protects him from the kind of besetting cognitive 

sins that he extrapolates to believers from thirty-year-old books not specifically about re-

ligious believers. He claims that skeptics have their positions ñbut are willing to consider 

other viewpointsò (77). But then he responds to believers who say that x has a higher de-

gree of warrant than y, so if y conflicts with x, then proper function demands dropping y, 

with this claim: ñWhatôs the point in listening to people like thisò (75)? Long wonôt even 

consider their viewpoint.  He exposes himself as a credulous faithful adherent of his 

dogmas, according to his own terms!  

 

As more evidence of his biased and uncritical thought process, Long claims that if ñintel-

ligent, rational, and unbiasedò people were to study the Bible they would all report that it 

is unworthy of belief. To these ñunbiasedò people, the Bible would not be a guidebook to 

events that happened in the Ancient Near East, but ñit would be just another book in the 

mythology section of the libraryò (76).  For Long, to be unbiased means that you start 

with the idea that the Bible is a book of myths. You begin biased towards its classifica-

tion; itôs myth, not history, and definitely not Godôs word. You cannot ñbeginò as a ñreli-

gious believerò and count as an unbiased scholar of the ANE. You have to begin as a re-

ligious unbeliever (76). For Long, to be unbiased means to be biased toward his beliefs. 

This is what passes as tough-minded, cogent thinking for atheism, I guess. 

 

Long spends some time talking about how the majority of ñintelligentò people are ñless 

likely to be religiousò (77).  In doing so he cites the overused Paul Bell report in Mensa 

magazine. That study has been cited across the internet on atheist blogs and discussion 

forums. Itôs mentioned in popular works of atheology, like The God Delusion. Long 

probably never actually read the report, but is using it as an argument from authority.  

 

One wonders what this claim of Longôs is supposed to prove. At one time, the vast major-

ity of the worldôs most intelligent people were religious. Would Long think that meant 

that atheism was irrational a couple hundred years ago? Is the rationality of a worldview 

tied to some contingent fact like that? Odd. At any event, Long needs to read scientists 

like Richard Nisbettôs, Intelligence and How to Get It (Norton, 2009). Nisbett points out 

several reasons why unbelievers might score higher on IQ tests than believers. However, 

none of the reasons are due to religion. Many things can explain this data. Long doesnôt 

bother to look for disconfirming evidence. Thatôs because heôs stuck in the cycle of con-

firmation bias, ironically, that he claims is true of religious believers (74). That college 

professors may be overwhelmingly atheistic proves that religious beliefs are benighted 

about as easily as it proves that Longôs talk about ñidentityò considerations and ñfearò of 
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disapproval by the clan is the real cause of the disproportion. Longôs attack on religion 

comes back to bite him.  

 

Similar claims include the claim that rational scientists are overwhelmingly anti- or non-

religious. A recent study performed by Elain Howard Ecklund took place between 2005 

and 2008 as part of the Religion Among Academic Scientists (RAAS) study. The find-

ings are published in her book, Science vs. Religion: What Scientists Really Think (Ox-

ford, 2010). The scientists interviewed work for what the University of Florida reported 

as the ñTop American Research Universitiesò (Ecklund, 157). Here are some quotes from 

the book: 

 

ñAggressive attacks on religion such as Richard Dawkinsôs The God Delusion do 

not accurately represent the complex ways in which scientists--even those who 

are not religious--actually engage religion and spiritualityò (Elain Howard Eck-

lund, Science vs. Religion: What Scientists Really Think, Oxford, 2010, 4). 

 

ñAfter four years of research, at least one thing became clear: much of what we 

believe about the faith lives of elite scientists is wrong. The óinsurmountable hos-

tilityô between science and religion is a caricature, a thought cliché, perhaps use-

ful as a satire on groupthink, but hardly representative of realityò (ibid 5). 

 

ñAs we journey from the personal to the public religious lives of scientists, we 

will meet the nearly 50 percent of elite scientists like Margaret who are religious 

in a traditional sense and the over 20 percent more like Evelyn who, though 

eschewing religion, still see themselves as spiritual to some extent...ò (ibid 6). 

 

[Embarrassing to Eller, Tarico, and Long] ñIn fact, for the majority of scientists I 

interviewed, it is not the engagement with science itself that leads them away 

from religion. Rather, their reasons for unbelief mirror the circumstances in which 

other Americans find themselves: they were not raised in a religious home; they 

had bad experiences with religion; they disapprove of God or see God as too 

changeableò (ibid 17). 

 

ñScientists who do practice religion can face intense pressure to give it up as they 

are sometimes harshly judged by their secular peersò (ibid 24). 

 

ñSimilarly, when social scientists survey the general population, they find that 

older individuals are much more likely to express higher levels of belief and prac-

tice than younger individuals. My survey of scientists, however, turned this rela-

tionship on its head. It was the younger scientist who was more likely to believe 

in God and to attend religious services. And when I compared my survey of scien-

tists to another study conducted over thirty-five years earlier, the likelihood of 

younger scientists having faith had increased. If this holds throughout the career 

life-course for this cohort of elite scientists, it could indicate an overall shift in the 

attitude toward religion among those in the academyò (ibid 32-33). 
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ñThe majority of religious scientists are rarely public with their colleagues about 

their views. As Jack correctly surmised, religious scientists generally tried to keep 

their faith to themselves because of the perception that other faculty in their de-

partment think poorly of religious people and religious ideasò (ibid 43). 

 

ñWhen religion unavoidably comes up, such as in discussing news events, the 

conversation ends abruptly, or everyoneðreligious and non-religious alikeð

tacitly agrees that religion is generally negative and has a negative relationship to 

science, or at least that the subject is delicate and is best avoided. The hallmark of 

a strong culture is that there is widespread public agreement about certain is-

suesðin this case, the issue of suppressing religionðeven in the context of indi-

vidual dissent. Most relevant here, strong departmental cultures related to religion 

made religious scientists feel as if they could not talk openly about being religious 

because they might face negative sanctions from their colleaguesò (ibid 44). 

 

We can stop there. All of these quotes are troublesome for the thesis Long wants to pro-

mote; indeed, for the general vibe of The Christian Delusion. However, some statements 

Long makes are highly ironic when placed next to these quotes, especially the last two. 

Long says, ñsociety has painted a nasty picture of atheism and skepticism. People who do 

not believe in God are least trusted minority in Americaò (69). Long tells us that the reli-

gious ñbelieve because others around them believeò (65). He talks about how peer pres-

sure and a desire to fit in negatively affect critical and skeptical inquiry. Virtually all of 

Longôs claims about Christians can be reflected back at atheists and scientists. Yet Long 

never once indicts these as irrational or somehow in a state of epistemic turmoil. Longôs 

argument in this chapter seems to be: 

 

1. Studies about humans in general show that they hold and persist in their belief for irra-

tional reasons. 

2. Christians are human. 

3. Therefore some Christians hold and persist in their belief for irrational reasons. 

 

Unfortunately, scientists, philosophers, and atheists are humans too. Just as the sources I 

offered do not undermine science or all scientists, Longôs similar studies do not affect 

Christianity or all Christians. Longôs chapter is pointless for undermining the case for 

Christianity, or for removing the warrant any Christian whoever might have for his or her 

beliefs. If taken seriously, Longôs chapter equally damages his book, if it damages Chris-

tianity. But Long wonôt let it damage The Christian Delusion. Therefore, Long shouldnôt 

let it damage Christianity. To end on a positive note, Long might want to take this into 

consideration: When spitting at someone, make sure the wind isnôt blowing in your direc-

tion. 
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A Review of Chapter Four  
Steve Hays 
 

IV. The Selective Outsider Test 

 

In chap. 4, Loftus plugs the Outsider Test for Faith (OTF).  

 

1. Ironically, he flunks the OTF by his slanted formulation of the OTF. And thatôs be-

cause of his arbitrarily restrictive formulation. 

 

He even admits right up front that the OTF is ñprimarily a test to examine religious 

faithsò (82).  

 

Why? The insider viewpoint is hardly limited to oneôs religious outlook. An atheist will 

also have his ñinsiderò perspective.  

 

At the very least, then, why not an Outsider Test of Belief in general, rather than an Out-

sider Test of (religious) Faith in particular?  

 

Ironically, his ñOutsider Testò is formulated from the viewpoint of an insider. An atheist. 

And a militant atheist at that. As such, the Outsider Test is really the Insider Test.  

 

In the interests of truth in advertising, the Outsider Test for Faith should be relabeled the 

Insider Test by Infidels (ITI).  

 

An individual using the ITI will judge Christianity by the prejudicial standards of an athe-

ist. Testing the Christian faith by administering a test which is frontloaded with atheistic 

assumptions like methodological naturalism.  

 

2. The OTF accentuates the socially conditioned character of religious belief. But, of 

course, that cuts both ways. We can also cite statistical correlations to show the socially 

conditioned character of atheism. Therefore, the OTF is self-defeating as a weapon 

against Christianity. 

 

3. Loftus says ñadopting the OTF is like following the Golden Rule, or so argues Dr. 

James McGrathò (85). 

 

However, McGrath flunks the Outsider Test. For McGrath imposes methodological natu-

ralism on Biblical historiography. Yet that imposition hardly reflects the viewpoint of the 

Bible writers. Rather, it reflects the insider perspective of a faithless ax-grinder like 

McGrath.  

 

4. Loftus says, ñIôm asking believers to change their assumptions and/or become agnos-

tics.  This is what I call the ódefault positionôò (88). 
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But that flunks the Outsider Test. Agnosticism is only the default position if you happen 

to be an agnostic. So that reflects the insider perspective of an agnostic.  

 

5. Loftus says Christians ñuse David Humeôs evidentiary standards for examining mira-

culous claims to the faiths they rejectéThey adopt a methodological naturalist viewpoint 

to test these other extraordinary claims and find them wantingò (86). 

 

Loftus doesnôt cite any statistical data to justify his sweeping claim. In principle, Chris-

tianity doesnôt rule out the extraordinary claims of rival religions. To the contrary, the 

Christian faith affirms the existence of an occult reality. Black magic.  

 

6. Loftus says Christians ñalso deconstruct these other religious texts by assuming human 

rather than divine authorsò (86). 

 

But thatôs deceptive. Christians donôt necessarily ñassumeò that. For instance, a Christian 

apologist will demonstrate that fact. 

 

7. Moreover, if you have good reason to believe that your own position is correct, then, 

by definition, a contrary position is wrong. Everybody does that.  

 

8. Loftus says ñThe Christian theist must now try to make sense of this claim [i.e. two 

natures of Christ], coming as it does from an ancient superstitious peopleéò (86). 

 

But that pejorative characterization flunks the Outsider Test. To brand them as ñsupersti-

tiousò doesnôt reflect the viewpoint of an ancient people. Rather, that reflects the insider 

perspective of an apostate like John Loftus.  

 

9) Loftus says, ñJust think how it would sound to evangelical Christians if Mormons 

claimed their faith was óproperly basic,ô or that the inner witness of the Spirit self-

authenticates their faithò (87). 

 

i) For all I know, Plantinga might concede that Mormon faith is properly basic. Proper 

basically simply means a belief enjoys prima facie warrant. It doesnôt mean the belief in 

question is either true or unfalsifiable. 

ii) Thereôs nothing wrong with claiming divine self-authentication if, in fact, a believer 

does enjoy the witness of the Spirit. Thatôs a variant on the argument from religious expe-

rience, and thereôs nothing inherently wrong with that appeal. Thereôs nothing wrong 

with making the claim as long as the claim is true. 
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 Jason Engwer 

John Loftus claims that Evangelical Christians take two different approaches toward oth-

er religions. One approach is to ñpresume what they believe based on what they were 

raised to believeò, thereby ñbegging the questionò (86). And they adopt a naturalistic, 

Humean approach toward other religions (86). They approach miracles in non-Christian 

belief systems similar to how Loftus approaches Christian miracle claims. 

 

But thereôs no reason to think that all Evangelicals take one or both of those approaches. 

A Christian worldview involves the occurrence of miracles among unbelievers, like the 

healing of Naaman and the empowering of non-Christians by demons (2 Kings 5, John 

11:49-52, 2 Thessalonians 2:9, Revelation 13:13-14). Some Christians believe that Mo-

hammad, the founder of Islam, was demonically influenced. They donôt argue for a natu-

ralistic origin of the religion. Protestants sometimes argue that Marian apparitions are 

demonic. Christians often acknowledge that non-Christians have had supernatural near-

death experiences. Many similar examples could be cited.
19

 

 

Loftus generalizes about ñany given adopted religious faithò (82). He argues that people 

adopt faith for insufficient reasons. But that generalization doesnôt tell me what my back-

ground was as an individual, nor does it tell me what Iôve done since adopting my faith 

(thinking about issues, reading books, having conversations with people who hold other 

views, etc.). It also ignores the possibility that God can lead a person to faith through a 

reliable means that isnôt verifiable by objective argumentation, such as the witness of the 

Holy Spirit. Something like the witness of the Spirit wouldnôt be an objective argument 

for Christianity. Thus, a dispute thatôs being judged by such argumentation canôt be won 

by an appeal to something like the witness of the Spirit. But the idea that God, if He ex-

ists, can only persuade people by means of objective argumentation is absurd. 

 

Thereôs some truth to what Loftus is saying. But many of the people he interacts with in 

apologetic contexts have tested their faith to some extent, even if they didnôt do so before 

adopting their faith. He can criticize those people for not testing their beliefs earlier. And 

the fact that they were late in doing it does raise the question of whether they tested their 

faith sufficiently. Maybe their prior involvement in that faith distorted their testing. But 

maybe it didnôt, or maybe the testing was sufficient to overcome the distorting effects. 

 

Critics of Christianity often frame the issue of how we should approach the religion in 

misleadingly negative terms. Loftus tells us that ñthe odds are that we are wrongò (98) for 

any worldview, since there are so many conflicting worldviews in existence. He tells us 

that most religions would have to be false even if not all of them are, so we should be 

skeptical that a given religion is true (99). Etc. But we reach such conclusions after ex-

amining some evidence, such as what other people believe and the history of religion. If 

weôre going to use such negative initial observations to frame our judgment about reli-

gion, why not also allow positive initial observations to frame it, such as the apparent 

reasonableness of a person who commends a religion to us, the general trustworthiness of 
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eyewitness testimony such as Christianity claims to have for some of its central beliefs, 

etc.?  

 

There is merit to questioning oneôs beliefs. As far as Loftus is trying to get people to do 

that, as a general principle, thatôs healthy. But when he goes on to make comments about 

how Christians supposedly just beg the question by presuming their worldview or take a 

Humean approach toward other religions, or he assumes that people havenôt tested their 

faith enough when heôs in no position to know that about them, thatôs unhealthy. And 

heôs been doing such things for years. He claims that ñBelievers are simply in denial 

when they claim their religious faith passes the OTF [Outsider Test for Faith].ò (103) His 

chapter doesnôt demonstrate that assertion, nor does the remainder of the book. As I men-

tioned in the introduction of my review, the book doesnôt even address some of the most 

significant evidence for Christianity. 
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Paul Manata 
 

There are so many things to critique in John Loftusôs chapter that one could write a book 

correcting all of his errors and fallacious reasoning. Thankfully, to dismiss Loftusôs ñout-

sider test for faith (OTF)ò all we need to do is undermine his specific argument for it. It is 

always nice when someone puts forth an argument for their position. An argument is 

supposed to give you reasons to believe the conclusion. It is to persuade you to accept the 

conclusion. It should be valid and sound.  So if the form is fallacious or the premises 

false, then you may dismiss the argument immediately. The author cannot complain since 

he put it out there as ñthe argumentò for his position.  

 

But first, a preliminary observation. Loftus claims to have taken the outsider test for 

Christianity. He says he judged Christianity by the same standards he judged other reli-

gions false. Christianity did not pass the test. However, one problem here is that Loftusô 

buddy, David Eller, told us back in chapter one that there is ñno such thing as Christianity 

but rather Christianitiesò (26). Loftus repeats this claim on page 196, in the context of 

another chapter, and endorses it. When he needs to debunk Christianity, suddenly it be-

comes a fixed target; yet when Christians appeal to a fixed target to defend Christianity, 

Loftus claims it is a moving target and that there is no such thing as Christianity. This 

shell game is rather unfortunate, especially considering the atheists who unthinkingly 

laud Loftusôs OTF. See, Loftus canôt say that he gave the test to Christianity (singular). 

He just gave it to one of the thousand versions he claims exist. He then rejects all the oth-

er versions as an outsider. But he cannot claim to have been an insider to any of them ex-

cept the one he was in. By my count, Loftus needs to do 20,000 more outsider tests for 

the denominations he and his cohorts claim represent different Christianities. So he can 

never again claim heôs debunked Christianity via the outsider test, because ñthere is no 

such thing as Christianity.ò 

 

Getting on with the argument, Loftus tells us, ñMy argument is as followsò (81):  

 

1. Rational people in distinct geographical locations around the globe overwhelmingly 

adopt and defend a wide diversity of religious faiths due to their upbringing and cul-

tural heritage. This is the religious diversity thesis.  

2. Consequently, it seems very likely that adopting oneôs religious faith is not merely a 

matter of independent rational judgment but is causally dependent on cultural condi-

tions to an overwhelming degree. This is the religious dependency thesis.  

3. Hence the odds are highly likely that any given adopted religious faith is false.  

4. So the best way to test oneôs adopted religious faith is from the perspective of an out-

sider with the same level of skepticism used to evaluate other religious faiths. This ex-

presses the OTF. (82) 

 

 

Validity:  

 

How does Loftus get to (2) from (1)? (2) has a conclusion indicator, but does not seem to 

follow from (1). (1) is not a logical truth or a theorem.  
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What justifies the move from (2) to (3), i.e., ñit seems very likelyò to ñthe odds are highly 

likelyò?  

 

Why would ñthe oddsò that any particular religion is false follow from the claim that ñit 

seems very likely that adopting a religion is not merely a matter of independent rational 

judgmentò? Arenôt these three claims consistent: (i) it is not merely a matter of indepen-

dent rational judgment that you believe that p,ò and ñ(ii) believing p is dependent on your 

culture,ò and (iii) ñthe odds are highly likely that pò? They certainly seem consistent. In-

deed, Loftus tacitly admits they are on page 89 by claiming that his belief in science 

meets the criteria of (i) through (iii)! One can have reasons for faith while not adopting 

that faith merely for reasons. 

 

Furthermore, as James Anderson points out, even if we assume that all religions, and by 

implication Christianity, have a low probability of being true, we can still be rational in 

believing Christianity: 

 

[S]uppose we grant [that the odds are highly probable that any given religion is 

false] for the sake of argument.  Given that the major world religions are logically 

incompatible with each other (at most one could be true) one might argue that 

something like [premise 3] is true from the point of view of sheer demographic 

statistics.  The question is whether anything follows that is problematic 

for Christians.  I canôt see that it does.  In general, it doesnôt follow from the fact 

that P(p) is very low that I shouldnôt believe p or that I should subject p to some 

sort of ñoutsider testò before Iôm permitted to believe p.  Plantingaôs writings are 

full of counterexamples to such misguided inferences, e.g., the probability 

of being dealt a particular bridge hand (email correspondence, July 18). 

 

So a low probability of a beliefôs B having a true truth value doesnôt logically imply that I 

should test that belief and treat it as probably false.  Loftus needs to give us reasons to 

believe that B is false. But if he could do that, thereôd be no need to take an outsider test. 

 

Finally, how does (4) follow from the above premises? Where is ñtesting faithò and ñlev-

el of skepticismò and ñevaluate other faithsò in those premises? The conclusion seems 

totally unrelated to the premises. Indeed, a better conclusion would be, ñTherefore, your 

faith is probably false.ò But if (3) is true, then why take a test? You have a probabilistic 

defeater for your faith. No need to test it. 

 

We can test this argument for validity by using logical counterexamples. The first counter 

example exposes a problem of vagueness that the argument has: 

 

1.* Rational people in distinct geographical locations around the globe overwhelmingly 

adopt a wide variety of taste preferences due to their upbringing and cultural heritage.  

2.* Consequently, it seems very likely that adopting oneôs taste preferences is not merely 

a matter of independent rational judgment but is causally dependent on cultural condi-

tions to an overwhelming degree.  
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3.* Hence the odds are highly likely that any given adopted taste preference is false.  

4.* So the best way to test oneôs adopted taste preference is from the perspective of an 

outsider with the same level of skepticism used to evaluate other religious faiths. 

 

Loftusôs argument is also just as true for taste preferences. But clearly this counterexam-

ple is troublesome. First, what would it mean to say that my preference for vanilla is 

false? Second, that people disagree about taste preference gives me no reason to be skep-

tical of my preference for vanilla. More troubling, many religious beliefs are bound up 

with values and it is not clear that they can be neatly separated. That people disagree 

about my values gives me no reason to drop mine and test them with the same level of 

skepticism I have towards theirs. However, letôs grant Loftus can clean up his argument 

and remove the vagueness and ambiguity. The next test shows a more severe problem. 

 

1.** Rational people in distinct geographical locations around the world overwhelmingly 

adopt and defend a wide diversity of philosophical beliefs due to their upbringing and 

culture. 

2.** Consequently, it seems very likely that adopting oneôs philosophical position is not 

merely a matter of independent rational judgment but is causally dependent on cultural 

conditions to an overwhelming degree. 

3.** Hence the odds are highly likely that any given philosophical position is false. 

4.** So the best way to test oneôs adopted philosophy is from the perspective of an out-

sider, with the same level of skepticism used to evaluate other philosophies. 

 

I think the vast majority of philosophers, even those who endorsed Loftusôs book, would 

reject this argument as absurd. But it has the same form as Loftusôs argument, which 

means Loftusôs argument should likewise be rejected. For example, many of the stan-

dards of evaluation (those standards by which we judge whether x is more rational than y; 

standards by which we judge between competing hypotheses which both explain all the 

empirical data; standards like the reliability of our sense or our cognitive faculties, etc.) 

are philosophical in nature. But if those must be tested and evaluated, by what standard 

would we do so? Or, more troublesome, the counter example shows that we should have 

the same level of skepticism towards, say, the philosophical belief that the world is maya 

as we should have towards the philosophical belief that the external world exists and is 

mind independent. The counter example also shows that we should have the same level 

of skepticism towards the moral command, ñone ought to torture babies for fun,ò as we 

have toward the moral command, ñone ought never torture babies for fun.ò Indeed, the 

counter example concludes that we should test that moral command! Has Loftus tested 

that moral command? Do the police know? 

 

But Loftus might bite the bullet here and claim that the conclusion is not false even if the 

premises are. So we can make the invalidity more explicit by this counter example: 

 

1.***  Many farmers grow and harvest a wide variety of foods due to demand. 

2.*** Consequently, it seems very likely that what is farmed is not merely a matter of 

tilling the soil but is also causally dependent on demand. 

3.*** Hence, the odds are highly likely what is farmed is demanded. 
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4.*** So, the best way to test what one farmer has farmed is from the perspective of a 

horse racing jockey, with the same level of skepticism you use to evaluate what other 

farmers have farmed. 

 

Now, this argument seems to have the same logical form as does Loftusôs argument, but 

the conclusion is clearly false. (4***) is false and does not follow from the premises, 

therefore neither does (4) follow from the premises in Loftusô argument. Hence, Loftusôs 

argument is invalid. 

 

Soundness 

 

However, Loftus arguments have problems even granting its validity. An unfortunate 

problem is its lack of soundness. 

 

I will grant (1) arguendo, but it should be noted that Loftusôs fellow contributors do not! 

Eller, Tarico, and Long do not seem to grant that most humans, let alone religiously in-

clined humans, are rational. Tarico begins a subheading of her chapter with the title: ñSo 

You Think Youôre Rationalò (50).  As for being rational, Tarico tells us that ñresearch on 

human cognition suggestsò that ñnone of us areò (50). So a problem with (1) is that Lof-

tusôs cohorts think it is false. Loftus needs to remove ñrationalò from the premise. 

 

Apropos (2), what does it mean to say that religious beliefs are causally dependent on 

culture to an overwhelming degree and so it seems likely that they are not rational? Sure-

ly a large majority of our beliefs have correlations to our cultural conditions, and surely a 

great many of them are rational. Furthermore, what does ñto an overwhelming degreeò 

mean? How are religious beliefs not only causally dependent on cultural conditions, but 

causally dependent to ñan overwhelming degreeò? Would we say, ñThe ball caused the 

breaking of the window to an overwhelming degreeò? What does that mean? What are 

the other factors? And isnôt ñoverwhelmingò a bit strong? That would seem to get rid of 

original thinkers. 

 

(3) has many problems. Loftus fails to offer any probability calculus to show how he de-

termines the claims about probability in (3). One problem (3) has is that Loftus is assum-

ing that the probability of any given religion being true is equipossible with all religions. 

But it seems obvious to me that some religions are more probable than others. Loftusôs 

argument depends upon the idea that the religious faith one adheres to is a matter of luck, 

like choosing a lottery ball out of a giant urn. If there are 500 Ping-Pong balls inside the 

urn, the probability that I pick any one of them is 1/500. Each ball has the same odds. But 

what argument can Loftus offer to the effect that religious faiths are equipossible like 

this? He doesnôt offer a single one in the entire chapter.  

 

The problem is compounded. Loftus admits that the belief that the external world exists 

and is mind independent is highly probable. Indeed, the view that the external world is an 

illusion is ñprobably false.ò That assumption ñcannot be taken seriouslyò and is ñex-

tremely implausibleò (95-96). Thus it seems like Loftusôs own position is that religions 

that posit that the external world is an illusion are less probable than ones that do not. So 
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Loftusôs own stated views seem to indicate that not all religious faiths are equipossible, 

but that is the assumption in (3), hence (3) is false. 

 

There are more problems with (3), however. In response to the claim that Loftus needs to 

take the outsider test for his belief that the external world is an illusion, Loftus says that 

before he takes that test the challenger must show him that his belief in a mind-

independent external world is ñprobably falseò (95-96).  Loftus holds the position that the 

response to the person who claims that your belief could be false is, ñSo what?  Give me 

good reason to believe that it is falseò (96). Okay, ñSo what?ò to Loftusôs claim that 

Christianity could be false. If Loftus responds that he has ñgood reasonsò to believe that 

Christianity is false, then letôs hear them. Now, no doubt he will say that he has given 

them. I obviously donôt think he has any good reasons for believing that Christianity is 

false. Be that as it may, the point is that his response here shows that the outsider test is 

superfluous! If Loftus does not have good reasons that are persuasive to me for thinking 

that Christianity is probably false, then I donôt need to take the OTF. If he has good rea-

sons that are persuasive to me, such that I conclude that Christianity is probably false, 

then I donôt need to take the OTF! Loftusôs OTF is a waste of time, a needless obstacle to 

getting on with the business of giving someone good reasons for thinking their belief is 

false. 

 

The last problem with (3) is that it commits the genetic fallacy. Loftus tries to bypass the 

criticism by claiming the objection is (a) irrelevant and (b) false (98-99). He claims that 

the charge is irrelevant because ñthe origination of certain kinds of belief is indeed a rele-

vant factor when assessing if those beliefs are probableò (99). He gives an example of a 

paranoid belief brought on by use of psychedelic drugs. But this is irrelevant! First, if the 

drug user was caused to believe that 2+2 =4 by taking the drug, the origination would do 

nothing to show that the belief is probably false. There are arguments Christian give for 

thinking God is a necessary being, or that he is transcendentally required for necessary 

features of human thought or intelligible experience. Moreover, Christians present rea-

sons for thinking their belief is true, or for thinking it has not been defeated and so they 

are within their epistemic rights to hold that belief. Loftusôs claim is that belief in God 

originates from an unreliable source (putting aside that this simply assumes the falsity of 

the biblical explanation for the cause of a personôs belief in God and trust in Jesus Christ, 

which means Loftus is attacking Christianity as an outsider). But the genetic fallacy oc-

curs when you disregard the reasons one has for thinking their belief is true.  The unrelia-

ble cause might be irrelevant to the beliefôs truth value, but the reasons given may very 

well be relevant. So, suppose Loftusôs drug user supplies evidence and reasons for think-

ing the CIA is after him. At that point the reasons must be dealt with. Loftus ignores that 

little problem, thus making his charge of irrelevancy itself irrelevant.  

 

The second out for Loftus is that the charge is false. He says that he allows that a reli-

gious adherent could pass the test. Well, this is false and duplicitous: Loftus says he al-

lows that someone could pass it yet likewise says that ñbelievers are just in denial when 

they claim their religious faith passes the OTFò (103)! Secondly, Loftusôs (3) is the claim 

that a religious belief is ñhighly probably falseò due to its origination, which is to commit 

the genetic fallacy (putting aside its question begging assumption of the ultimate source 
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of faith in Christ). So it is not a false charge and the claim that Loftus might allow, in 

theory, a faith to pass the test does not mean he has not committed the genetic fallacy. 

 

Lastly, here is the big problem with (4). If I give up Christianity in order to test it, and 

every other worldview, then I would find myself in a state of cognitive paralysis. For ex-

ample, I would have no idea about the origination and purpose of my cognitive faculties. 

I would not be able to believe that their purpose was to deliver true beliefs. Since no one 

can adopt a ñperspectivelessò stance, then what stance should I adopt? What view of 

mind would I have? What moral stance would I take in order to judge a worldviewôs 

moral consequences and consistency? What would I believe about man, his problem, and 

the solution? Would I be a realist or an anti-realist? What would I think about meaning? 

How would I even think about other religions and my religion? Would I deny naturalism 

and hold that there is intrinsic purpose in the world? What would my views on logic be? 

Would reasons and intentions be an irreducible explanation for why certain things take 

place? Would I hold that the universe is causally closed? Would I think that normativity 

is an irreducible feature of the world? 

 

I thus find that I cannot take Loftusôs test because it has too many built in undercutting 

defeaters to my cognitive and moral proper functioning. The results would be disastrous, 

thus proper function does not allow me to take Loftusôs test. Would Loftus take a test to 

see if his cognitive faculties are reliable? Giving up the reliability of his cognitive facul-

ties and placing them on the table for testing would give him a reason not to take the test 

since the minute he gives up the reliability of his faculties he loses the motivation to test 

them, or anything else. Loftus pretends that this is to be biased toward your worldview. 

Yes, it is. And Iôve just given good reasons for the bias. Loftus thinks that I cannot test 

any other worldview objectively while being biased toward mine. But this is to confuse 

psychological bias with rational bias. I can still apply local rules of rationality to my be-

lief and other beliefs, even if I am psychologically biased and committed to my belief. 

Moreover, I have positive, rational reasons for believing my religion is true and that oth-

ers are false. Loftus merely suggests that I apply double standards to other religions, he 

doesnôt show this. As C.S. Lewis said, ñI believe in Christianity like I believe in the sun. 

Not only because I see it, but because of it I see everything else.ò  

 

A problem that besets all forms of cultural relativism 

 

Loftusôs argument focuses on disagreement. But what about agreement? The vast majori-

ty of humans throughout history have believed in something ñother,ò something ñsuper-

natural.ò Furthermore, it is sometimes hard to note whether we have a real disagreement, 

and if so, where it lies. For example, there is agreement mixed in with disagreement be-

tween various cultures. Most agree that there is something supernatural, that man has a 

problem and is in need of a solution, man is not ultimate, meaning and purpose is an irre-

ducible feature of the world, miracles have happened, etc. Loftusôs argument seems to 

rest on the notion that disagreement leads to his test, which should lead to atheism. But of 

course many of the meta-level concerns are agreed upon. The level of agreement leads to 

atheism being off the table, if weôre to take Loftusôs test seriously. That is, if disagree-

ment is supposed to entail cognitive confusion, then why doesnôt agreement entail cogni-
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tive rest? A similar problem haunts cultural relativism in its moral dimension. Thereôs 

just more agreement than the cultural relativist would like. Imagine a fish bowl with a 

fish in it. Now, a great and overwhelming majority of the worldôs population, yesterday 

and today, would agree that something is in the fish tank. Atheists are the ones saying 

that nothing is in there. If disagreement shows relativism then agreement should show 

objectivism or realism. So the atheist that raises the problem from disagreement needs to 

stick to his guns. If not, then all this hubbub about ñdisagreementò leading to cognitive 

despair is simply hand waving. They think agreement counts for nothing. They arenôt bo-

thered by it, at all. So why should the theist be bothered by disagreement? 

 

Loftusôs argument for his outsider test is vague, ambiguous, invalid, unsound, super-

fluous, informally fallacious, and subject to a defeater-deflector. It fails on just about 

every level. 
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A Review of Chapter Five  
Steve Hays 
 

V. Babinskiôs Flat-Headed Cosmography 

 

Chap 5 is an effort to show that Bible writers taught a flat-earth cosmography. In fact, 

this chapter is a showcase of Babinskiôs hermeneutical naïveté. 

 

1.Babinski says, ñéItôs clear that the Bible is a product of the prescientific period in 

which it originatedò (132). 

 

Itôs important to keep this statement in mind as we evaluate Babinskiôs ñevidence.ò For 

the principle he is enunciating is that Bible writers wrote what they did about the configu-

ration of the world because ancient Jews were in no position to know any better. They 

didnôt have the tools of modern science. So thatôs why they taught a flat-earth cosmogra-

phy. 

 

2.Apropos (1), Babinski says [quoting Horowitz], ñthe earthôs surface ends at the horizon, 

the place where heaven and earth meetéSome texts suggest that the ends of the earthôs 

surface are marked by cosmic mountains, while others suggest that the cosmic ocean ex-

tends to the ends of the earthò (115). 

 

i) Stop and think about this for a moment. Imagine that youôre an ancient Jew or ancient 

Near Easterner.  

 

The ñhorizonò is relative to the indexical viewpoint of the observer. It represents the lim-

its of what the observer can see from his position. He is to the center as the horizon is to 

the circumference. 

 

But it also follows from this that the ñhorizonò is a shifting boundary. For the observer is 

a moving reference point.  

 

Youôd only have to walk to the ñhorizonò to discover that the horizon didnôt end. As you 

move, the ñhorizonò moves away from you. As you move forward, the ñhorizonò recedes.  

 

i) Letôs also keep in mind that many ancient near Easterners were travelers. For example, 

some were sailors. As such, ancient sailors knew that the dry land didnôt consist of one 

central landmass or supercontinent surrounded by the cosmic sea. 

 

They also traveled along far-flung trade routes. Over mountain passes. They knew from 

experience that the hills and mountains on the horizon of their hometown didnôt represent 

the outer limits of the world. They knew from climbing the local hills and mountains that 

the sky wasnôt a solid dome, resting on the summit. 
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3.Babinski says [quoting Denis Lamoureux], ñThe sun, moon, and stars are placed in 

(Hebrew b) the firmament on the fourth day of creation, above which lay óthe watersôò 

(123). 

 

i) But if the firmament was a solid dome, with sun, moon, and stars embedded in the fir-

mament, then theyôd be frozen in place. If the firmament was secured by pillars, and lu-

minaries were embedded in the firmament, then there would be no apparent motion from 

east to west. Likewise, embedding stars in a solid firmament could never account for re-

trograde motion, or the different rates at which the luminaries seem to move across the 

sky.  

 

ii) On that model, moreover, you couldnôt account for the seasonable variations in sunrise 

and sunset. Not just shorter or longer days, but the apparent displacement along the hori-

zon over the course of a year.  

 

iii) On a related note, if the moon was a disk, and the earth was flat, the apparent shape of 

the moon would vary depending on which part of the flat earth the observer occupied. 

But ancient peoples traveled. Yet the moon was the same shape wherever they went. At a 

minimum, that would imply the sphericity of the moon. And if the moon, why not the 

earth? 

 

Yet this information was easily available to ancient stargazers. Naked-eye astronomy 

would suffice.  

 

4.Babinksi says, ñThe Flood ended only after God óclosedô the floodgates of the skyéò 

(123). 

 

But if we take this literally, what does it imply? A closed systemïlike an aquarium or 

snow crystal paperweight.  

 

The firmament is like a dam that keeps the upper waters from inundating the earth. It 

rains or snows when God opens a ñfloodgate.ò 

 

But an obvious problem with that depiction is that rainwater would have nowhere to go. 

There is no drain. So every time it rained, the sea level would rise a bit more. 

 

Surely there were smart, observant people in the ANE who could figure that out. It 

wasnôt easy to survive in the ANE. It took a lot of practical intelligence to make it from 

one day to the next in those harsh, inhospitable conditions.   

 

5.Babinski quotes some Bible verses to try and prove Biblical geocentrism (e.g. Josh 

10:12; Eccl 1:5; Ps 19:4-6). But how does geocentricism mesh with a flat earth? 

 

i) Ancient observers saw the sun (and moon and stars) go ñaroundò the sky, from east to 

west. Then what happens? If the earth is flat, youôd expect the sun to stop at that point 
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because it simply canôt go further. The sun literally ñlandsò or touches down at one end 

of the earth. It canôt pass through the solid surface of the earth. At that point, the logical 

way for the sun to get back to the east is to reverse course. So, if the earth is flat, weôd 

expect the sun to alternate between clockwise and counterclockwise motion.  

 

Instead, it reappears every morning in the east, right where it started! Wouldnôt this sug-

gest that it went ñaroundò the earth, in empty spaceïjust as it went around the sky?  

 

And if it moves in a semicircle during the day, wouldnôt that suggest it also moves in a 

semicircle at night? The sun went full circle because the earth is round. 

 

ii) Moreover, wouldnôt that be reinforced by the fact that day and night are roughly the 

same length? (And even if we make allowance for seasonal variations, that evens out 

over the course of a year.) 

 

iii) Likewise, didnôt ancient sailors, who sailed by the stars, ever notice that the position 

of the constellations varied depending on where you were? Is that what weôd expect from 

a flat earthïor a spherical earth? 

 

iv) Needless to say, sailors were also acquainted with the phenomenon of relative motion, 

viz. passing ships. So appearances could be consistent with more than frame of reference. 

 

v) And sailors also saw ships ñsinkingò below the horizon (or ñrisingò above the hori-

zon). Yet they knew from their own experience that those ships hadnôt gone over the edge 

of the earthïlike a cosmic waterfall.  

 

6.Babinski says, ñéverses throughout the Bible agree that the earth is immovable, mov-

ing only in the case of earthquakeséò (128). 

 

But, of course, that has nothing to do with relative motion or locomotion. Itôs not talking 

about the earth in relation to other celestial bodies. Rather, thatôs a reference to seismic 

activity. 

 

7.Babinski cites Josh 10:12 to prove Biblical geocentrism. But the description is explicit-

ly from the local viewpoint of an earthbound observer. To blow this up into a global de-

scription is anachronistic. 

 

8.Babinksi cites Mt 4:8 to prove a flat earth. But aside from the fact that this is probably a 

vision, didnôt ancient travelers ever notice that the world extends beyond what you can 

see from any particular hilltop or mountaintop?  

 

9.Babinksi mentions ñflat-earth themesò like the Ascension (132).  

 

i) However, Jesus doesnôt fly up to heaven. Rather, he briefly levitates, at which point he 

is then enveloped by the Shekinah.
20

  

                                                 
20

 Cf. D. Bock, Acts (Baker 2007), 67; D. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles (Eerdmans 2009), 115. 
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ii) If the firmament were truly a dome, then heaven would surround all sides of the he-

mispheric firmament, from the zenith to the horizon. In that case, heaven wouldnôt just be 

up. Heaven would be all around us. Sideways. Ahead and behind. 

 

10.Babinksi mentions the netherworld (132). But biblical depictions of the netherworld 

are simply modeled on ANE mortuary customs.
21

 

 

11.Babinski cites Dan 4:10-11 as a prooftext for a flat earth. But this description is quite 

compatible with a spherical earth. Letôs take a comparison: 

 

Both the size of Olympus Mons (roughly the size of the American state of Arizo-

na) and its shallow slope (2.5 degrees central dome surrounded by 5 degree outer 

region) mean that a person standing on the surface of Mars would be unable to 

view the upper profile of the volcano even from a distance as the curvature of the 

planet and the volcano itself would obscure it. The only way to view the mountain 

properly is from orbit. However, one could view parts of Mons: standing on the 

highest point of its summit, the slope of the volcano would extend beyond the ho-

rizon, a mere 3 kilometres away; from the three kilometre elevated caldera rim 

one could see 80 kilometres to the calderaôs other side; from the southeast scarp 

highpoint (about 5 km elevation) one could look about 180 km southeast; from 

the northwest scarp highpoint (about 8 km elevation) one could look upslope pos-

sibly 240 km and look northeast possibly 230 km.
22

 

 

Just as Olympus Mons can seem to fill the horizon, to a ground-based observer, so can 

Danielôs world-tree. Unless Babinski happens to think that Mars is flat rather than spheri-

cal. 

 

12. Babinski compares Gen 1 to the Enuma Elish, where the ñsea-goddessò Tiamat is the 

sky. But aside from the fact that Babinski disregards scholarly arguments against the lite-

rary dependence of Gen 1 on the Enuma Elish,
23

 he also ignores the practical question. If 

Tiamat is the firmament, or if she supplies the raw materials for the firmament, then of 

what is a sea-goddess made up? Is a sea-goddess solid, like a bronze statue? Is she com-

posed of stuff that can dam the upper waters? 

 

13. Babinski cites Rev 1:7 as a prooftext for Biblical geocentrism. However: 

 

i) Suppose the verse does, indeed, conjure up the image of a flat earth? So what? Lan-

guage is full of dead metaphors. We ourselves use flat-earth metaphors whenever we 

speak of sunrise/sunup or sunset/sundown. 

 

ii) For that matter, the imagery could just as well be hyperbolic. To suggest this isnôt spe-

                                                 
21

 Cf. C. Morgan & R. Peterson, eds. Hell Under Fire (Zondervan 2004), 53-54. 
22

 http://www.lonympics.co.uk/Olympus%20Mons.htm  
23

 E.g. K. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Eerdmans 2003), 424-25; J. Oswalt, The Bible 

Among the Myths (Zondervan 2009),100-102. 

http://www.lonympics.co.uk/Olympus%20Mons.htm
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cial pleading. Itôs easy to document hyperbole in Scripture. What is more, hyperbolic de-

pictions are characteristic of eschatological imagery.  

 

iii) Moreover, ñsightò is frequently an abstract metaphor for knowledge. And itôs just as 

easy to document that fact from Scriptural usage.  

 

On that construal, the verse is simply saying, in a vivid way, that when Christ comes 

back, everybody will both know and acknowledge, willingly or unwillingly, who Jesus 

really is. 

 

iv) But suppose, for the sake of argument, that we take this literally. How would that de-

piction presume a flat earth? 

 

For instance, suppose we said, ñEvery eye shall see the moon.ò 

 

Would such a phenomenon only be possible on a flat earth? Hardly! 

 

You see, Babinski has smuggled a suppressed premise into his conclusion. He tacitly 

rephrases the verse to say, ñEvery eye shall see him all at once.ò 

 

So heôs assuming the event must be instantaneous. Of course, the verse doesnôt say that. 

For that matter, the verse doesnôt even say anything about Jesus ñdescending.ò You might 

be able to get that from other passages, but not from Rev 1:7. 

 

If the ñatmospheric effectsò of the Parousia were sufficiently large and distant, and if they 

hovered in one place for 24 hours, then, of course, everyone around the world would be 

able to see it. 

 

So even if you construe the verse with crass literality, itôs quite possible for earthlings on 

a rotating planet to see the same atmospheric phenomenon. It would be a worldwide 

spectacle. 

 

14. Babinski takes the cubical shape of the New Jerusalem literally (142-43).  

 

i) But the shape of the New Jerusalem is numerological, not literal. It is dictated by 

Johnôs duodenary numerology, which spatializes the 12 tribes of Israel (Rev 21:12). A 

concrete emblem of the 12 tribes. And the cubical shape is just a geometrical extension of 

the duodenary motif. Multiples of 12. 

 

ii) In addition, the cubical shape may well be intended to trigger yet another numerologi-

cal association, where the configuration of the New Jerusalem presents a counterpoint to 

the mark of the Beast: 666 versus 12x12x12. 

 

iii) There may also be literary allusion to the inner sanctum (in Solomonôs temple).  

 

This is all patently symbolic. 
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15. He brings up the lifecycle of stars, as if that runs counter to the creation account. Yet 

what the creation account describes is not simply the creation of natural kinds, but the 

inauguration of a self-perpetuating cycle. Itôs not static by any means. Once God creates a 

natural kind, it can (and does) reproduce itself.  

 

16. Babinski also devotes some time to the meaning of raqia. However, his analysis is 

defective in two important respects: 

 

i) Whether or not raqia denotes a solid vault is disputed in the scholarly literature. For a 

number of standard commentaries and monographs define the term more broadly, classify 

this as a poetic figure of speech, or consider it a phenomenal description.
24

 

 

ii) More to the point, even if the term did, in fact, denote a solid vault, this doesnôt mean 

that Gen 1 intended to teach its audience that the sky was a solid vault. It doesnôt even 

mean that Gen 1 took that for granted, as an unquestioned cultural assumption. 

 

For there is still the question of whether that imagery is literal or figurative. For if Gen 1 

is depicting the world as a cosmic temple, then weôd expect the presence of architectural 

metaphors to cue the reader. 

 

17. Babinski says [after quoting Josh 10:12), ñThat God would direct his command at the 

sun rather than the earth implies a belief in a stationary earth (129). 

 

One of the ironies of this claim is that it runs counter to the interpretation of Joshuaôs 

Long Day offered by two scholars (i.e. Stephen Meyers; John Walton) whom Babinski 

plugs in his essay (133,35).
25

 

 

18. Babinski also mishandles the mythopoetic passages in Scripture. But aside from his 

search-and-destroy mission, this mistake is also due to his failure to make allowance for 

different literary genres. Yet the Biblical use of mythopoetic language in poetic and po-

lemical settings is nothing new or damaging to the inerrancy of Scripture.
26

 

 

19. Babinski leans heavily on the claims of Paul Seely. However, Babinski ignores the 

counterevidence. See Appendix III in this review.  

 

20. Babinsksy says, ñTwo Evangelicals [Peter Enns & Denis Lamoureux] have reviewed 

Bealeôs book and explained why Genesis 1 and other parts of the Bible present falsifiable 

statements regarding cosmology that cannot be explained away solely as ótemple im-

                                                 
24

 Cf. C. J. Collins, Genesis 1-4 (P&R 2006), 45-46, 264; V. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis 1-17 (Eerd-

mans 1990), 122; B. Waltke, Genesis (Zondervan 2001 62; G. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 (Word 1987), 19-20. 
25

 J. Walton, ñJoshua 10:12-15 and Mesopotamian Celestial Omen Texts,ò A. Millard, et al. eds. Faith, 

Tradition, and History: Old Testament Historiography in Its Near Eastern Context, (Eisenbrauns 1994), 

181-90; 72http://www.bibleandscience.com/bible/books/genesis/genesis1_sunstoodstill.htm  
26

 Cf. J. Currid, Ancient Egypt and Old Testament (Baker 1997); E. Smick, ñMythopoetic Language in the 

Psalms,ò WTJ 44 (1982), 88-98, http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/Ted_Hildebrandt/OTeSources/19-

Psalms/Text/Articles/Smick-MythopoeticPs-WTJ.htm  

http://www.bibleandscience.com/bible/books/genesis/genesis1_sunstoodstill.htm
http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/Ted_Hildebrandt/OTeSources/19-Psalms/Text/Articles/Smick-MythopoeticPs-WTJ.htm
http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/Ted_Hildebrandt/OTeSources/19-Psalms/Text/Articles/Smick-MythopoeticPs-WTJ.htm
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ageryô (as Beale had hoped)ò (134). 

 

Why does Babinski classify Enns and Lamoureux as ñEvangelicalsò rather than liberals? 

Both men clearly deny the inerrancy of Scripture. If Babinski is defining ñEvangelicalò 

so broadly that itôs consistent with a repudiation of inerrancy, then whatôs the difference 

between evangelical and liberal? 

 

As for their reviews, see Appendix IV.  

 

21.Finally, letôs take a classic example ñtriple-deckerò cosmography in Scripture: ñThe 

likeness of any winged bird that flies in the air, the likeness of anything that creeps on the 

ground, the likeness of any fish that is in the water under the earthò (Deut 4:17b-18). 

 

Itôs easy to see the basis for this depiction, and thereôs nothing mythical about it. The sky 

is higher than dry land, while dry land is higher than sea-level. The three ñtiersò represent 

the relative position of the three primary ecological zones. And that depiction is literally 

true.
27

 

                                                 
27

 Cf. C. J. Collins, Science & Faith (Crossway 2003), 100-101. 
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 Jason Engwer 

There are several points about Biblical cosmology and ancient cosmology in general that 

Edward Babinski either ignores or doesnôt say enough about: 

 

- He acknowledges that thereôs some ambiguity in ancient views of cosmology (115), and 

we know that ancient sources held a variety of perspectives. 

 

- Agnosticism was always an option. Just as we today arenôt obligated to take a position 

on issues weôre ignorant about, the same was true of people who lived in ancient times. 

We shouldnôt assume that every Biblical author had to have taken a position on every 

cosmological issue, so that he must have held a false view if he didnôt understand the cor-

rect cosmology. 

 

- Just as we today use poetic language or the language of appearances, for example, such 

as when referring to a sunrise or sunset, so could ancient people. Babinski acknowledges, 

for instance, that ñthe Lordôs defeat of cosmic foes was sometimes applied metaphorical-

lyò (119). 

 

- One of the indications that a Biblical author didnôt intend his cosmological comments to 

be taken as an equivalent of a modern scientific description is that the author uses mul-

tiple images to describe the same phenomenon. Babinski cites references to pillars of the 

earth in Job (128), yet elsewhere he discusses Job 26:7 (n. 52 on 142), which refers to the 

hanging of the earth without reference to pillars. If pillars are referred to in some places, 

but arenôt part of the imagery used elsewhere in the same book, a book that frequently 

uses poetic language, why should we think that the passages about pillars were meant to 

express belief in actual pillars and, thus, a false cosmology? In the same note that dis-

cusses Job 26:7, Babinski cites another passage in Job (38:8-11) that refers to doors at the 

boundaries of the sea. Are we to believe that the author of Job thought there were actual 

doors there? Is Job 38:8 referring to an actual womb? John Loftus is correct when he re-

fers to ñthe poetical book of Jobò in a later chapter (246). 

 

- If weôre going to take references to something like pillars of the earth or corners of the 

earth as literal cosmology, then why not take the same approach toward passages that 

most naturally suggest a round earth, for example? Should we assume that passages about 

the circular nature of the earthôs atmosphere (Job 22:14, 26:10, Proverbs 8:27) are meant 

to imply a spherical earth? A circular atmosphere could accompany an earth that isnôt 

round, but a round earth would be a more natural fit. 

 

- As Steve Hays has noted in his review of Babinskiôs chapter, there would be a lot of 

inconsistencies if we tried to combine all of the images the Bible uses when discussing 

these issues. The alleged Biblical cosmology that Babinski constructs doesnôt even make 

sense. He refers to beings ascending and descending from Heaven, manna falling, smoke 

from burnt offerings rising up to God, etc. (130-131). But if thereôs a solid dome and wa-

ter over the earth (122-125), how are such objects getting through? 
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- Some people believed in the spherical shape of the earth in ancient times, even during 

the Old Testament era. Pliny the Elder, writing in the first century A.D., comments that 

belief in a spherical earth was the common view of his day (The Natural History, 2:2). 

 

- There were many means by which ancient people could have arrived at correct cosmo-

logical conclusions, such as the shadow of the earth during a lunar eclipse. Steve Hays 

has discussed some other examples in his reply to Babinski. 

 

- The later critics date Biblical books like Genesis, the more they have to take into ac-

count advances in knowledge over time and the existence of belief in a spherical earth 

among later sources. 

 

- The early Christians held a variety of views of the shape of the earth. Theophilus of An-

tioch suggests agnosticism on the subject, at least apart from a Divine revelation (To Au-

tolycus, 2:32). Athenagoras refers to the earth as spherical (A Plea For The Christians, 8, 

16). While Babinks cites Revelation 7:1 as a reference to a flat earth (n. 57 on 144), the 

earliest commentary on Revelation sees the four corners as referencing ñfour nationsò 

(Victorinus, Commentary On The Apocalypse Of The Blessed John, 9). Basil of Caesarea 

refers to a large number of cosmological views that had been held by people over the cen-

turies and mentions doubts that were continuing to be raised against common opinions on 

the subject (The Hexameron, 3:4, 9:1). Babinski suggests that the New Testament repeat-

edly advocates a flat earth (127, n. 57 on 143-144). The diverse views of the early post-

apostolic Christians, including some who believed in a spherical earth, give us reason to 

be cautious about Babinskiôs conclusion. While he cites post-apostolic sources who held 

something like the cosmology he assigns to the Bible (n. 59 on 144-147), we should keep 

in mind that many ancient sources, both Christian and non-Christian, contradicted that 

cosmology. 

 

- Steve Hays has already discussed some of the problems with Babinskiôs interpretation 

of the Bible. I want to expand upon one of those passages, Matthew 4:8. Matthew could 

easily have known that there was no mountain from which a person could physically see 

every kingdom of the earth, including whatever details of those kingdoms would be in-

volved in showing their ñgloryò. The parallel passage in Luke 4:5 refers to how Satan 

showed Jesus the kingdoms ñin a moment of timeò. Jesus is shown the kingdoms. He 

doesnôt move around to look at them. And it happens in an instant. Apparently, Satan is 

supernaturally bringing images before Jesus. The mountain backdrop isnôt meant to con-

vey the concept that there was some mountain high enough to allow people to see every-

thing on a flat earth. Rather, the mountain backdrop is being used to convey the concept 

of elevation, without regard to whether that elevation allows a person to physically see 

the entire earth. This incident has nothing to do with normal eyesight or a flat earth. Ba-

binski repeatedly overlooks such details in his attempt to put together a Biblical cosmol-

ogy thatôs inconsistent and nonsensical. 

 

- We should keep in mind that the issue here isnôt just whether the Biblical authors, con-

sidered as normal individuals, are likely to have held correct cosmological views or to 

have been agnostic on cosmological matters rather than having held erroneous views. Ra-
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ther, we also have to take evidence for the Divine inspiration of scripture into account. If 

a scientist and a five-year-old both refer to a sunrise, we give the scientist a benefit of the 

doubt that we donôt extend to the child. The child may think that the sun actually rises. 

Any Christian who thinks a Biblical author is like the scientist rather than the child would 

have to argue for the Divine inspiration of the Bible. He couldnôt merely assert it. But if 

there is good reason to believe in the Bibleôs inspiration, then that factor has to be taken 

into account. 
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Paul Manata 
 

Thereôs really not much to add to what Steve Hays and Jason Engwer had to say about Ed 

Babinskiôs chapter ñThe Cosmology of the Bible.ò Iôll make two small points: 

 

1. Babinski mocks the biblical writers for using terms like ñstretching out the heavens,ò 

the ñcoursesò of the stars, and ñthe sun rises and sets.ò For Babinski, this language is 

evidence that the biblical authors are unscientific boobs. Yet when it comes time for 

Babinski to explain our universe in modern, scientific, sophisticated terms, he writes: 

ñour planet is a tiny life raft bobbing in space with far less fortunate life rafts bobbing 

over to our left and rightò (132). The editor of The Christian Delusion ought to find all 

copies of this book and burn them before the scientifically enlightened people of the 

next century get to it. I can imagine a book in the future with this chapter: ñThe Cos-

mology of Edward Babinski.ò See, apparently, for Babinski, you can write like that if 

you live in the scientific age and so we know you donôt mean it. If you donôt live in the 

scientific age, then you canôt be figurative like Babinski.  You must mean it all literal-

ly.  After all, weôre starting with the assumption that these people were dumb and so 

thatôs why they said what they did. 

 

2. Babinski likes to point out that ancient, pre-scientific people wrote the Bible (hardly an 

interesting observation) and so this accounts for why they made so many stupid, igno-

rant, and unscientific statements about the origin and nature of the cosmos. He looks at 

some ANE statements on the creation of the world and finds some similarities between 

them and concludes that this shows that the biblical writers just borrowed the unscien-

tific understanding of the creation of the cosmos prevalent at that time. Some of his 

comments have to do with the notion of ñwordsò that speak the cosmos into existence 

(113) as well as ñcommandsò for the sun to remain where it is and for other ñlaw-likeò 

regularities to operate as they do (128 - 130). Babinski mocks this as obviously un-

scientific and improper as an explanation for the existence of the world. However, I 

donôt think so. In fact, I think the biblical authors as well as other ancient peoples hit 

upon an important truth when explaining the cosmos: the invoking of personal inten-

tions as a full or complete explanation of the origin of the cosmos and the existence of 

ñnatural laws.ò If there are natural signs of intelligence, order, and purpose in the cos-

mos, especially irreducibly so, then the intentions, powers, and beliefs of a person 

seems to me to be just what the doctor ordered in terms of a full or complete explana-

tion, rather than a partial one. This isnôt the place to argue for design, irreducible pur-

pose, natural signs, etc. (for those arguments see: Robin Collins, ñThe Teleological 

Argument: an exploration of the fine-tuning of the universe,ò in The Blackwell Com-

panion to Natural Theology (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009); John Foster, The Divine Law-

maker (Oxford, 2004); Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford, 2nd ed. 

2004)). Rather, this is to point out that reference to the intentions and beliefs and pow-

ers of a personal agent is to offer a massive missing piece to the job of explaining the 

existence of the universe we encounter. It would appear that these stupid, ancient, 

dumb, and unscientific people hit on a rather huge explanatory resource. Babinskiôs 

explanation is only a partial explanation, and it is less fundamental than the explana-

tion given by ancient stupid people. 
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A Review of Chapter Six 
Steve Hays 
 
VI. The Bible and Modern Slipshoddiness  
 

1.In chap. 6, Tobin begins by drawing attention to alleged discrepancies between Gen 1 

and Gen 2 (149). It doesnôt even occur to him that Gen 1 is a global creation account 

whereas Gen 2 is a local creation account, centered on the Garden of Edenïeven though 

numerous scholars draw that distinction. 

 

2.Tobin trots out an old objection to the alleged numerical discrepancy between the num-

ber of animals in Gen 6:19-20 and their number in Gen 7:2-3. However, that objection 

fails to consider the Hebraic literary technique of synoptic/resumption-expansion.
28

 

 

3. Tobin alleges racism in the OT discrimination against Ammonites and Moabites (Deut 

23:3), as well as the ban on mixed marriages in Ezra and Nehemiah.  

 

i) However, the distinction is religious rather than racial. A distinction between pagans, 

on the one hand, and members of the covenant community, on the other. 

 

ii) Even if, for the sake of argument, the OT was racially discriminatory, that wouldnôt 

disprove the OT unless Tobin can show, on secular grounds, that racial discrimination is 

wrong. 

 

iii) In fact, many unbelievers subscribe to racial discrimination. They favor racial prefe-

rences for certain minority groups, to the detriment of other racial and ethnic groups. 

 

4.Tobin alleges some discrepancies between Ecclesiastes and Proverbs. However, this 

fails to take into account the genre of each. Both books speak in generalities. These are 

not unconditional or unqualified statements one way or the other. 

 

5.Tobin alleges a discrepancy between James and Paul on the value of the law. This, 

however, involves a superficial reading of each.
29

 

 

6.Tobin says, ñIt has long been known that the story of the great Flood told in Genesis 

chapters 6-9 is a scientific impossibilityò (151). 

 

i) Of course, young-earth creationists are quite familiar with that objection, and they have 

                                                 
28

 ñIn typical Semitic style, the summary injunction to take pairs of animals into the ark is now developed 

by the more specific injunction to take seven pairs of clean animals,ò B. Waltke, Genesis (Zondervan 

2001), 137-38. 
29

 To take just one counterexample, cf. ñExcursus 2: Faith, Works, and Justification in James and Paulò in 

Dan McCartneyôs recent commentary on James: http://www.wtsbooks.com/pdf_files/9780801026768.pdf  

http://www.wtsbooks.com/pdf_files/9780801026768.pdf
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marshaled many arguments to the contrary.
30

 Tobin needs to refute their arguments. 

 

ii) Tobin is also assuming the global interpretation of the flood. But he needs to refute 

scholars who argue for the local interpretation of the flood.
31

 

 

iii) In addition, itôs not as if young-earth creationism and old-earth creationism are tight, 

mutually exclusive packages. Itôs logically and exegetically possible to combine elements 

from one with elements from the other.  

 

iv) In fact, Tobinôs objection contradicts Babinskiôs chapter (5), where Babinski assures 

us that the narrator of Genesis was indebted to a primitive triple-decker cosmography. 

But if, for the sake of argument, we accept his interpretation, then the flood wasnôt ñglob-

alò in the modern sense of the term.  

 

7.Tobin says [citing Cyrus Gordon], ñthe scholarly consensus holds that the Genesis story 

is dependent on the Gilgamesh epicò (152).  

 

i) To the contrary, even a liberal like Peter Enns doesnôt take that position:  

 

It is not necessary to ponder whether Genesis is dependent on these ancient Me-

sopotamian stories. The various flood stories simply share common ways of 

speaking about a horrible flood of some sort. It is a common scholarly view that 

either a severe local flood (around 2900 B.C.) or numerous local floods triggered 

these flood stories.
32

 

 

Likewise, as another scholar says: 

 

Given the fact that there were several different flood traditions from Mesopota-

mia, and that they have so many points in common with the biblical story, it 

might be logical to conclude that all the stories recall a common event that was re-

told to reflect different social, cultural and theological contexts.
33

 

 

ii) Even if we stick with Cyrus Gordon, thatôs not all he has to say on the subject: 

 

The use of birds which could be released for determining the presence and direc-

tion of land (Genesis 8:6-12) is not a folkloristic invention, but reflects actual na-

vigational practiceéA cage full of homing pigeons is not a bad method of direc-

tion finding.
34

 

                                                 
30

 E.g., J. Sarfati, The Greatest Hoax on Earth (Creation Book Publishers 2010), chap. Chap. 10; Andrew 

Snelling, Earthôs Catastrophic Past (ICR 2009); K. Wise, Faith, Form, and Time (Broadman 2002). 
31

 E.g., T. D. Alexander, ñGenesis,ò ESV Study Bible, J. Walton, The NIV Application Commentary: Gene-

sis (Zondervan 2001); R. Youngblood, The Book of Genesis (Baker, 2
nd

 ed., 1991).  
32

 http://biologos.org/blog/gilgamesh-atrahasis-and-the-flood/  
33

 J. Hoffmeier, The Archaeology of the Bible (Lion Hudson 2008), 38; ñThese cuneiform accounts show 

similarities with Gen 6-9, a fact which is possibly to be explained by common reference to an actual histor-
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8. Tobin says, ñGenesis 11:26-28 says that Abraham came from óUr of the Chaldees.ô 

Estimates of Abrahamôs lifetime fall anywhere between the 23C BCE and the 16C BCE, 

yet the Chaldeans as a people only came into existence around the 8-7C BCE - long after 

the time of Abrahamò (ibid. 153).ò 

 

However, this objection is bound up with the identification of Ur, which is quite contro-

versial.
35

 As Duane Garrett explains: 

 

It is true that the Chaldeans do not appear in the historical record until the 9th 

cent., when they show up in southern Babylonia. If Ur of the Chaldeans is the Ur 

of lower Mesopotamia (the Ur of Sumer), then it looks like Genesis is connecting 

Abraham to these people. This is obviously a problem. In my view, Abrahamôs Ur 

is far to the north, near Haran. Genesis never connects him to lower Mesopotamia 

(his family ties are all near Haran). The designation ñof the Chaldeansò is still a 

bit of an enigma, but there is no reason to think that Genesis wrongly asserts that 

the Chaldeans of Neo-Babylonian fame were already in Babylonia during the time 

of Abraham.
36

 

 

9. Tobin says, ñGenesis 26:1 relates a story about Isaac going to Gerar to meet with óAb-

imelech, king of the Philistines.ô  Archaeological finds tells us that there was no city of 

Gerar and no king of the Philistines to meet with Isaac during the historical period in 

which he would have livedò (153). 

 

i) It doesnôt occur to Tobin that scribes sometimes updated archaic terms in the text. As 

one scholar notes: 

 

Here we see a usage from the twelfth to tenth centuries (1180 and following) that 

replaced an earlier, obsolete termsïjust as we would say ñthe Dutch founded New 

Yorkò although they did so as New Amsterdam, the present name replacing the 

former under their British successors.
37

 

 

ii) As another scholar notes: 

 

Two other possibilities exist for the use of the term ñPhilistines.ò One is that 

Moses is writing for the people of his day, a time when the Philistines are firmly 

entrenched in Canaan (see Exod 13:17); or, secondly, perhaps there was an early 

wave of Aegean invaders who settled in the land of Gerar, and Moses applies the 

generic name óPhilistinesô to them.
38

 

 

iii) As yet another scholar explains: 

 

                                                 
35

 Cf. V. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis 1-17 (Eerdmans 1991), 363-65; J. Walton, ibid. 390-91.  
36
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37
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38
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I suggest that the Philistines of Genesis represent the first wave of Sea Peoples 

from the Aegean, and that the later Philistines represent the last wave (ca 1200 

BC). These early Philistines would then represent some earlier Aegean group, 

such as the Caphtorim from Crete (Deut 2:23).
39

 

 

10. Tobin says, ñGenesis 12:14-16éinclude[s] the use of domesticated camelséThe 

archaeological evidence shows us that camels did not become domesticated until the 11C 

BCE, well after the time of Abraham and Joseph. Camels could not have been used dur-

ing the time of the patriarchsò (153). 

 

i) Thatôs an argument from silence. Itôs quite unrealistic to expect that weôd have ade-

quate information about the domestication of camels, given how little evidence has sur-

vived, and how little of the surviving evidence has been excavated. 

 

ii) If camels were useful a few centuries later, theyôd be equally useful a few centuries 

earlier.  

 

iii) As a matter of fact, there is evidence for domesticated camels within this timeframe.
40

 

 

11. Tobin says, ñGenesis 17:9-11 tells of a covenant between God and Abraham, which 

was sealed by the act of circumcisionéHow could the act of circumcision be a ósign of 

the covenantô between God and Abraham when everyone else was doing itò (153). 

 

Thatôs rather silly. The same symbol can have a polysemous import depending on the 

cultural connotations which any given society or subculture assigns to it. Take the swas-

tika.  

 

12. Tobin says the story of Moses closely parallels the legend of Sargon (154). However: 

 

i) You can only say the two are closely parallel if you conveniently disregard the major 

differences. 

 

ii) Some scholars think it parallels the legend of Horus rather than Sargon.  

 

iii) Even if it was allusive of some legendary figure, the Bible often polemicizes against 

pagan myths and legends, so this would be par for the course, and fully consistent with 

the historicity of the event. 

 

iv) If the account of Moses contains any literary parallels, they are probably intertextual 

parallelsïlooking forward and backward. As one scholar points out, in Exod 2:3, the 

word ñbasketò is 

  

The same word used of the boat that Noah built to save his family and the worldôs 

animals from the Flood (Gen 6:14). The fact that the Bible only uses the word 

                                                 
39
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40

 Cf. K. Kitchen, ibid., 338-39; http://www.bga.nl/en/articles/camel.html  

http://www.bga.nl/en/articles/camel.html


 

The Infidel Delusion Page | 72 

here and in the flood narrative (óthe ark of the covenantô uses a different Hebrew 

word) strongly suggests that there is an intentional connection being made be-

tween two accounts.
41

  

 

Oswalt also points out another parallel in the same verse: 

  

The Hebrew word used for óreedsô here is the Egyptian loan word sup, which is 

the same word used in 13:18 and elsewhere to identify the sea that God led his 

people across (28 occurrences; see also Jonah 2:5). This creates a strong impres-

sion that the narrator wanted the reader to make a connection between the two 

events.
42

 

 

v) Unfortunately, thereôs nothing out of the ordinary about mothers of unwanted babies 

exposing their newborns by tossing them in the river if they happen to live near a river. 

For instance: 

 

Medieval foundling wheels were wooden cylinders set in the wall of a convent or 

church. The baby was placed in the cylinder from the outside and the cylinder was 

turned towards the inside, where nuns would care for the baby and seek new par-

ents. The first foundling wheel was believed to have been installed in Rome in 

1198 at the orders of Pope Innocent III who was alarmed at the number of new-

borns, usually illegitimate, found caught in the nets of fishermen on the River Ti-

ber.
43

 

 

And even thatôs not fully parallel, for Jochebed didnôt abandon him. To the contrary, she 

took elaborate precautions to save his life. 

 

vi) Jochebed probably put him in a basket by the river because she knew that Pharaohôs 

daughter used to go bathing at that spot, and if her baby came under the protection of the 

princess, heôd be safe. These are realistic details.
44

  

 

13. Tobin says, ñWe have at least three names for Mosesô father-in-lawéò (154). 

 

This oversimplifies the issue: 

 

i) As one scholar notes, the Hebrew term (chatan) has a wider semantic range than simply 

ñfather-in-lawò: 

 

It appears to be a more general term describing a male coming into a relationship 

                                                 

41
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to a family thorough marriageïnamely, a bridegroom, a son-in-law, or a father-in-

law.
45

 

 

ii) We should also make allowance for the difference between a personal name and a tri-

bal name.
46

 

 

14. Tobin says, ñEven the name óMosesô itself was originally Egyptian, not Hebrewò 

(154). 

 

And how does that cast doubt on the historicity of the account, exactly? Since Moses was 

adopted by the Egyptian princess, why wouldnôt his adoptive name be Egyptian rather 

than Hebrew?  

 

15.Tobin says, ñThe date of the Exodus is also plagued with uncertaintyò (154). 

 

And how does that refute the historicity of the Exodus, exactly? After all, the Bible never 

dates the Exodus. At best, it provides some roughly datable details and intervals. But any 

attempt to date the Exodus will have to combine biblical data with extrabiblical data. 

Therefore, itôs not as if the biblical timing of the Exodus contradicts extrabiblical datesï

for Scripture gives no date for the Exodus. Like many ancient events, any attempt to cor-

relate literary notices with relative chronology is an educated guess. 

 

16. Tobin also raises other stock objections to the historicity of the Exodus. However, he 

doesnôt interact with standard scholarship to the contrary.
47

 

 

17. Predictably enough, he also denies the historicity of the Conquest. And, once again, 

he fails to interact with the opposing scholarship.
48

 

 

18. Likewise, he denies the historicity of the Hebrew monarchy. And, once more, he fails 

to engage the opposing scholarship on this issueïas well as OT history in general.
49

 

 

19. He also makes deceptive comments like: ñSurely such a vast empire [i.e. Davidôs] 

would have left immense archaeological evidence of its existenceéas in the case with his 
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[Solomonôs] father David, modern archaeology simply finds no evidence for this empire 

or for any of his supposed architectural undertakingsò (156). 

 

Of course, David and Solomon never had an ñempireò in the sense of Rome, with far-

flung colonies and miles of monumental architecture, or viae publicae. Rather, weôre 

mainly talking about political borders and international trade relations. The only major 

structures were the temple and the palace, centered in Jerusalem, and the scholars I cite 

dispose of that issue. For instance: 

 

Given (1) the thorough destruction of Jerusalemôs official buildings by the Baby-

lonians in 586, (2) the reuse of the site in the Persian period, and then (3) the mas-

sive redevelopment of the site and total rebuilding of both the temple and the sur-

rounding precincts in Herodôs time. Plus (4) Roman destruction and Byzantine 

and Muslim buildings since then, and (5) the practical impossibility of digging 

archaeologically in the present precinct.
50

 

 

20.Tobin says, ñGenesis 2 introduces us to a talking snake who urged Eve to partake of 

the forbidden fruit. In Numbers 22 we find the story of Balaam and his talking donkeyò 

(157).  

 

i) Gen 2 doesnôt use our (English) word ñsnake.ò Rather, it uses a Hebrew word with oc-

cult connotations.
51

 

 

ii) For reasons Iôve given elsewhere, I think itôs more likely that Gen 3 describes an ange-

lophany, involving a fallen angel. 

 

iii) Num 22 attributes the creatureôs speech to a divine miracle.  

 

iv) Moreover, the episode in Num 22 is intentionally satirical. It was meant to be incon-

gruous. Theater of the absurd.  

 

v) Tobinôs objection boils down to his dogmatic rejection of the supernatural. 

 

21. Tobin then compares the virgin birth to pagan ñparallelsò (157-58). 

 

i) Upon closer examination, these donôt involve a virginal conception. Rather, they in-

volve a god who impregnates a woman by sexual intercourse. 

 

ii) Matthew and Luke are written from a Jewish perspective, not a pagan perspective. 

 

iii) If there are any literary parallels to the virgin birth, those would be to other miracul-

ous birth narratives in Scripture. 
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51
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iv) Tobin simply ignores the opposing literature on this subject.
52

 

 

22. Tobin says the massacre of the innocents is fictitious, given the lack of corroborative 

evidence (158f). Of course, thatôs an argument from silence. Thereôs no reason period 

historians would bother to record a minor atrocity in a backwater like Bethlehem. Why 

assume it would even be a well-known incident in an era studded with so many large-

scale atrocities? 

 

23.Tobin says ñIf God wanted to avoid the massacre of the innocents, he could easily 

have intervened supernaturally at the beginning by making the wise men avoid Jerusalem 

altogether and head on to Bethlehem directlyò (160). 

 

But it wasnôt Godôs intention to avoid the massacre in general. It was only his intention to 

avoid the premature death of Jesus. The public witness of the Magi to the political and 

religious establishment in Jerusalem is part of the prophetic testimony to the Messiahship 

of Jesus, which is, in turn, a part of Godôs providential plan. 

 

24. Tobin says the nativity account is an example of aggadic Midrash, based on Exod 1-2 

(160). However, 

 

i) The nature and relevance of ñMidrashò is widely disputed.
53

 

 

ii) What we have in Mt 2 is a case of typology, where an earlier event prefigures a later 

event. Tobin doesnôt believe thatôs possible since heôs an atheist. But from a Christian 

standpoint, God can arrange earlier events to foreshadow later events.  

 

iii) Indeed, one popular objection to Matthew is that he allegedly indulges in fanciful 

prooftexting. But if Matthew felt at liberty to fabricate the details of his stories, then sto-

ries could be tailor-made to precisely parallel OT events and prophecies.  

 

25. Tobin raises stock objections to the census of Quirinius (160-63). However: 

 

i) Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Lukeôs statement is imprecise. Does that 

mean Luke is mistaken? Not at all. 

 

Rather, it would be a typical case of Lukan hyperbole. Hyperbole is a deliberate over-

statement for rhetorical effect. The Bible often resorts to hyperbole. For example, ñThen 

the earth reeled and rocked; the foundations also of the mountains trembled and quaked, 

because he was angryò (Ps 18:7). 

 

Luke is fond of hyperbole.
54

 If Lk 2:1-2 is hyperbolic, then all this means is that Luke is 
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telescoping several events in time and place as if they all took place at one time.  

 

Hyperbole is not an error. It would only be erroneous if the author intended to be strictly 

accurate. Hyperbole is a standard rhetorical device. Lukeôs original audience would ap-

preciate that fact. 

 

ii) In addition, as one scholar points out: 

 

The growing amount of evidence indicates that there were many common features 

between censuses and property returns throughout the Roman empire, including 

Egypt and Arabia, both close by Palestine. The Egyptian census documents, be-

cause of their relative plenty, have been determinative in most discussions. How-

ever, there is small but significant evidence concerning how censuses and proper-

ty returns were conducted outside of Egypt as well, besides the fact that they did 

not follow the same time-frame. The result is that the account in Luke seems to 

have many, if not most, of the features one would expect in a census return, as 

Palme and even Rosen have shown. However, as Rosen has also shown, there 

may be some other features of the Lukan account, such as the trip to Bethlehem, 

that are better explained in terms of some of the peculiarities of the property re-

turnséBoth Palme and Rosen have shown that the parallels between the Lukan 

account and the censuses of Egypt and the property returns of Arabia are too 

many to ignore, and indicate that a plausible historical account is being given by 

LukeéThe grammatical arguments are likewise not decisive, but there is still 

plausibility for Lk 2:2 referring to the census being before Quirinius became gov-

ernor.
55

 

 

26. Tobin alleges ñfailed/fakedò prophecies in Scripture, such as Matthewôs use of Hos 

11:1-2 in Mt 2:14-15: ñBut that passage was actually about the return of the Israelites 

during the Exodusò (164). 

 

i) Needless to say, both Matthew and his audience would be quite familiar with the origi-

nal context.  

 

ii) This is a case of typology.
56

 A new Exodus. Indeed, we already have the new Exodus 

motif in later OT writers and writings. 

 

iii) If, as liberals would have it, gospel writers like Matthew felt free to invent stories 

from scratch, or manipulate preexisting traditions at will, then they could make their sto-

ries dovetail with the precise terms of the prophetic fulfillment. So this generates a di-

lemma for the critic: either the events were fictitious, in which case the gospel writers 

could cut-and-tail the stories to perfectly fit OT propheciesïor else they resorted to fanci-

                                                                                                                                                 
54
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ful prooftexting because the events really transpired, and they felt duty-bound to stay 

close to the facts on the ground. 

 

27. Tobin raises stock objections to Matthewôs use of Isaiah 7:14. However: 

 

i) Tobin fails to distinguish between sense and reference. Even if the Hebrew term didnôt 

mean ñvirgin,ò it could still be referring to a virgin. 

 

ii) Tobin disregards the nature of a ñsign,ò which is something extraordinary in Isaian 

usage. 

 

iii) As Alec Motyer demonstrates, this oracle is part of a larger, unfolding motif (Isa 6-

12) which extends well beyond Isaiahôs lifetime: 

 

One fact is immediately clear: it is impossible to confine the Immanuel prophecy 

to any long-forgotten ófulfillmentô in the time of Ahaz. The content of Isaiah 7:14 

does not dwell in isolation. It belongs to a connected and indeed interwoven se-

ries. Immanuel is the possessor of Judah (8:8); he is the ultimate safeguard against 

the machinations of the nations (8:10)ïIsaiah could not have used the reassuring 

words óGod is with usô unless with a direct reference to the child whose name this 

was; Immanuel, consequently, is the great óprince of the four namesô, the heir and 

successor of David (9:6, 7), and in the light of 10:21 the interpretation is irresisti-

ble that the one born in Davidôs line is also unequivocally divine, óthe mighty 

Godô; he is additionally the Prince of righteousness and peace, sovereign over a 

reconciled world (11:1ff). Seen in this light, not only does the name Immanuel re-

ceive its full meaning, but one of the tensions within chapter 7 is resolved. The 

paradox of chapter 7 is that Ahaz is called to rest himself confidently upon the 

promises of the Lord as being absolutely reliable and irrevocable, and yet, conse-

quent upon his unbelief, the promises are apparently abrogated. Immanuel both 

confirms that the devastation was the punitive act of Godïthis, by being born to 

inherit the disestablished dynastyðand also by his name and deeds he proclaims 

that the promises were indeed kept, and wonderfully so.  

 

Secondly, seen in the light of its total context, the Immanuel prophecy is found to 

be interlaced with tensions on the topic of the time of its fulfillment. On the one 

hand, it has as its context the times of the Assyrian (see 7:17ff.; 8:8; 9:1ff.; 10:34-

11:1). But equally it seems to belong to the undated future. Thus 9:1 looks back to 

the darkness of the Assyrian times and forward to the ólatter timeô in which the 

birth will take place. Again, 11:1 belongs to a time when Judah as well as Israel 

will have been regathered from worldwide dispersal (verses 11, 12), yet according 

to 8:8 and 10:33 the Assyrian overran but did not destroy Judah. What a genuine 

tension this is may be seen by the fact that the two elements in it are found strain-

ing away at each other in the same verses and subsections.  

 

We will try to put ourselves into the situation in which Isaiah was placed. At least 

three important factors were involved. Firstly, Isaiah proceeded, from the start, 
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from the knowledge of the ultimate fall of Judah and Jerusalem and the captivity 

of the people (see 6:9ff.). This, coupled with his awareness that the Assyrian was 

not to be the instrument of this destruction, would necessarily involve the project-

ing of the ultimate hope into the undated future.
57

   

 

28. Tobin says, ñIsaiah 19:5-7 claims the river Nile will dry up. The passage was written 

almost three thousand years ago and was clearly meant for his time. Yet to this date, the 

Nile has yet to dry upò (164). 

 

i) Tobin overlooks the obvious fact that Isaiah is studded with poetic imagery, of which 

this is just another case in point: 

 

The drying up of the Nile (5) is a figurative description of the coming economic 

decayïsuch a decay as would make one wonder if the Nile had gone!
58

 

 

The poem may be based on actual events, but it as likely offers an imaginative 

picture like the Moab poem rather than one whose detail relates to a specific con-

text.
59

 

 

ii) Even if, for the sake of argument, we took it literally, this could easily refer to a tem-

porary natural disaster rather than a permanent national drought.  

 

iii) For that matter, the wording of the text probably refers to irrigation canals and distri-

butaries in the delta, rather than the Nile proper or the Nile in toto.
60

 

 

29. Tobin says, ñIsaiah 17:1-2 asserts Damascus will cease to be a city forever. I think 

most people living today in Damascus, the capital city of Syria, would find such a proph-

ecy rather funnyò (164).  

 

Whatôs rather funny is Tobinôs tin-ear for Isaiahôs homonymic trope, or the political situ-

ation which he envisions. As one scholar explains: 

 

The city was captured by Assyria in 732 BC, but was not reduced to ruins. It was, 

however, left without power or influence, and that is the message that Isaiah me-

morably presents by employing a word-play between ñfrom [being] a cityò (moir) 

and ña heapò (moi).
61
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30. Tobin says, ñEzekiel predicted (26:7-14) that Nebuchadnezzar will destroy the city of 

Tyre. Yet even by the prophetôs own later admission, the prophecy failed (Ezekiel 29:17-

20)ò (164). 

 

i) To begin with, this fails to grasp the nature of oracles of judgment. Except for truly 

eschatological oracles of judgment (i.e. the final day of judgment), oracles of judgment 

are implicitly and typically conditional. By giving advance notice, they provide an oppor-

tunity to avert the threatened consequence.
62

 If, in this situation, Baal II blinked first in 

the face of imminent destruction at the hands of Nebuchadnezzarôs army, then that could 

well avert disaster. 

 

If an oracle of judgment is conditional, and the threatened party repented or relented un-

der pressure, thereby avoiding the consequence, then the prophecy was a success rather 

than a failure.  

 

ii) Moreover, Tobinôs objection is simply an argument from silence. Even if we had no 

corroborative evidence, that doesnôt mean it didnôt happen. Why is Tobin so credulous 

about ancient history in general, but so incredulous about Biblical history in particular? 

 

iii) Furthermore: 

 

According to Josephus, Nebuchadnezzar did indeed besiege Tyre for some thir-

teen years (586-573 BC) [Contra Apionem, 1.156; Antiquities 10:228]. By the 

end of that time, Tyreôs economic and political importance was destroyed, and the 

king of Tyre became a vassal of Nebuchadnezzar. The siege appears to have been 

a success, as Ezekiel had prophesied.
63

 

 

The siege was successful and Tyre did pass into Babylonian control. In a list of 

royal hostages at Nebuchadnezzarôs court, to be dated about 570 BC, the king of 

Tyre has the initial placeéAbout 564 BC, Baal, Ethbaalôs successor as king of 

Tyre, was replaced by a Babylonian High Commissioner.
64

 

 

31.Tobin says, ñEzekiel tried his hand again at prophecy when he predicted Egypt will 

become desolate, completely uninhabited, and that Egyptians will be scattered to other 

countries (Ezekiel 29:8-12). Yet Egypt has never been desolate, or completely uninha-

bited, and there never was an Egyptian diasporaò (164-65). 

 

This fails to take poetic license into account: 

 

An element of rhetorical exuberance was naturally involved in prophesying, the 

role of which was to persuade the audience of a basic theme, using both conven-

                                                 
62

 Cf. R. Pratt, ñHistorical Contingencies and Biblical Predictions,ò 
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tional and emotional language as supportive aids. Physical images may be used to 

convey emotional realityéLanguage contains a legitimate element of hyperbole, 

and prophetic language is entitled to this feature.
65

 

 

32. Tobin says, ñHoping for a third time, Ezekiel tried again. He predicted that Nebu-

chadnezzar will conquer Egypt (29:19-20). Nebuchadnezzar never did thisò (165). 

 

i) Once again, thatôs an argument from silence, and yet another instance of Tobinôs selec-

tive scepticism.  

 

ii) Moreover, 

  

A cuneiform text refers to Nebuchadnezzarôs thirty-seventh year (568 BC) when 

the king of Babylon marched against Egypt, that is, within three years of this 

prophecy.
66

 

 

Josephus provides some evidence that he [Nebuchadnezzar] invaded in 582 BC, 

and Babylonian sources suggest that he attacked the Egypt of Pharaoh Amasis in 

568 BC.
67

  

 

33. Tobin says, ñJeremiah 36:30 prophesied that Jehoiakim, the king of Judah, shall have 

no successor. Yet 2 Kings 24:6 says he was succeeded by his son, Jehoiachinò (165). 

 

Thatôs a highly deceptive statement of the available evidence. As one scholar explains: 

 

The three-month reign of Jehoiachin (cf. 2 Kings 24:6,8 does not contradict the 

prediction of v30. Jehoiachinôs succession was not a valid one but only a token 

one because he was immediately besieged by Nebuchadnezzar, surrendered in 

three months, and then went into exile, where he died after many years. No other 

descendant of Jehoiakim ever ascended the throne.
68

 

 

The historical books report that when Jehoiakim revolted against the Babylonians 

in 597 BC, Nebuchadnezzar mobilized his army against him. However, by the 

time the Babylonians actually reach Jerusalem, it is Jehoiachin not Jehoiakim who 

is on the throneéHis son Jehoiachin was deported to Babylon, and Nebuchad-

nezzar put his uncle Zedekiah (who was also Jehoiakimôs brother) on the throne.
69

 

 

34. Tobin says, ñIn the authentic Epistles of Paul, he expected the apocalyptic end of the 

world within his own lifetime, or at least the lifetime of most of his flock (1 Corinthians 

7:29-21 [sic]; 1 Thessalonians 4:14-17)ò (167). 
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66
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 T. Longman, Jeremiah, Lamentations (Hendrickson 2008), 268. 
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i) Regarding 1 Cor 7: 

 

a) Tobin is evidently ignorant of what Paul was setting his own position in opposition to. 

He was opposing the view of popular Greek philosophy. On the one hand, this stressed 

the continuity of the world, given the eternity of the world. On the other hand, it also 

stressed a degree of personal discontinuity, given the immorality of the soulïrather than 

the resurrection of the body. 

 

Hence the temptation to squeeze everything into this life on the assumption that because 

the afterlife is incorporeal, there are things you can do here-below which will be denied 

you in the hereafter. 

 

By contrast, Christian eschatology reversed the equation. On the one hand, this stressed 

the discontinuity of the world, given the day of judgment, and the palingenesis. On the 

other hand, this also stressed a degree of personal continuity, not only given the interme-

diate state, but the final state (i.e. resurrection of the body).
70

   

 

Time was ñshortenedò (not ñshortò) compared to the ñlongò view of the Greeks, viz. the 

eternity of the world.  

 

b) In addition, the immediate crisis has reference, not to the imminent return of Christ, 

but famine.
71

 

 

ii) Regarding 1 Thes 4:14-17: 

 

Two further matters need discussion, since a good deal of misunderstanding has 

had its day here. First, Paul is not stating that he expects to be alive at the Parou-

sia. Rather, he was simply currently among óthe livingô who are set out in contrast 

to óthe sleeping.ô His concerning fact has nothing to do with who will be living, 

but with the simple fact that they have no advantage over the dead regarding the 

Parousia. Or to put it another way: to be alive or dead is of no consequence at all 

regarding the coming of Christ. In other places, including later in this letter (5:10), 

Paul reckons with either possibility. Similarly, a few years later he can reflect on 

ówhether we are ñat homeò [in the body] or ñaway from homeòó (2 Cor 5:6-9) 

with regard to being alive or dead at the coming of Christ. In any case, Paulôs (and 

ótheirô or óourô) being among the living or the dead at the coming of Christ is ul-

timately an irrelevancy; that, after all, is quite the point made in the passage as a 

whole.
72

  

 

It should be noted that what Paul is primarily emphasizing in 1 Thes 4:13-18 is 

not that he and the recipients of this letter will be alive when Jesus returns. Ra-

ther, he is affirming that the dead in Christ will not miss out on the parousia. Ac-

cordingly, Paul does not bother to clarify who among those presently living will 
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 Cf. B. Winter, After Paul Left Corinth (Eerdmans 2001), chap. 11. 
71

 Winter, ibid., chap. 10.  
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be alive at the parousia and who will not. Since the contrast lies between those 

Thessalonians who are dead in Christ and those who are alive, where else can 

Paul include himself and the recipients of this letter except with those who are 

alive?
73

 

 

35. Tobin tries to drive a wedge between the ñchaoticò ecclesiology of 1 Cor, and the 

ñhierarchicalò ecclesiology of 1 Tim and Titus.  

 

i) On the face of it, the polity in 1 Cor 12 seems to have a more developed ñhierarchyò 

than the simpler polity in the Pastorals. Donôt bureaucracies tend to develop more layers 

over time, not fewer?  

 

ii) It wouldnôt be surprising if, at the end of his life, Paul put more emphasis on church 

office, to take over as the apostles died off. 

 

36. Tobin says, ñIn the OT, the book of Daniel, some portions of Psalms, and the later 

part of Isaiah are all known to be pseudonymous. In the NT, the Pastoral Epistles (1 Ti-

mothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) are considered by a vast majority of critical scholars not to 

have been written by PauléThree other Pauline Epistles (Colossians, Ephesians, and 2 

Thessalonians) are also considered by a majority of scholars to be pseudonymous. 2 Peter 

is unanimously considered to be pseudonymous, with most scholars also lumping 1 Peter 

into the same category. James and Jude are also generally considered to be pseudepi-

graphical worksò (166-67). 

 

This doesnôt begin to engage the opposing literature. Letôs take a sampling of the stan-

dard conservative literature: 

 

Bible Introduct ions:  

 

Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction (Moody 1994).  

 

Andrew Hill & John Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (Zondervan 2009) 

 

Craig Blomberg, From Pentecost To Patmos (B&H 2006). 

 

D. A. Carson & Douglas Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament (Zondervan 2005). 

 

Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (IVP 1990). 

 

Andreas Köstenberger, L. S. Kellum, & Charles Quarles, The Cradle, The Cross, and The 

Crown (B&H 2009). 

 

Terry Wilder, J. Daryl Charles, and Kendell Easley, Faithful to the End (Broadman 2007) 

                                                 
73

 R. Stein, Interpreting Puzzling Texts in the New Testament (Baker 1996), 297. 
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Monographs  

 

E. E. Ellis, The Making of the New Testament Documents (Brill 2002).  

 

Psalms 

 

Roger Beckwith, ñThe Early History of the Psalms,ò TynB 46/1 (May 1995), 1-27. 

 

Isaiah  

 

John MacKay, Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 (Evangelical Press 2009). 

 

John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 (Eerdmans 1998).  

 

Gary Smith, Isaiah 40-66 (B&H 2009). 

 

John Walton, ñNew Observations on the Date of Isaiah,ò JETS 28 (1983), 129-32. 

 

Daniel  

 

Gleason Archer, ñThe Aramaic of the Genesis Apocryphon Compared with the Aramaic 

of Daniel,ò J. Payne, ed. New Perspectives on the Old Testament (Word 1970), 160-69.  

 

_____, ñThe Hebrew of Daniel Compared with the Qumran Sectarian Documentsò J. 

Skilton, ed. The Law and the Prophets  (P&R 1974), 470-81. 

 

Roger Beckwith, ñEarly Traces of the Book of Daniel,ò TynB 53/1 (2002), 75-82. 

 

David W. Gooding, ñThe Literary Structure of the Book of Daniel,ò TynB 32 (1981), 43-

80. 

 

Gerhard Hasel, ñThe Book of Daniel: Evidences Relating to Persons and Chronology,ò 

Andrews University Seminary Studies 19 (1981), 211-225. 

 

Alan Millard,  ñDaniel and Belshazzar in History,ò Biblical Archaeology Review 11 

(1985), 72ï78.  

 

________.  ñDaniel 1ï6 and Historyò EQ 49 (1977), 67ï73. 

 

Donald Wiseman,  Nebuchadrezzar and Babylon (Oxford 1985).  
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Donald Wiseman, et al. Notes on Some Problems in the Book of Daniel (Tyndale Press 

1965). 

 

Edwin Yamauchi, ñHermeneutical Issues in the Book of Daniel,ò JETS 23/1 (March 

1980), 13-21. 

 

_____, ñThe Archaeological Background of Daniel.ò  Bibliotheca Sacra 137 (1980), 3ï

16. 

 

Stephen Miller, Daniel (B&H 1994). 

 

John Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch (IVP 2009), chap. 4. 

 

2 Thessalonians  

 

Gregory Beale, 1-2 Thessalonians (IVP 2003). 

 

Gordon Fee, The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians (Eerdmans 2009).  

 

G. Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians (Eerdmans 2002). 

 

Bo Reicke, Re-examining Paulôs Letters (Continuum 2001). 

 

Pastoral Epistles  

 

Luke Timothy Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy (Yale 2001). 

 

William Mounce, Pastoral Epistles (2000). 

 

Bo Reicke, Re-examining Paulôs Letters (Continuum 2001). 

 

Prison Epistles  

 

Harold Hoehner, Ephesians (Baker 2003). 

 

Douglas Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon (Eerdmans 2008). 

 

P. T. OôBrien, Colossians-Philemon (Word 1982). 

 

_____, The Letter to the Ephesians (Eerdmans 1999). 

 

Bo Reicke, Re-examining Paulôs Letters (Continuum 2001). 
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1-2 Peter  

 

Gene Green, Jude & 2 Peter (Baker 2008) 

 

Karen Jobes, 1 Peter (Baker 2005). 

 

Michael Kruger, ñThe Authenticity of 2 Peter,ò JETS 42/4 (December 1999), 645-71. 

 

James  

 

Craig Blomberg, James (Zondervan 2008). 

 

Dan McCartney, James (Baker 2009). 

 

Douglas Moo, The Letter of James (Eerdmans 2000). 

 

Jude 

 

Gene Green, Jude & 2 Peter (Baker 2008)  
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 Jason Engwer 

Paul Tobin repeats a lot of common objections to the Bible, but he doesnôt interact much 

with conservative scholarship. He also ignores a lot of liberal and moderate scholarship 

thatôs more favorable to the Bible than he is. Steve Hays has already addressed a lot of 

Tobinôs claims. Iôm going to discuss several problems with Tobinôs chapter that are rep-

resentative of some other portions of the book as well and representative of what many 

critics of Christianity argue. 

 

Tobin writes: 

 

ñEvangelicals have expended countless hours and published entire encyclopedias trying 

to reconcile these ódifficultiesô in the Bible, which only ends up proving how many diffi-

culties there are, and how elaborately one must labor to explain them away.ò (151) 

 

Atheism has had a large number of objections raised against it. Atheists have written 

many articles and books addressing those difficulties. The Christian Delusion is partially 

a response to criticisms of atheism, and it attempts to dismiss the evidence cited in sup-

port of Christianity, such as fulfilled prophecy and Jesusô resurrection. Since those of us 

who are reviewing The Christian Delusion have been raising so many objections to the 

book, should we conclude that there must be something wrong with it? As more Chris-

tians respond to the book, should we conclude that there are even more errors in it than 

we first thought, simply because more and more is being said against the book and its au-

thors have to become increasingly defensive? When skeptics claim that the resurrection 

witnesses were hallucinating, that the gospels are wrong about the large majority of what 

they report concerning Jesus, that the large majority of New Testament authorship attri-

butions are wrong, etc., thatôs quite elaborate. 

 

Tobin spends several pages on the infancy narratives (157-163, 177-178), and thatôs a 

subject I have a lot of interest in. Iôll address that material as a representative example of 

some of the problems with Tobinôs approach. 

 

He doesnôt make much of an effort to interact with conservative scholarship, and even 

much of what moderates and liberals have argued is ignored. Despite frequent citations of 

Raymond Brownôs work (see the notes on 177-178), Tobin reaches a radically liberal 

conclusion about the infancy narratives that Brown rejected. According to Tobin: 

 

ñWith the links now completely severed between the nativity and world history, we can 

now see the rest of the nativity accounts for what they really areéa fairy tale. Removed 

from the anchors of history provided by Herod and Quirinius, the nativity accounts drift 

into the realm of myths and legends.ò (163) 

 

I agree with Tobin that modern Roman Catholic scholarship is ñquite óliberalôò (179-

180), and Raymond Brown was one of the foremost Catholic scholars of our day. I would 
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classify him as a liberal. He surely wasnôt a conservative. But contrast Tobinôs highly 

negative assessment of the infancy narratives to Brownôs more nuanced view.
74

 

 

Later in his chapter, Tobin briefly discusses Biblical prophecy (164-165, 178), and he 

ignores the best arguments for the traditional Christian position. Though he often cites 

Brownôs more negative conclusions about the infancy narratives, he says nothing about 

Brownôs comments concerning Jesusô fulfillment of two common Messianic expectations 

in ancient Israel: the Messiahôs Davidic ancestry
75

 and His coming from Bethlehem
76

. 

Brown concludes that Jesusô Davidic ancestry is probable.
77

 Though heôs more critical of 

Jesusô Bethlehem birthplace, he thinks thereôs some significant evidence for it.
78

 If Tobin 

wants to criticize Christianity on issues like the historicity of the infancy narratives and 

Biblical prophecy, he ought to interact with the sort of argumentation scholars like Brown 

have produced, as well as the additional and better arguments of more conservative scho-

larship.  

 

Think about the absurdity of Tobinôs suggestion that Herodôs slaughter of the Bethlehem 

children and Quiriniusô census are ñthe anchors of historyò in the infancy narratives 

(163). Without those anchors, the narratives allegedly ñdrift into the realm of myths and 

legendsò (163). Matthew and Luke make many historical claims that donôt depend on the 

slaughter or the census. Thatôs why a scholar like Brown can reach a negative conclusion 

about the historicity of those two portions of the infancy narratives, but come to more 

positive conclusions about other aspects. Were Jesusô parents named Joseph and Mary? 

Was Mary pregnant outside of marriage? Was Jesus born in Bethlehem? When was He 

born? Was He later taken to Nazareth? Etc. And even if we were to assign Tobinôs ñanc-

horsò as much significance as he does, he makes little effort to interact with the counte-

rarguments regarding the slaughter
79

 and the census
80

. 

 

Part of the problem is that he sets up false expectations. He seems to think that even va-

gue similarities with pagan mythology are problematic. 

 

He doesnôt address the anti-pagan nature of early Christianity, and he doesnôt demon-

strate any literary dependence on pagan sources in Matthew or Luke. But he draws a va-

gue parallel to ñvirgin birthsò in pagan accounts, defining ñvirgin birthsò so broadly as to 

include incidents of a god having sex with a woman who was a virgin prior to the sex or 

expanding the category to ñsome form of unusual intercourseò (157-158). But if we want 

parallels to ñunusualò conceptions or births, regardless of whether virginity was involved, 

the Old Testament supplies us with examples without resorting to paganism. 
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Given the high significance of conception and birth in human life, it would make sense 

for God, if He exists, to provide signs and set individuals apart at that stage of life. The 

reason why that sort of theme is so common in both ancient Jewish and ancient pagan 

cultures is because thereôs a common human recognition of the importance of that early 

phase of a personôs life. Similarly, one can find references to eating, sleeping, friendship, 

marriage, dying, and other aspects of human life in both Jewish and Gentile literature. 

Given how vague the category of ñunusualò births is, and given how many thousands of 

pages of literature we have from the ancient world, finding vague similarities to the vir-

gin birth of Jesus in other sources tells us little about the historicity of the account. 

 

Tobin tells us ñit should not come as a surprise that the early Christians came up with 

similar stories about Jesusò (158). He goes on, in the same paragraph, to say that Evan-

gelicals appeal to the historical nature of the infancy narratives to distinguish the Chris-

tian account from similar accounts in paganism. Itôs at that point that Tobin brings in He-

rodôs slaughter and the census of Quirinius as the alleged anchors of history that can be 

used to test the Evangelical argument. 

 

But before we go down that false trail, letôs reconsider Tobinôs reasoning. If heôs read 

one of his own most commonly cited sources, Raymond Brown, he ought to know that an 

argument can be made for the historical credibility of the virgin birth account apart from 

acceptance of Herodôs slaughter and Quiriniusô census. The evidence suggests that the 

virgin birth account predates the gospels in which it appears, as Brown explains. It seems 

that at least some of Christianityôs early opponents attributed the virgin birth claim to Je-

sus Himself (Origen, Against Celsus, 1:28), so that it wasnôt a matter of ñthe early Chris-

tians coming up withò it. 

 

Tobin doesnôt interact with arguments for the traditional authorship attributions of Mat-

thew and Luke or the arguments for their general credibility as historical sources. He 

doesnôt say much about the specific circumstances in which they wrote and what sort of 

sources they would have had access to relevant to the virgin birth and other elements of 

the infancy narratives. He doesnôt address the early patristic sources or early reactions to 

the infancy narratives among non-Christian sources. Instead, we get an irrational focus on 

Herodôs slaughter and Quiriniusô census, and on those two points we get a highly selec-

tive repetition of common arguments that have been addressed by Christians many times 

and for many years. 

 

Tobin gives us the usual appeal to Josephus, assuming that heôs reliable not only in gen-

eral, but in many details as well. I donôt object to assigning a lot of significance to Jose-

phusô testimony, but it should be noted that Tobinôs trust in Josephus seems inconsistent 

with his radical skepticism toward Matthew and Luke. Remember, Tobin used the alleged 

non-historicity of the slaughter and the census to argue that the infancy narratives are 

ñcompletely severedò from history and are in ñthe realm of myths and legends.ò (163) 

Yet, scholars regularly reject the testimony of Josephus on some matters, even when he 

makes autobiographical comments, while accepting his testimony elsewhere. They donôt 

use Josephusô inaccuracy on some points to reason their way to the sort of radically nega-

tive conclusion that Tobin applies to Matthew and Luke. The Josephan scholar Steve Ma-
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son refers to ñcountless changes and contradictionsò in Josephus.
81

 The historian Paul 

Maier writes: 

 

ñJosephusôs accuracy and reliability as a historian have been challenged repeatedly. His 

free interpretation of his sources and his embellishments of the biblical record have al-

ready been cited. That he had a habit of overstating for dramatic purposes is also clear. 

The reader must discount such hyperboles as his claim, for example, that so much blood 

was shed in Jerusalem during its conquest that streams of gore extinguished the fires 

burning there. Like most ancient historians, Josephus also had trouble with num-

bers...That Josephus also had a lofty opinion of himself has already been noted, and his 

various heroic exploits were doubtless embroidered to enhance his image. At times he is 

inconsistent in statements made in The Jewish War when compared with those in Antiq-

uities, even if many of these may be understood as corrections in the latter writing on the 

basis of better knowledge. The discrepancies between The Jewish War and his Vita, 

however, are more serious. They include irreconcilable versions of a brutal incident in-

volving Josephusôs activities at Taricheae (Magdala) in Galilee, when enemies tried to 

attack him in his lodging. The accounts of his escape not only strain credibility but show 

a streak in his character that is more cruel than crafty. Josephus also shows a credulity in 

reporting that a ball fired from a Roman ballista hit a pregnant woman in Jerusalem, tear-

ing a fetus out of her womb and projecting it a hundred yards. Besides such horrors were 

the presumed portents he reported during Jerusalemôs last days: a cow supposedly gave 

birth to a lamb in the Jerusalem temple, visions of horses and chariots gave battle in the 

heavens, and the like.ò
82

 

 

Why doesnôt Tobin give Josephus the same treatment he gives Matthew and Luke? Even 

if he considers Josephus more reliable, shouldnôt he allow the same sort of combination 

of historical and unhistorical information in Matthew and Luke rather than dismissing 

them as ñcompletely severedò from history (163)? 

 

Tobin goes on to repeat common objections to the slaughter and the census without mak-

ing much of an effort to interact with responses to those objections. He neglects the post-

Biblical sources who directly discuss the slaughter and the census while focusing on al-

leged indirect implications against the historicity of those accounts in sources like Jose-

phus and Tacitus. And even his treatment of those sources ignores a lot of whatôs been 

argued by critics of his position. All of the internal and external evidence has to be taken 

into account, but Tobinôs selectivity is typical of his chapter and much of the remainder 

of the book. 
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Paul Manata 
 

Thereôs really nothing but scraps left of Tobinôs chapter after the drubbing Hays and 

Engwer gave it.  Iôll just mention something briefly. Steve Hays already commented on 

Tobinôs appeal to the legend of Sargon as the inspiration for the Moses story, but it was 

interesting to see that Tobin didnôt engage Brian Lewisô monograph on Sargon. Hector 

Avalos berated us Triabloguers for not referencing Lewisôs ñauthoritative monographò 

when we dared open our mouths about Sargon. It appears that you can leave out Lewis so 

long as youôre hostile to the historicity of the Moses account. In any case, for what itôs 

worth I will post a link to my review and interaction of the authoritative monograph, 

which shows that the Sargon myth has several problems to overcome if it is to be post-

ulated as the inspiration for Mosesô infant exposure on the Nile: 

 

http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/09/avalos-legend-study-of-some-blog-texts.html 

http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/09/avalos-legend-study-of-some-blog-texts.html
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A Review of Chapter Seven 
Steve Hays 
 
VII. What Weôve Got Here is a Failure of Comprehension 

 

In chap. 7, Loftus tries to demonstrate Scripture is uninspired due to its alleged lack of 

clarity. This chapter suffers from two fundamental flaws: 

 

1.Many of Loftusô illustrations are self-refuting. This chapter is just a pretext for him to 

bloviate about all the things he finds morally repugnant in Scripture. However, he can 

only be outraged by the offending passages under the assumption that he knows what 

they mean.  

 

So Loftus doesnôt think these Bible passages are ambiguous. To the contrary, he deems 

them to be unambiguously wrong. Far from documenting the unclarity of Scripture, his 

argument requires him to treat his prooftexts as clearly wrong. Therefore, his entire exer-

cise backfires. 

 

2.Loftus also flunks the Outsider Test. For example, he says at the outset that: ñone ap-

proach to seeing this is to simply look at the many barbarisms in the Bible. There are 

moral problems to be found in almost every chapter. Some of them do not need comment 

because they go against every decent moral standard civilized people accept in todayôs 

worldéò (181). 

 

Needless to say, his tendentious appeal to the ñdecent moral standardsò of ñcivilizedò 

people in ñtodayôsò world explicitly reflects his insider perspective. He makes no attempt 

to step outside of his secular humanistic belief-system and evaluate these passages on 

their own terms, from the viewpoint of the Bible writer. So once again his entire exercise 

backfires. 

 

This is pretty bad. Either (1) or (2) would be sufficient to sink the chapter, much less both 

of them. And those are not the only problems. 

 

3.For all his moralistic posturing, Loftus never attempts to justify his value judgments 

from a secular standpoint.  

 

i) He doesnôt explain how or even whether atheism can underwrite moral absolutes.  

 

He might be excused from this particular task if, given the division of labor in this colla-

borative work, he could delegate that task to another contributor. And, indeed, a whole 

chapter (13) is devoted to that enterprise by David Eller. But unfortunately for Loftus, 

Eller rejects ñnatural/real/objectiveò moral norms (358). And other contributors also es-

pouse moral relativism. 
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Therefore, Loftusô outrage is devoid of rational force unless he can mount an independent 

argument to justify his outrage. 

 

ii) Moreover, even if he could establish right and wrong, this doesnôt mean that human 

beings have human rights. For he would also have to show that organisms like human 

beings are entitled to certain rights. But given the reductive view of human nature in 

physicalism, that is far from obvious.  

 

4.Loftus has a footnote on Calvinism in which he says, ñIt means God decrees every evil 

deed that we do. It also means that God decrees every evil desire that we have to do every 

evil deed that we do. We cannot do otherwise. We cannot even desire to do otherwise. It 

also means God decrees everything that we believe. None of us can believe other than 

that which God decrees. Therefore, God decrees people to hell, since those who end up 

there could not have believed differently. I only have the harshest kinds of comments for 

such a theology. That God is an evil monster requiring nothing but disgust and loathing. 

Such a theology creates atheists and motivates me like no other theology to attempt to 

demolish the Christian faithò (205n33). 

 

Several problems: 

 

i) To say that Calvinism creates atheists is no counter to Calvinism, for Calvinism would 

say that God decreed that very outcome.  

 

ii) If, according to the OTF, beliefs are socially-conditioned, then Loftus canôt demolish 

the Christian faith by writing a book attacking the Christian faith. For, by his own admis-

sion, believers have control-beliefs which generally render them impervious to discon-

firmation. So his agenda flunks the OTF. 

 

iii) Loftus leaves the impression that he repudiates Calvinism because Calvinism is de-

terministic. Yet in an editorial note (366-67n21) to Ellerôs essay, Loftus recommends a 

book (Good and Real) by Gary Drescher which gives a defense of ñsecular moral real-

ism.ò 

 

But according to one review, Drescher is a secular determinist! Quoting Drescher, the 

reviewer says: 

 

Thus choiceéis a mechanical process compatible with determinism: choice is a 

process of examining assertions about what would be the case if this or that action 

were taken, and then selecting an action according to a preference about what 

would be the case. The objection The agent didnôt really make a choice, because 

the outcome was already predetermined is as much a non sequitur as the objection 

The motor didnôt really exert force, because the outcome was already predeter-

minedéBoth choice making and motor spinning are particular kinds of mechani-

cal processes. In neither case does the predetermination of the outcome imply that 

the process didnôt really take place.
83
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Therefore, weôd expect Loftus to tell us that ñI only have the harshest kinds of comments 

for such an atheology. Secular moral realism is an evil monster requiring nothing but dis-

gust and loathing. Such an atheology creates atheists and motivates me like no other 

atheology to attempt to demolish atheism!ò 

 

5. Loftus disregards the fact that some of Godôs communications are misunderstood by 

divine design. For example, thatôs why Jesus speaks in parables. The parables are com-

prehensible to insiders, but incomprehensible to outsiders. We have an analogous phe-

nomenon in the case of Johannine misunderstandings in the Fourth Gospel. 

 

Audiencial incomprehension is the intended effect of these divine communications. Far 

from reflecting a breakdown in communication, they succeed in achieving Godôs ulterior 

purpose.  

 

6. Loftus fails to draw an elementary distinction between a narrative description and a 

moral prescription. A narrator doesnôt endorse whatever he records. Indeed, Scripture 

frequently narrates an event to expose the iniquity of the human participants. 

 

7. Likewise, a law doesnôt automatically endorse the behavior in question. As one scholar 

notes: 

 

The law sets a minimum standard of behaviour, which if transgressed attracts 

sanction. It regulates institutions like marriage or slavery, but it does not prescribe 

ideals of behaviour within marriage. Does the regulation of slavery or bigamy 

mean that the Old Testament endorses these institutions and regards them as ethi-

cally desirable?éIn most societies what the law enforces is not the same as what 

upright members of that society feel is socially desirable let alone idealéWhat 

legislators and judges tolerate may not be what they approve. Laws generally set a 

floor for behaviour within society, they do not prescribe an ethical ceiling. Thus a 

study of the legal codes within the Bible is unlikely to disclose the ideals of the 

law-givers, but only the limits of their tolerance: if you do such and such, you will 

be punished. The laws thus tend to express the limits of socially acceptable beha-

viour: they do not describe ideal behaviour.
84

 

 

8.Loftus says ñthe failure of the Holy Spirit to óilluminateô believers to know the will of 

Godéis a very serious problem hereò (182). 

 

But thatôs only a very serious problem if the Holy Spirit intends to give every believer the 

correct interpretation of Scripture. Loftus needs to show that Scripture assigns that goal to 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

9.Loftus says, ñGod is understood to authorize the meat-eating industryò (185) in Gen 6-

9. 
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i) And how does that represent a failure of communication, exactly? Does Loftus regard 

that as a fallacious inference? If so, whereôs the argument? 

 

ii) Or does he disapprove of that inference? But his disapproval is irrelevant to whether or 

not the text miscommunicates. 

 

iii) Likewise, if he opposes the passage because he disapproves of meat-eating, then he 

flunks the Outsider Test. Itôs not as if the narrator disapproves of meat-eating. 

 

9.Loftus says ñthis practice [capital punishment] is being rejected by more and more civi-

lized peopleéThere are many barbaric capital punishment laws found in the Old Testa-

ment (OT), including having extramarital sex (Deuteronomy 22:13-30), homosexuality 

(Leviticus 20:13) and engaging in other deeds that democratic, free-loving people would 

not think deserve such punishment, to say the very leastéò (185). 

 

i) By appealing to ñcivilized, democratic, free-lovingò people, Loftus once again flunks 

the Outsider Test. He measures the text by his insider yardstick. 

 

ii) He also makes no effort to defend his insider standards. He merely asserts them. 

 

10.He complains that Gen 16:1-3 has been used to justify polygamy and concubinage 

(186). 

 

Thatôs a rather odd charge coming from an atheist. Is secular ethics opposed to having 

more than one wife, or having a mistress?  

 

Indeed, why wouldnôt a ñfreedom-lovingò atheist support various forms of sexual expres-

sionïincluding polygamy and concubinage? 

 

Loftus sounds like an uptight fundy. He needs to loosen up. Whereôs the fun in being a 

godless atheist if he suffers from these monogamous hang-ups. Letôs hear it for free love, 

baby! 

 

10. Loftus says, ñNotice also how cavalierly Lot is willing to hand his daughters over to 

be raped by the men of Sodoméò (186). 

 

Yes, youôd almost think the Bible was describing a fallen world. 

 

11. Loftus says, ñFor no reason at all God commands Abraham to sacrifice his only son. 

The silence of God about child sacrifice here is appallingò (186). 

 

i) To say there is ñno reason at allò for Godôs command betrays a profound ignorance of 

narrative theology: 

 

a) Letôs remember the target audience for Genesis: the Exodus-generation is the audience 

for Genesis. Both Abraham and the Exodus-generation were forced to lead a nomadic 
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existence. Both Abraham and the Exodus generation were living in the promised hope of 

a better future.  

 

The faith of Abraham, and Godôs reward, serves as an encouragement to the Israelites in 

the wilderness. Since God is faithful to his promises, they should be faithful to God.  

 

b) The hypothetical sacrifice of Isaac foreshadows the hypothetical sacrifice of the 

firstborn under the Mosaic covenant.  By the same token, it also foreshadows the prin-

ciple of vicarious atonement, where a sacrificial animal takes the place of the firstborn 

(Exod 13:12-13).  

 

c) The three-day journey to Mt. Moriah prefigures the three-day journey to Mt. Sinai. 

That underscores the providence of God. Just as he was providentially present in the life 

of Abraham, that, in turn, supplies a precedent for his trustworthy guidance of Israel.   

 

ii) Likewise, God prevented the sacrifice of Isaac. Isaac was not a sacrificial victim. That 

was never in the cards. But God knew something Abraham didnôt.  

 

iii) Isaac was not a ñchild.ò By this time Isaac was a teenager. 

 

12. Loftus says, ñAnyone who accepts a different religion and/or seeks to convert others 

is to be put to death (Deuteronomy 12:1-13:16). Anyone who curses God is to be put to 

death (Leviticus 24:11-16). Witches are also condemned to death (Exodus 22:18; Deute-

ronomy 18:10). This is very significant when it comes to democratic, free-loving 

peopleéò (187). 

 

i) Liberals donôt believe in freedom. Liberals are social engineers. They impose their val-

ues on everyone else. 

 

ii) Once again, Loftus flunks the Outsider Test.  

 

iii) These laws underscore our intrinsic duties to God.  

 

13. Loftus says, ñSurely no civilized person should accept indentured service or slavery 

of any kindéò 

 

Notice his dictatorial method. Loftus doesnôt argue for his position. He merely stipulates 

that his position is true. 

 

How does that demonstrate the rational superiority of atheism?  

 

Why is indentured service intrinsically evil? Whereôs the argument? 

 

Loftus says, ñLeviticus 25:44-46 tells us that slaves could be bought from foreign na-

tionséOn this rock the Christian faith diesò (187). 
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i) Once more, Loftus doesnôt even attempt to make a rational case for his position. He 

simply asserts his position.  

 

ii) But as one scholar explains, 

  

A theological reason underlies this discrimination: God redeemed his people from 

Egyptian slavery, to become his slaves (vv42,55). It is unfitting, therefore, that an 

Israelite should be resold into slavery, especially to a foreigner.
85

 

 

iii) Thereôs nothing inherently wrong with in-group privileges which are unavailable to 

the out-group. There are corresponding rights and responsibilities which come with in-

group membership. Thatôs a commonplace of social existence the world over.  

 

14. Loftus says, ñthis [eye for an eye] is barbaric justice, periodò (188). 

 

i) Once more, no reason is given. The reader is expected to instantly acquiesce to Loftusô 

moralistic opinions. Loftus must be remarkably egotistical to think that his personal opi-

nions should command our unquestioning assent. What a head-trip! 

 

ii) Actually, the lex talionis is a principle of strict equity in the administration of justice. 

The punishment fits the crime. Far from being ñbarbaric justice,ò itôs strict justice.  

 

15. Loftus says, ñThis Exodus passage is also used by antiabortionists to deny women the 

right to choose. This in turn has caused many women to die from óback alleyô abortions 

and has been used to justify the actions of terrorist abortion clinic bombersò (188). 

 

i) If vigilantism is wrong, so is murdering babies. 

 

ii) The question is whether parents have a right to kill their own children. Loftus beclouds 

the issue with antiseptic euphemisms. 

 

iii) Since abortion is an elective procedure, no one is forcing a mother to abort her own 

baby, whether in a ñback alleyò or an abortion clinic. 

 

iv) Murder shouldnôt be a risk-free endeavor. 

 

16. Loftus says, ñThis verse [Lev 17:10] was (and is being) used to deny blood transfu-

sions, which are now necessary for performing some surgeries and to sustain injured 

peopleò (188). 

 

i) The fact that cult members misinterpret Scripture doesnôt mean that Scripture is un-

clear. 

 

ii) If an adult cult member chooses to imperil his life through his blind commitment to 

cultic interpretations, that is his prerogative. He only has himself to blame. 
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iii) The law should intervene to prevent cult members from imposing these strictures on 

underage children. 

 

17. Loftus says, ñDivinely sanctioned wars are frequently mentionedéincluding geno-

cide against the CanaaniteséAmalekiteséò (188). 

 

Unless Israel committed ñgenocideò against her mortal enemies, her mortal enemies were 

going to commit genocide against Israel. It was a war of national survival. Peaceful coex-

istence with militant pagans was not a live option.  

 

18. Loftus says, ñThese few chapters [Judges 19-21] describe incredible horrorsò (189). 

 

i) This coming from a man who one page before was defending abortion clinics! 

 

ii ) Loftus doesnôt make the slightest attempt to properly exegete this passageïor Judges 

generally.
86

 

 

19. Loftus says, ñThe use of the word ófoolô here [Ps 14:1; 53:1]éhas been used to berate 

and discriminate against nonbelievers, and even persecute themò (189). 

 

And unbelievers persecute Christians. Therefore, Christians have to defend themselves. 

 

20. Loftus goes on a tirade over Jer 19:3-9. However: 

 

i) For a man who supports abortion, his stated concern for children rings hollow. 

 

ii) The passage isnôt just about children being killed one way or another. After all, every-

one dies sooner or later. The passage is about the sin of idolatry.  

 

iii) One of the ways in which God punishes the wicked is to put some evildoers at the 

mercy of other evildoers. Thatôs poetic justice, retributive justice, and remedial punish-

ment. Sinners have a natural inclination to self-justification. They refuse to acknowledge 

their wrongdoing unless someone else wrongs them in the same way. When someone 

does to them what theyôve been doing to others, it suddenly hits home.  

 

21.Loftus says, ñBetter yet, why not just make one of the Ten Commandments: óThou 

shalt not sacrifice any man, woman, or child to me or to the many other false gods?ôò 

(190). 

 

Of course, thatôs a stupid demand given the fact that Scripture explicitly condemns hu-

man sacrifice. Indeed, thatôs the very point of Jer 19:3-9, which Loftus rages against.  

 

22. Loftus says, ñThese verses [Prov 13:24; 22:15] have been used by abusive fathers 
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who were justified in using a órodô to beat their children because they were óloved.ô We 

now have more enlightened ways of disciplining childrenò (190). 

 

As usual, Loftus flunks the Outsider Test by imposing his value system on the text, as 

well as imposing his relativistic values on the reader.  

 

23. Loftus says, ñThere are harsh demands when it comes to the conditions allowable for 

divorce, which say nothing about divorcing a spouse for verbal and/or physical abuseò 

(191). 

 

Of course thatôs an argument from silence. The fact that Scripture is silent on other possi-

ble grounds for divorce (e.g. physical abuse) doesnôt mean other grounds are thereby ex-

cluded. Thatôs a fallacious inference. 

 

24. Loftus says, ñThere are harsh sayings about hating oneôs parentséò (191). 

 

A Hebraic idiom. Expressing a contrast by using antonyms (ñlove/hateò). 

 

25. ñExpressed in the NT we find racism (Matthew 15:21-28) and even anti-Semitism 

(Matthew 27:21-36; John 8:44-45; Revelation 2:9-10)éò (191). 

 

i) Assuming, for the sake of argument, that the NT is racist, Loftus needs to show that 

racism is wrong. Whatôs the secular argument for that value judgment? 

 

ii) He hasnôt shown that Mt 15:21-28 is racist. The distinction is religious, not racial. The 

Canaanite was pagan.  

 

Keep in mind, too, that pagans could always convert to the Jewish faith. Race was not a 

barrier. 

 

iii) Since Matthew, John, and Revelation were written by Jews, itôs ludicrous to claim 

that these are anti-Semitic. You might as well claim the OT is anti-Semitic when it casti-

gates stiff-necked Israel. 

 

26. Loftus says, ñWe find the virtues of faith to be more important than reason in the NT 

too (Mark 9:23; 1 Corinthians 1:18-2:16), which has led many believers into some bizarre 

fatal doomsday cultsò (191). 

 

Mark 9:23 and 1 Cor 1:18-2:16 donôt oppose faith and reason. Faith in God (Mk 9:23) is 

supremely reasonable, for God is wise.  

 

In 1 Cor 1:18-2:16 Paul opposes faith and folly. The reason of the unbeliever is irrational, 

while the faith of the believer is rational. Thatôs the antithesis. 

 

27. Loftus says, ñWe find texts that offer sexually repressing advice (1 Corinthians 7)ï

including what many Christians see as the denigration of homosexuality (Romans 1:18-
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32)ò (191). 

 

i) Since 1 Cor 7 is about the general necessity of marriage, itôs hardly a prooftext for sex-

ual repression. 

 

ii) Loftus flunks the Outsider Test. He is judging the sexual ethics of Scripture by his in-

sider standards. 

 

iii) Loftus doesnôt attempt to show that Paulôs view of homosexuality is wrong. Loftus 

simply assumes what he needs to prove.  

 

For all his intellectual pretensions, Loftus is anti-intellectual. He keeps begging the ques-

tion. 

 

28. Loftus says, ñwe find chauvinistic passages that tell us women are to be silent in the 

churches (1 Corinthians 14, 1 Timothy 2:8-14), and that they should submit to and obey 

their husbands (Ephesians 5:22-24, 1 Peter 3:1-6)ò (191). 

 

i) Thatôs a one-sided summary of Biblical marriage. Loftus conveniently ignores the ma-

rital duties of the husband. 

 

ii) Submission to human authorities is always conditional.  

 

iii) Loftus oversimplifies the role of women in the church.
87

 

 

iv) Loftus flunks the Outsider Test. Heôs judging social roles by his own extraneous stan-

dards.  

 

v) Unless Loftus can justify human rights, he canôt very well justify womenôs rights. He 

has failed to justify either the general proposition or the specific proposition on secular 

grounds. 

 

vi) Keep in mind that Loftus has a less than stellar track-record in his personal treatment 

of women.  

 

29. Loftus says, ñWe find disturbing passages that slaves are supposed to obey their mas-

terséò (191). 

 

i) Well, what would you expect under the circumstances? Would it be prudent for NT 

writers to exhort Roman slaves to foment revolution? That would be suicidal.  

 

ii) However, the NT does condemn the slave trade (cf. Rev 18:13). 

 

30. Loftus also has a section on church history, which is more of the same. One of the 

striking things about Loftus is how he simply rubberstamps the moral orthodoxies of the 
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liberal establishment. For a ñfree-thinker,ò he doesnôt bring any independent judgment to 

bear on the social issues of the day.  

 

31. Loftus says, ñCalvinists claim God has at least two wills, one revealed in the Bible 

and a secret one only he knows.  The revealed will is not his true will. But it can be used 

to get people to do his true secretive will. His secretive will sometimes sovereignly de-

crees that people will commit horrendous acts against others for higher purposes. In the 

Calvinist sense then, God didnôt communicate his true will on purpose. But if this is cor-

rect, then as Iôve argued elsewhere, Calvinists have no reason whatsoever to trust the Bi-

ble about anything. It also means everyone eventually does what God wants them to do, 

including me. You see, Iôm doing Godôs secretive will by editing this book, which will 

lead people astray. Maybe his secretive will is to save all skeptics and damn all Calvinists 

to hell? On Calvinistic grounds there can be no reasonable objection to this possibility 

because Calvinism leads to a complete and utter skepticism with regard to what God real-

ly wants us to do and to believeò (197). 

 

Several problems: 

 

i) Loftusô argument is self-contradictory. On the one hand he says God uses his book to 

lead some people astray. And thatôs true. Thatôs consistent with reprobation and provi-

dence.  

 

On the other hand, Loftus says that maybe Godôs decretive will is to save all sceptics and 

damn all Calvinists to hell. But in that case, he wouldnôt be using this book to lead people 

astray.   

 

ii) Loftusô argument is circular. He must rely on Scripture to establish the secret/revealed 

distinction. He cannot then use that distinction to show that Scripture is unreliable. For if 

Scripture is unreliable (i.e. if God is deceptive), Loftus canôt rely on Scripture to establish 

the secret/revealed distinction in the first place, then turn around and try to play that dis-

tinction against itself. 

 

ii) In Scripture, God doesnôt deceive the elect. Therefore, Loftus canôt cite the Biblical 

distinction between the secret/revealed will of God to establish the possibility that God 

deceives the elect. 

 

iii) In Calvinism, the ñsecretò will of God is not Godôs ñrealò will. Part of the confusion 

is the linguistic convention of using the same noun (ñwillò) with different adjectives (ñse-

cret, revealedò) to distinguish two different things. The ñsecretò will of God (i.e. decre-

tive will) is Godôs plan for the world. The ñrevealedò will (i.e. preceptive will) of God is 

Godôs law for man. Our revealed duties to God.  

 

Godôs preceptive will isnôt opposed to his decretive will inasmuch as Godôs law is part of 

Godôs plan for the world. God decreed the revelation of his law for man.  

 

iv) Loftus also frames the distinction in conspiratorial terms, as if thereôs something sinis-
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ter about having a ñsecretò will. In so doing he fails to distinguish between concealment 

and deception. Thereôs nothing intrinsically misleading about keeping your deeper rea-

sons to yourself. Thatôs not the same thing as lying to someone. 

 

There are situations in which withholding information can be deceptive, but thereôs noth-

ing inherently deceptive in saying less than you think. We all do that.  

 

For example, I can tell someone to do something without telling him why I want him to 

do it. Or I could give him a partial reason which is consistent with my true motives. 

Thereôs nothing suspicious or improper about that policy. 

 

Indeed, because behavior is goal-oriented, reasons are often teleological. I have a reason 

for doing one thing because it contributes to another thing which I also have a reason to 

do or desire. But I donôt have to explain my entire chain of reasoning. 
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 Jason Engwer 

Chapter 7 of The Christian Delusion focuses on two issues, the clarity and morality of the 

Bible. As Steve Hays has noted, John Loftus assumes the moral standards of a twenty-

first-century American liberal and never produces an objective justification of that system 

of morality from his atheistic perspective. We get page after page of Loftusô moral pro-

nouncements, but without any supporting argumentation. 

 

In chapter 6, Paul Tobin claims to know what many passages of the Bible say, and he 

claims to know that those passages are wrong. In chapter 8, Hector Avalos claims to 

know what many Biblical passages say pertaining to morality and uses that knowledge to 

judge the God of the Bible a moral monster. Between those two chapters, Loftus tells us 

that the Bible is unclear. 

 

He cites disagreements among professing Christians about a wide variety of issues and 

argues that the Bible isnôt clear enough. He tells us that itôs a ñhuge presumptionò (196) 

to think that one belief among professing Christians represents true Christianity, while 

the beliefs that are contrary to that one donôt. He suggests that we would need ñconsen-

susò (196) on whatôs true Christianity. But there isnôt a consensus among professing 

Christians, so the Bible must not be clear enough. In the introduction of the book, Loftus 

had cited everything from belief in a non-physical resurrection to pro-homosexual read-

ings of the Bible to justify his asking, ñhow can exegetes really think they have the cor-

rect interpretation of it at all?ò (19) 

 

Is there consensus concerning Loftusô interpretations of scripture? Or those of Tobin, 

Avalos, and other contributors to the book? No, there isnôt. As I documented in the intro-

duction of my review, the authors sometimes claim that scripture and other sources are 

clear on matters that are disputed. Why canôt Christians do the same? 

 

Loftus writes that ñThe overwhelming numbers of Christian believers are sincere people 

who want to please God and understand his will.ò (198) How does he know that? The 

Bible addresses thousands of issues. Not only would it be erroneous to conclude that all 

professing Christians are ñbelieversò, but it also would be wrong to conclude that a be-

lieverôs interest in and sincerity about Trinitarianism, the afterlife, abortion, or some oth-

er issue proves his interest in and sincerity about every other subject the Bible touches on. 

Even where thereôs generally interest and sincerity, there can be some inconsistency. If 

Loftus generally has a sincere interest in his wife, does it follow that he never sins against 

her? 

 

Itôs facile to assume that God should want every answer to be easy or would never use 

struggles and errors as means to a good end. Human teachers donôt hand their students 

every answer on a platter, and parents often let their children mature by sorting through 

issues themselves, without the parentôs constant guidance and intervention. God has 

rights, knowledge, responsibilities, and objectives that teachers and parents donôt have, so 

there isnôt a complete overlap. But even human teachers and parents donôt seek the high-

est level of clarity in every context. 
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God could give us simple answers for our simple lives in a simple universe. But there are 

advantages to complexity. There are disadvantages as well, but weôre not in much of a 

position to judge the overall balance. 

 

Ronald Mellor notes that the writings of the Roman historian Tacitus have been used to 

support ñevery imaginable positionò.
88

 The Nazis used Tacitus for their own purposes, 

some scholars have seen evidence in his writings that he was homosexual or insane 

(among other things), and Mellor documents the use of his writings to support a broad 

range of philosophical and political systems.
89

 The Bible is much more widely read than 

Tacitus and addresses more subjects, and more is at stake in its interpretation, so itôs not 

surprising that the Bible has been interpreted even more diversely. 

 

If God was behind the Bible, however, He had far more complicated and extensive objec-

tives than Tacitus ever set out to accomplish. As a Divine book, the Bible would be 

meant to bring out the virtues of one person and the vices of another, close one personôs 

eyes while opening anotherôs, and alter the course of history in one way at one time and 

in another way at another time. To criticize the Bible for not meeting the right objectives, 

you have to know what those objectives are. We would expect God to have knowledge 

that a human lawmaker doesnôt have, and we would expect Him to make judgments that 

couldnôt be made by a human judge. If God commands Abraham to offer up Isaac or 

judges that certain individuals should live under slavery during a certain period of time, 

or He decides to end one personôs life at age twenty while allowing another to live until 

age ninety, Heôs in a position to make such judgments. Weôre not. God knows what sins 

are in the heart, and He knows what lessons are learned within the heart under particular 

circumstances. We donôt have that information. When John Loftus compares God to a 

CEO (183) or asks whether Biblical passages about slavery ñexpress Godôs complete and 

utter love toward you as an individualò (187), we ought to ask whether itôs likely that 

God is doing more in the universe than Loftus has imagined. 

 

He raises far too many issues in his chapter for me to address all of them in depth. He 

makes little effort to interact with arguments for the position heôs criticizing. Iôll mention 

several examples. 

 

He objects that the Bible has been used for ñcondemning loving homosexual relation-

shipsò (184). Whereôs his argument that homosexual relationships shouldnôt be con-

demned? 

 

He associates Biblical slavery with the slavery in American history and concludes, with 

little supporting argumentation, ñOn this rock the Christian faith dies.ò (187) 

 

The Bibleôs alleged lack of clarity is held responsible for opposition to blood transfusions 

(188), ñthe health and wealth gospelò (190), and other positions that are of recent origin 
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and/or held by only a small minority of professing Christians. Nothing is said of the rea-

sons why the large majority of professing Christians reject such views.  

 

Matthew 5:29-30 and 18:8-9 are condemned because they support ñcutting off body parts 

if they cause someone to sinò (191), and Origen is cited as an illustration of somebody 

who castrated himself in obedience to those commands. Actually, the fact that Jesusô dis-

ciples go on in Matthewôs gospel to repeatedly sin, such as with their tongues, without 

any cutting off of body parts, ought to suggest to a reasonable interpreter that something 

else was in mind. Knowledge of the gospelôs Jewish context and the common practice of 

speaking in such terms without intending the interpretation Loftus suggests would also 

help a reasonable interpreter in reaching the right conclusion. So would the absence of 

cutting off body parts in the remainder of the New Testament and so much of later church 

history. And Origenôs alleged castration ñhas become increasingly suspect in modern his-

toriographyò, for reasons John McGuckin explains
90

, including the fact that Origen con-

demned the practice in his writings. Even if he did castrate himself, he would represent 

only a fraction of one percent of the professing Christian population in doing so. 

 

Without any supporting argument, Loftus cites Matthew 15:21-28 as Biblical ñracismò 

(191). 

 

A passage written by a Jew, in which another Jew refers to some other Jews of first-

century Israel as children of Satan (John 8:44-45), is described by Loftus as supporting 

ñanti-Semitismò (191). Using Loftusô reasoning, passages like Ephesians 2:3 and Colos-

sians 1:13 must be expressing hatred of every race, since they refer to all humans as con-

demned and coming from Satanôs kingdom. By accusing the Bible of anti-Semitism, Lof-

tus isnôt proving that the Bible is immoral or unclear. Heôs proving his own incompe-

tence, his own malice, or both. Itôs an example of how people can distort the Bible even 

where itôs clear. If you can read a book written almost entirely by Jews, concerning a 

Jewish man who is God incarnate, and conclude that the book is anti-Semitic, the prob-

lem probably isnôt that the book is unclear. Most likely, the problem is with you. 

 

Then we have Loftusô claim that John 6:53-56 occurred ñAt the last supperò (195). He 

claims that Jesus isnôt clear in that passage, and that lack of clarity led to disagreements 

over eucharistic doctrine. He asks why Jesus didnôt say ñIôm speaking metaphorically.ò 

(195) Maybe if Loftus knew that John 6 occurred prior to the Last Supper, heôd realize 

that Jesus probably wasnôt referring to the eucharist when He held people accountable for 

eating His flesh and drinking His blood at that point in time. And since Jesus had ex-

plained that people eat and drink by coming to Him and believing in Him (John 6:35), 

why would He need to go on to also say ñIôm speaking metaphoricallyò? Like Loftusô 

anti-Semitism example, his appeal to John 6 backfires. If you have to overlook the timing 

of Jesusô comments and the explanation He offers in verse 35, then dismiss the fact that 

Jesusô alleged physical presence in the eucharist isnôt physically discernable, how respon-

sible is Jesus, John, or the Holy Spirit for that series of errors? What if God is giving us 

responsibility to mature and learn from our errors without constantly guiding us and con-

stantly correcting us after weôve resisted previous guidance and correction? 

                                                 
90

 The Westminster Handbook To Origen (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 6-7 
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If you trim away all of the unhealthy fat from Loftusô argument (and thereôs a lot of it), 

there is significant merit to whatôs left. The Bible is sometimes unclear. And there would 

be many benefits to a higher level of clarity in some contexts. Loftusô objection is worth 

considering, and it does carry some weight. But he hasnôt demonstrated that God didnôt 

have weightier reasons for speaking less clearly. 

 

  




































































































































































































































































































