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TO JAN AND WILLIAM LANE CRAIG





Mere morality is not the end of life. You were made for something quite different from that. . . . The people who keep on asking if they can’t lead a decent life without Christ, don’t know what life is about; if they did they would know that “a decent life” is mere machinery compared with the thing we men are really made for. Morality is indispensable: but the Divine Life, which gives itself to us and which calls us to be gods, intends for us something in which morality will be swallowed up.

C. S. LEWIS, GOD IN THE DOCK








The Players


IT IS OUR PLEASURE TO THANK various people who made this book possible. Some go without saying, of course: we’d be out of publishing luck save for Johannes Gutenberg, for example, and nonexistent without our great grandparents, and so on. But you’ll understand that for convenience’s sake, we’ve had to narrow down the list a bit.

At the risk of inflating his ego, we start with Jerry Walls. What follows is our attempt to distill quite a bit of material from two books that I (Dave) wrote with Jerry, Good God and God and Cosmos. His influence is felt on every page of this book, though he gave us his blessing to launch this project on our own. It would be impossible in a few words to communicate the depth of our indebtedness to this dear brother and friend, teacher and collaborator.

Many thanks to the editorial and production team at IVP Academic, who believed in this project from the start and gave it a chance to see the light of day, particularly David McNutt. Thanks as well to the two thoughtful, conscientious reviewers whose comments were invaluable in the revision process. They spared us from several oversights and infelicities and reminded us of a number of important points to bear in mind.

Thanks to all the contributors to MoralApologetics.com, who have enriched us by your wisdom and perspicacity, and to our colleagues and university administration for friendship, encouragement, and support. There is something of you all that fills this volume.

Special thanks to another old professor, Joe Dongell, whose insights on the biblical motif of life as an overarching theme helped shape part of our analysis. He is, God bless him, the one who first taught me (Dave) New Testament Greek in his Asbury office around 1990, and we were excited to hear him at Eaton Rapids Camp Meeting (Michigan) in 2016. It was delightful to see him, all these years later, continuing to be such a blessing to others by his diligent study of Scripture.

We owe a special debt of gratitude to a kindred spirit, Corey Latta, for useful feedback on a portion of an early draft. It’s our sincere hope that one day we will live in closer proximity to him so we can celebrate Festivus together. We have every intention of pinning him in a remarkable feat of strength and then to air our many grievances. In his name we recently made a contribution to The Human Fund: “Money for People.” May we suggest that everyone do the same? Giddyup!

Deepest appreciation to Elton Higgs, fabulous friend and professor and mentor extraordinaire, for reading the entire manuscript and offering numerous helpful and perspicacious editing suggestions. He also, it should be recorded for posterity, vetted our jokes, putting the veritable kibosh on various and sundry ones. Much to our readers’ chagrin, we stubbornly clung with more than a modicum of rapacious obstinacy to a few of our favorites—usually the most patently absurd.

Finally, the book is warmly dedicated to William Lane Craig and his wife, Jan, for their inspiration and faithful efforts in the work of ministry and courageous outreach.
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THIS BOOK ISN’T FOR EVERYONE. Dead people, for example. But it’s for everyone else. Except zombies.

This extended essay is about moral arguments that God exists. Arguments of this stripe trace back to Plato, with contributions from Augustine, Aquinas, Immanuel Kant, C. S. Lewis, and many others besides. And so, now that the amateurs are done with it, we figured that it’s high time for the professionals to clear this thing up once and for all.

Just kidding.

We intend to offer a rational defense of the faith. Ours will be an effort to identify, scrutinize, and defend a number of considerations that arguably weigh in favor of God’s existence. By “God”1 we will mean something very specific: the trinitarian God of the Bible. This means that this book will also be theological. Although this will be our ultimate destination, much of the book can be read with profit without initially assuming the biblical God. Our argument rarely appeals to biblical teaching; rather, we will be working primarily in the realm of what’s called natural theology. This means that we will heavily rely on general revelation, what God has revealed about himself through nature and the human condition. General revelation contrasts with special revelation, such as the deliverances of the Bible. Limiting ourselves in this way, we obviously can’t refer to all the features of New Testament theology. But if the God of the Bible makes the best sense of the moral picture that emerges, then the argument can provide reason to take such a depiction of God seriously. At certain points, too, we will show how elements of biblical theology can bolster the case we’re building.

Enough about us; now we want to talk about you. What value does this book have for our readers? Who’s our intended audience? First off, the book is (unapologetically) about apologetics. The term apologetics etymologically derives from the Greek άπολογία (transliterated apologia). To do apologetics is to speak in defense of something; to do moral apologetics in particular is to offer arguments based on morality for the existence of something, such as freedom or immortality. In the case of this book, moral apologetics will be specifically used to defend the existence of God, as presented in both classical monotheism (the belief that there is only one God) and Judeo-Christian Scripture.

Apologetics of various kinds sport a venerable history. One of the earliest and most significant uses of the term appears in Plato’s Apology—the defense speech of Socrates during his trial. Apologetics has also been an important and honored practice from the earliest days of Christianity. Paul used the term in his trial speech to Festus and Agrippa when he said, “I am to make my defense” (Acts 26:2). Justin Martyr’s two Apologies before an emperor and the Roman Senate further normalized the practice. William Lane Craig argues that apologetics today can still serve important purposes, including (1) shaping culture, (2) strengthening believers, and (3) evangelizing nonbelievers.2 Doug Groothius in his Christian Apologetics anticipates and answers various objections to apologetics. He adduces no less than nine objections to natural theology and offers a refutation of each.3

Even still, apologetics does have its contemporary critics. Paul Moser, echoing the likes of Karl Barth, highlights some of the hubris, overreaching, poor argumentation, and misguided efforts of certain professional or lay apologists in what he likes informally to call the “apologetics-industrial complex.” Although Moser concedes that there are good arguments for the truth of theism and Christianity, he is nevertheless concerned with the ways in which they are often deployed today. Moser is a terrific philosopher, and his warnings are worth reading and occasionally humorous, but at least some of them leave us unpersuaded. Thus the book you hold in your hands.

Since the book is about apologetics, it also qualifies as a book about evangelism. To evangelize is to proclaim the good news of salvation, the historical message of Christianity. Apologetics can and often should play a part in that proclamation. Fulfilling the Great Commission (Mt 28:18-20) is a vital part of every Christian’s calling in this world, and it’s not a task to be taken lightly. On the other hand, neither should the charge to evangelize be seen as onerous. It is our hope that this book will take away some of the scariness and awkwardness often associated, fairly or not, with evangelism.4

Evangelism can come in different varieties, and apologetics is just one dimension of the task. If only for purposes of “seed planting,” rational arguments in support of Christian doctrine are important resources to avail ourselves of. Ultimately, of course, evangelism is about sharing the good news of the gospel, encouraging and exhorting people to enter into a life-transforming relationship with God. But all sorts of questions potentially arise in these engagements: Who is God? Is there reason to think God exists? Does God love us? Is it rational to believe in God? These questions can’t be responsibly ignored. Contending with such questions does not at all preclude the other aspects of evangelism of which Moser appropriately and powerfully writes.5

It’s true that mere belief that God exists is hardly all that God wants from us—even the devils believe that (Jas 2:19)! Even still, the use of materials beyond those from personal experience or Scripture is appropriate to evangelism and apologetics. Indeed, Scripture itself seems to suggest the same. In Lystra, for example, Paul appeals to nature (Acts 14:8-14). In Romans 1:20 he writes that unbelievers are anapologētous—without excuse, defense, or apology—for rejecting the revelation of God in creation. Scripture itself appeals to general or natural revelation—distinct from revealed or special revelation—as evidentially significant.

In further consideration of Moser’s critiques, however, the moral apologetics angle of this book invites a few interpretations. The first we have already mentioned: a moral argument for God’s existence. But there’s another, namely, doing apologetics in a moral way. This is a happy coincidence, since apologetics should certainly be done in a way that’s respectful and bridge building.

Sometimes what makes effective sharing of the gospel difficult is the resistance people feel based on previous unpleasant experiences they may have had with heavy-handed, dogmatic, pedantic, self-righteous believers. David Horner distinguishes between two tasks in the apologetic and evangelistic endeavor: credibility and plausibility.6 Making theism and Christianity credible involves giving reasons to think them true, whereas making them plausible helps people to think of them as possibly true. If someone, for whatever reason, doesn’t think Christianity is even possibly true, then no number of credible reasons to believe will have much effect.

Usually the forte of apologists is enhancing credibility, but some listeners with bad attitudes toward Christians may find Christianity implausible, not even possibly true. This is where doing apologetics in the right way—with kindness, gentleness, winsomeness—can help render the gospel plausible. It can also vividly remind us that Christianity is not merely a set of propositions to espouse but a transformed life to be lived. Horner argues that “although there is important work for moral apologetics to do at the levels of both credibility and plausibility, the need for making plausible the Christian worldview morally is particularly exigent at this time: softening the moral soil so that the seeds of the gospel may be able to penetrate.”7

Most of the work this book will do pertains more to credibility, but remembering the dual meaning of moral apologetics can help apply Horner’s point. Moral apologetics is as much about winning people as it is about winning arguments. The truth of humanity’s moral situation matters, but we cannot pursue that by denying the dignity of others. We must be committed to upholding both.

Our contemporary moment highlights the challenge and the importance of handling disagreements well. The recent tension-filled election, for example, reminds us of the need to be tentative and provisional in presenting our argument in this book. In our estimation, too many rabid political partisans on both sides of the aisle went far beyond sharing their own convictions and why they held them. Their commitment to the truth and to promoting the conclusions they’d drawn often disrespected those who saw things differently. They tried to indict those with whom they disagreed, denying their discussion partners the mental freedom to think for themselves. In the process they aimed to function as the conscience of others. No matter the topic under discussion, such an approach is bound to backfire, to deepen divisions, and to create enemies rather than win others over. There is a better way.

One of the first steps, we think, is to keep fully in view the humanity of those we’re engaging. Supreme Court justices Antonin Scalia and Ruth Bader Ginsburg offer a colorful example of how respect for the humanity of another can close the most gaping ideological divides. Ginsburg and Scalia’s interpretations of jurisprudence and the Constitution often stood at odds, if not in diametric opposition. Yet, personally, they were the dearest of friends. On Scalia’s recent death, Ginsburg offered this moving tribute: “He was, indeed, a magnificent [piano] performer. It was my great good fortune to have known him as working colleague and treasured friend.”8 For Ginsburg, Scalia’s personhood came before his ideology, a model we would do well to emulate.

During my (Dave’s) time at Wayne State, a heavily secular academic environment, I had staunch worldview disagreements with many of my colleagues and professors. Making my way through the program with my faith intact was challenging, but what helped was to recognize the shared endeavor we were undertaking and to see my interactions with those around me as a quest for cooperation, not confrontation. Personal collaborations and friendships with those I disagreed with prevented me from turning them into caricatures or demonizing their positions.

I remember one professor in particular, William Stine, for whom I house-sat quite often as we became friends. This personal interaction in no way obscured our real differences in belief, and much of Stine’s influence on me was wielded in the throes of disagreement. In the midst of our protracted battle of ideas, I went to meet Dr. Stine one day as he was letting out a class. Knowing he loved the cleverly choreographed minidrama, I was waiting outside, sitting cross-legged on the floor. As he came out into the hall, I immediately launched into a rhetorically rich passage from William James about Josiah Royce, whose philosophical ideas James vociferously rejected even while he retained a warm friendship with Royce. “You are still the centre of my gaze, the pole of my mental magnet. When I compose my Gifford lectures mentally, ’tis with the design exclusively of overthrowing your system, and ruining your peace. I lead a parasitic life upon you, for my highest flight of ambitious ideality is to become your conqueror, and go down into history as such.”9

To which Dr. Stine, in his inimitably and intentionally bombastic fashion, immediately replied, without so much as a moment’s hesitation, “I would think that one reclining in the position of the Buddha would be more pacific.”

Nobody we meet is ordinary. Every person contains an infinity of dignity and value, of depth and mystery. We all know this intuitively, but it’s often easy, or at least tempting, to forget when disagreements are pronounced. But reducing others to the sum of their convictions is to make them smaller than they are, which should be carefully avoided, especially in our arguments about the truth.

I (Dave) have had the opportunity to try to get this right with a friend named John Shook, a smart and outspoken atheist. We met in Buffalo some years ago for a debate on God and morality. I did it with some fear and trembling because he had already debated with William Lane Craig. That night at the University at Buffalo we disagreed on most things—except how bad the decision was to cancel Firefly after thirteen episodes. We each walked away from the event with our basic convictions intact, but I also walked away respecting him. He’s a good guy and cares about the truth, and I knew I wanted him to be a friend. We’ve stayed in touch and done some podcasts together. We’ve even discussed collaborating on a book. We still don’t see eye to eye. Our discussion continues, but we agree on a lot of important things, and we see ourselves on a common pilgrimage. He’s a friend and kindred spirit.

Rather than preaching to the proverbial choir, apologetics and evangelism involve conversations like this with those who see the world differently. Such conversation is one of life’s great delights. Its value doesn’t reside solely in convincing someone of something. The discussions and the relationships they build are valuable in themselves. It’s important that we all learn how to talk with those of differing views. Even in evangelism, the learning is often two-way. It’s not all proclamation. Apologetics and evangelism, at their best, often require getting to know each other better, asking lots of questions, attentive listening, and transparent sharing. For this reason, we hope that at least half the readers of this book will be nonbelievers and skeptics. If readers think us wrong, tell us so, winsomely we’d prefer. But do us honor by pointing out where you think we’ve gone astray.

In truth, we all have friends (and likely family) who disagree with us on matters big and small. Learning the art of how to navigate and discuss those differences is important. We hope this book can help readers in evangelistic efforts by giving them resources for productive, irenic conversations. We also aspire to equip readers who believe in moral reality to apprehend and apply its relevance to important questions about life and its meaning.

Moral arguments for God’s existence exhibit a number of characteristics that can prove helpful to generating discussions, fortifying friendships, and building bridges. They serve as a useful means to engage in dialogue, establish rapport, and find common ground with others. Despite significant worldview differences, people across the ideological aisle from one another can often find that they agree more than they disagree about many things, from human rights to the need to fight injustices to the importance of feeding the hungry. Even among contemporary evolutionary moral psychologists, a trend is afoot that identifies quite a bit of shared ground about humanity’s psychological nature, including a sense of right and wrong. Moral arguments can use these shared convictions to generate a conversation that isn’t about accusation or invective, that doesn’t raise people’s hackles or put them on the defensive, but rather spurs a fertile and engaging exchange of ideas.

What also helps is that the moral argument can be cast at all sorts of levels—from the technical to the simple, directed to the young and to the old. The arguments are also not one-dimensional, appealing only to the intellect. Although some of the questions and puzzles that arise along the way are fascinating to consider, the arguments aren’t a purely cognitive affair. They can also tug at the heartstrings, yet without manipulating the emotions. Many people are already deeply convinced that there is something appropriate about certain emotional responses. About a year ago we saw an image of some ISIS members literally roasting four men alive over a burning fire. Most people need no argument to be persuaded that such abominable treachery is wrong and that it should elicit from us emotions of horror and disgust. It should evoke a commitment to fight and work to prevent such instances of unspeakable cruelty. People simply should not be treated that way, and seeing it happen stirs deeply convicted feelings of disapproval, and rightly so.

David Hume was considered shocking for many reasons, one of which was his idea that, when we see these atrocities, the only evil that’s able to be observed finds its seat in our emotional responses. We feel like something evil is taking place. The reality, he argues, is that there isn’t anything outside us that’s genuinely evil. Instead, it is our subjective perception of the event that accounts for our convictions there’s something evil going on.10 Then again, Hume adds, human hardwiring and social programming being what they are, such skepticism bears little impact on our everyday life. There are enough shared moral agreements and common customs of moral processing to make “feeling appalled” at such atrocities the ongoing order of the day. The result is a kinder, gentler skepticism.

Hume’s analysis does indeed show that nothing follows necessarily from our aversive emotional responses. And some people, having studied a bit of philosophy or frequented coffee houses or the blogosphere enough, are aware of and impressed by arguments for various diluted ethical analyses. As a result, they may be little moved by the horror they feel when they hear of an atrocity. Even if their skin crawls and they have to look away, they refuse to let their moral indignation be the last word or to take such a response as revealing anything significant about the world. Rather than assuming their response tracks reality, they are more inclined to explain away their response as insignificant or misleading. Perhaps it’s a culturally conditioned response reflective of nothing, they might suggest. Nothing more than an evolutionary byproduct, a biologically determined output.

Although we will have a bit to say about them, this book isn’t primarily designed to change the minds of moral skeptics. Plenty of writers have discussed them at great length.11 This book is more directed at the decided majority who still think that torturing children for fun (to give one example of a commonly held moral fact) is obviously and objectively wrong. Or that throwing babies into the air to catch them on the ends of spears in front of their mothers’ eyes is morally perverse, and likewise with slowly roasting people to death. This is the group we will be most concerned with here. Most people, thank heavens, still find themselves in this category.

Friedrich Nietzsche (probably rightly) predicted that it would take time for the implications of atheism to sink in, and that gradually, after religious convictions waned, so too would the commitment to objective morality. Moral claims are just metaphors mistaken for objective reality. He prognosticated with prescience that, as modernity came of age, the twentieth century would be the bloodiest in history.12 If he was right, then it would explain why so many secular thinkers still retain their moral convictions, convinced that taking God out of the equation makes no difference at all. They may be wrong, but if this is part of what explains the moral tenacity of secularists, it at least gives us common ground to cultivate, allowing for a reasoned discussion about the foundation for moral truths.

There’s quite a bit more to this business of ethics and morality than the casual observer is aware of. It will do good to ponder it, to mine it, to unearth some of its riches, its challenges and distinctive qualities. The many-sided wonder of moral truth is, on reflection, a remarkable thing, well worth our time to explore more fully. To think it garden-variety, banal, or uninteresting is a mistake. Only its illegitimate domestication blinds us to its splendor. In fact, we think it can serve as a powerful clue to the nature of reality and human meaning.


THE SHAPE AND SEQUENCE OF OUR ARGUMENT

As we get under way, perhaps it will be useful to give a quick preview of coming attractions. The book is laid out in three parts, bookended by a spotlight and an encore, with an intermission in the middle. The spotlight will take us to Athens, the birthplace of Western philosophy. There Socrates offered his Apology, and we will note a few interesting twists in that ancient dialogue. More importantly, we will consider another early Socratic dialogue set near the end of his life, namely, the Euthyphro. It will prove a treasure trove of insight, especially when we examine it alongside Saint Paul’s address at Mars Hill (Acts 17), also in Athens, about five hundred years after the golden days of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. The numerous resonances between the two texts will prove illuminating to our whole study from a variety of perspectives. Significantly, the most salient and glaring point of disanalogy between them will be especially telling.

Act One sets the stage for the cumulative moral argument of the book—with some of the more technical points relegated to footnotes. The first chapter will deal with the question of God’s identity, for not all gods are created equal. The Euthyphro will have shown that the gods of the Greek pantheon are indeed vulnerable to all manner of moral critiques. The God proclaimed by Paul is altogether different. Recognition of this fact has helped contribute to a resurgence of interest in moral apologetics. Pick up most ethics textbooks still written today, and theistic ethics usually gets handily dismissed in a few paragraphs, usually because of “Plato’s preemptive riposte,” as Rebecca Newberger Goldstein calls it.13 The famous “Euthyphro dilemma” asks this question: Is something moral because God wills it, or does God will something because it’s moral?

This dilemma is thought by many to be the nail in the coffin of theistic ethics. Having spent the necessary time distinguishing Paul’s God from Euthyphro’s gods will enable us to meet this challenge, at least in a preliminary fashion. This can clear the way for moral arguments of various stripes to be introduced and interrogated. The point and purpose of such arguments will also merit brief exploration. It will be especially important as we go along for us to distinguish between the truly core concepts involved, on the one hand, and specific, more peripheral theories, on the other, that might or might not be the best way to capture the core insights and commitments.

The second chapter deals with the other half of the equation, namely, what is morality? Why are its alleged facts so obstinate, so compelling, so mysterious? What are those facts, and where did they come from? Although it won’t detain us for long, we’ll ask why it is that some people, far from struck by its force and beauty, are altogether skeptical about morality. Again, moral arguments don’t have a ghost of a chance to sway those wholly skeptical of morality, but most people don’t consistently hold to such skepticism. They still retain belief in human rights, in human dignity, in moral obligations. They still think justice is important and that people should be treated with respect, in a strong sense of should. If asked, they tend to think they possess at least some moral knowledge. If honest, they admit that they tend to fall short of the moral standards they think exist. And many of them still think that, somehow, devotion to the moral cause is right, even if they can’t explain exactly why. That’s just a smattering of the interesting features of morality that need fleshing out and careful consideration. This chapter will endeavor to sketch out such salient features of morality and broach the question of what best explains them.

A word on this issue of “explanation.” Some are averse to such language in this context, thinking it overly beholden to treating a nonscientific question as a scientific one. Despite this, the particular approach of this book will be to show that theism best explains various moral phenomena. Our choice to do so is not an example of our stubbornness, but just one way among others to go about the task. It’s important to stress, though, that this method is not sacrosanct. Some might prefer a logically tighter approach, while others would prefer a looser approach. This very issue itself is negotiable, not a part of the core. Someone wishing to cash the argument out differently could and is invited to do so, perhaps with profit.14

In fact, the last chapters of Act One, chapters three and four, offer a range of historical variants of the moral argument doing just that. This historical overview illustrates the richness and possibilities of moral apologetics and reveals what is core and central and what’s more peripheral and negotiable. These past moral arguments either defend God’s existence or critique a secular or naturalistic understanding of reality (or both). In short compass these chapters will canvass about twenty significant figures from the history of philosophy who have constructed one version or another of a moral argument. It isn’t meant as anything like a comprehensive evaluative critique of such proposals. Here the intent is merely to provide readers a taste of what’s been offered, in order to acquaint them a bit with this rich history and enable them to sense some of the scope and strategy of the proposals. That said, readers can take those chapters or leave them behind or for another time depending on their interest. Like olives or opera, some will love them, some will hate them.

Before diving into Act Two, which constructively, incrementally builds the cumulative moral case, an intermission takes time to answer various objections that came out of the Euthyphro episode in Athens. Various Euthyphro-inspired objections to theistic ethics (of various stripes) are still brandished in the public square. But a series of seven distinctions, consistently employed, can be useful to strip such objections of their perceived potency. Before building the positive case for theism, this defensive maneuver is a necessary preliminary, at least for proponents of divine command theory (a specific theistic ethical theory that we will explain in due course). Again, however, what is core is the dependence of morality on God, not divine command theory. The latter is just one effort to flesh out what a part of that dependence may look like. It’s not designed to suggest that someone can’t feel the force of the moral argument without subscribing to divine command theory. Theistic accounts of morality, like rutabagas and roller coasters, come in all sizes and shapes.

Act Two then sets out our moral case for theism. It is a “best explanation” approach, which attempts by principled means to choose the best overall explanation for particular phenomena. To argue that theism provides the best explanation of various dimensions of morality, it’s necessary to specify those dimensions, what their distinctive features are, the challenges besetting secular and naturalistic theories of various kinds to explain those features, and how theism (and Christianity) can provide a robust explanation.

Chapter five, which begins Act Two, deals with issues of moral goodness—most particularly, in light of our concern with morality and meaning, issues of distinctive human value and dignity. Chapter six treats moral obligations, arguing that theism provides the deeper account of their reality and authority. Chapter seven takes on the issue of moral knowledge, the arena of philosophy called moral epistemology. And chapters eight and nine pertain to two dimensions of moral faith (relying on Immanuel Kant’s work): moral transformation and the connection between virtue and joy.

Act Three puts all of these pieces together in an effort to reveal the cumulative strength of the whole case, to show the power of theism and Christianity to explain this assortment of moral realities in a compelling and coherent way. The encore will then take us back to Athens one more time, to witness a more recent occurrence there that involved quite a noted apologist indeed.

We wish to make one more preliminary point: in a number of respects this book can be thought of as a companion to C. S. Lewis’s marvelous novel Till We Have Faces, perhaps his greatest novel of all, even by his own reckoning. Readers unacquainted with the book are encouraged to sell all they have, if need be, and purchase it immediately. We have time. We will wait. You won’t regret it. We will draw numerous examples from the novel for illustrative purposes. Readers who haven’t yet read the novel can still read this book with profit, but we do encourage you to read the novel without delay (and repent in sackcloth and ashes for waiting so long).

As we close this introduction and begin our journey exploring these ideas together, we want to express how honored and humbled we are that you have chosen to join us. We will not take that privilege lightly. We hope that you find us fair and congenial guides to this conversation. We don’t pretend to have settled the questions this material raises, or to be able to offer an argument that will convince every reader. We do, though, hope to offer a number of considerations that we have personally found compelling. Some of you might already agree, some will disagree. Perhaps some of you will come to agree, while others will retain reservations.

We admit that the questions under consideration are difficult, and the task of answering them is bound to raise new questions. We don’t aim to close the questions but to invite you on a shared quest. You may or may not find what persuades us persuasive to you, and reasonable people sometimes disagree. We only hope that you will find your time with us well spent.




TALK BACK


	1. David Horner identifies the two tasks of the apologetic and evangelistic endeavor as (1) making Christianity credible and (2) making it plausible. In what ways can the credibility of the message presented be affected (positively or negatively) by the form of the message or delivery style of the messenger? What are some biblical models for integrating the message and the means of delivery?


	2. How can we take to heart the central claims of the gospel we are presenting such that it shapes our own hearts, attitudes, and behaviors toward others?


	3. What are some ways in which you have handled disagreements well or poorly? What are some fundamental principles to keep in mind when engaging with another person who has an intellectual or emotional commitment to another way of thinking? Do you believe it’s possible (or desirable) to form friendships with those with different faith convictions from you?
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The unexamined life is not worth living.

SOCRATES, IN PLATO’S APOLOGY1







THE FIRST TIME I (Dave) attended the annual Wheaton philosophy conference, I asked my mom if she wanted to go with me. Always up for an adventure, she jumped at the chance, and so we hit the road and headed from the suburbs of Detroit to the outskirts of Chicago.

I’d never seen the campus of Notre Dame before, which was located along the way, so we stopped in. As it happened, we arrived just as a football game was letting out. We parked, and my mom decided to stay in the car while I went off to explore Touchdown Jesus and the Golden Dome.

When I got back to the car a short while later, she had a big plateful of food. “Where did you get that?” I asked her. “It was the craziest thing,” she replied with amazement. “I went over to that concession stand and asked for a hot dog. They said they didn’t have one, but they were so nice. They gave me this big plate of food. When I got out my purse to pay, they said they didn’t want any money, and that if I come back next week, they’ll have a hot dog.”

Then, with a genuinely curious expression she added, “What I don’t understand is how they can make it as a business if they don’t charge anyone.”

And that’s the story of my mom crashing a tailgate party at Notre Dame.

Party crashers stand out: they can be disruptive, unsettling, and challenging to the status quo. But as shown by both Socrates and the apostle Paul, party crashers par excellence, sometimes the status quo needs to be shaken up. Or as Dr. Horrible might say, “The status isn’t quo.”2

Separated by time but linked in space, ground zero for these two epic figures was Athens, the intellectual cradle of the Western world, the birthplace of philosophy. Pre-Socratics such as Thales and Heraclitus hailing from Ionia were a rousing warm-up act. Socrates and his student Plato, and Plato’s student Aristotle, were the main actors in bringing philosophy to life. Athens, at the edge of the fabled Aegean, was center stage.

Both Socrates and Paul mixed things up quite a bit and questioned prevailing assumptions. Each had important ideas to share, and what we intend to do here is highlight a number of parallels between them—the commonalities and comparisons are conspicuous. Both engaged in radically unorthodox discourse in the ancient philosophical center of Athens. They were alike in their willingness to challenge accepted ideas. In doing so, both were required to answer to critics, and they answered in unexpected ways. Both appealed to a superior authority, while realizing and asserting a deep mystery connected with moral concerns.

The punch line, however, is even more poignant: a difference between them that resides at the heart of the message of this book. Despite resonances, their understandings of reality diverged, and Paul’s is the more profound perspective.

In the case of Paul, who was always ready to proclaim the gospel, his speech before the Areopagus (Acts 17) took place at Mars Hill, carved into the rocky hillside containing at its zenith the Acropolis—prominently featuring the Parthenon and other temples and shrines—and overlooking the agora, the marketplace, farther down. In that marketplace, Socrates, in whose lifetime the Parthenon was completed, tried out his ideas, engaging people in conversation and needling them with questions. These probing queries made him none too popular, and he became quite the pesky gadfly in the Athenian ointment.

The apostle Paul, too, nearly five centuries later, took to the streets of the agora—“when in Athens . . .” The Areopagus was the name for both the Athenian council and the meeting place of the council. It was also known as Mars Hill because it was where Ares, the son of Zeus, was thought to have been tried for having killed his cousin, the son of Poseidon. When the Romans co-opted the Greek pantheon of gods, Zeus became Jupiter; Artemis, Diana; and Ares, Mars, the Roman god of war. Thus Mars Hill.

The setting of the dialogue Euthyphro by Plato is the porch of King Archon, one of nine Athenian magistrates whose quasi-religious functions included presiding over cases involving impiety and homicide. Socrates is there to inquire further into accusations, levied against him by Meletus, of corrupting the youth, denying the existence of the old gods, and inventing new ones. While waiting, Socrates encounters Euthyphro, who is there to charge his father with the murder of one of his workers.

Paul and Socrates had started in the agora, but both found themselves in trouble, answerable to reigning Greek authorities, for a surprising number of overlapping reasons. Paul was on his second missionary journey when he stopped at Athens, whereas Socrates, who had spent his whole life in Athens, was nearing the end of his earthly pilgrimage, an end not unrelated to his appearance at Archon’s porch. Socrates had gained a following, especially among the young men of Athens. The core of his followers, including his star student and biographer extraordinaire, Plato, was loyal. Paul, too, while at Athens, garnered a following—in the sense of converts to the faith he was proclaiming. This happened in most of the places he went, Athens no exception. The two examples of new “followers” Acts 17 adduces are Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, “and others with them” who go unnamed.

In addition to gaining enthusiastic followers and new adherents, both Paul and Socrates also generated quite a bit of opposition. This is hardly surprising, since each of them made points that challenged prevailing convictions, including longstanding views and customs considered largely sacrosanct. A couple of agitators they were, and opposition was something to which they had both grown accustomed. Again, in the immediate context, each is challenged to defend his ideas. Socrates is accused by Meletus (and Anytus and Lycon, we find out in the Apology) of corrupting the youth and impiety regarding the gods, and he will soon face those charges in court. Euthyphro initially thinks that Socrates has nothing to worry about regarding such charges. In retrospect, Euthyphro isn’t the most trustworthy or insightful adviser in this matter.

Paul is brought before the Areopagus after arguing in the synagogue with the Jews and God-fearing Gentiles and with those who happen to be in the marketplace every day. The open-air strategy was a bit new for Paul, who more typically preached, proclaimed, and dialogued in the synagogue. His venturing into the agora provides a clear parallel with Socrates, whose common practice this was—while teaching for no charge, unlike the Sophists, who taught rhetoric for a fee. Euthyphro’s first question to Socrates in Euthyphro is why he’d left the Lyceum, a public meeting place in a grove of trees in classical Athens. In Athens both Paul and Socrates were very public philosophers indeed. Paul had a first-rate philosophical mind. His ability at Mars Hill to engage in informed and insightful discourse with the reigning philosophies of his day provides evidence of this.

A summons before the Areopagus was the protocol when someone wished to introduce new gods to be revered and worshiped, and this is what the Athenians think Paul is doing. The new gods they take Paul to be proclaiming are Jesus and Anastasis—resurrection. Since the category of resurrection was so foreign to Greek ears, they naturally take his reference to it—transliterated anastasis—as a reference to a new goddess. Now Jesus and Anastasis need to be defended—their existence, their credentials, their benefits.

The protocol for introducing new deities required Paul to address the Areopagus, so his ostensible purpose is to answer questions posed to him. Specifically, who are these new gods, and why do they deserve a place among the gods recognized in Athens? Some of the philosophers present, Stoics and Epicureans, have impugned the quality and caliber of Paul’s proclamations, accusing him of babbling, cobbling together bits and pieces of a variety of worldviews and religious perspectives. If such is the case, his new ideas will hardly be worthy of recognition, but rather of categorical exclusion if not downright derision. No pressure!

Socrates also did something thought problematically “new.” In his career he had made it clear that he was following what he took to be a divine directive, an inner voice that he assumed had come from God. It led him to inquire more fully into the revelation from the Oracle of Delphi that there was no one in Athens wiser than he. Socrates had been incredulous of this, because he claimed to be ignorant of nearly everything. To disprove the thesis that he was the wisest, he sought wisdom from others. He discovered through a process of searching questions that others were just as ignorant as he.

The only difference he could find was that, while they claimed to be wise and were actually ignorant, he disavowed having wisdom himself. In this sense, he finally concluded, perhaps the oracle was right. He was the wisest after all for knowing of his own ignorance, unlike others. Socrates saw ignorance as the laudably humble path trod by the judicious. If the evidence wasn’t there or wasn’t strong enough for a view, he remained skeptical about it, carefully apportioning belief to the evidence.

Introducing the Apology, Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns write about Socrates in these rhetorically glowing terms: “Great spiritual leaders and great saints adorn the pages of history, but Socrates is not like any of them. He is, indeed, the servant of the divine power, living in complete obedience to God; yet he always views the world of men with a bit of humor, a touch of irony.”3

To what are they referring when they write of Socrates as the “servant of the divine power” and “living in complete obedience to God”? The dialogue itself provides the answer concerning this Socratic innovation. Despite his skepticism about the Greek pantheon of human-made gods, references to the divine recur time and again. Throughout the pages of the dialogue, Socrates expresses his submission to the will and command of God. Facing charges of impiety, he leaves his outcome in the hands of providence, recognizing that his highest goal is to serve God and search out his truth and commands. He sees his philosophical mission—of teaching and exhortation—as being in direct service to God.4

Socrates’ interaction with Euthyphro is part and parcel of this mission. When Socrates, however ingenuously, offers to become Euthyphro’s disciple, it is perhaps in part motivated to underscore something ironic. The master takes on the posture of the student: think Einstein enrolling in tenth-grade physics. Euthyphro is there at court not defending himself but pressing charges against his own father. While awaiting directions as to how to proceed, the father had the slave tossed into a ditch and allowed him to die from hunger and exposure. Athenian custom dictates that Euthyphro assign primacy of loyalty to his father over the life of the slave. His revisionism in suing his father for wrongdoing is a real departure from normal customs.

Socrates’ own innovations, though, in heeding what he thought was a divine mandate while being skeptical of the capricious, finite, and feuding deities of the Greek pantheon, are the reason he is in trouble. With some justification, Socrates’ gesture toward taking the younger and confident Euthyphro as his mentor—relegating himself to the role of protégé—accentuates the irony that Euthyphro’s radical departure from custom is unquestioned while Socrates’ own innovations are cast as objectionably problematic. The Socratic subtext is that this state of affairs betrays a real inconsistency that ought to be rectified. The time is out of joint indeed.

This is an interesting point of both comparison and contrast with Paul. Paul believed in the importance of evidence, too. What he considered the most significant evidential factor to consider will be discussed momentarily, but his view concerning ignorance was quite a bit less sanguine than that of Socrates. Ignorance was no badge of honor for Paul. An altar to an unknown god was less a destination than a good start. Paul explicitly says, “The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all men everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30). Paul thought that, with the resurrection, a vitally important truth about God had been revealed, the surprising piece whose appearance makes possible the puzzle’s solution. Theology was no exercise of blind faith or empty conjecture but definitive truth now made clear. Among what had been revealed was something the philosophers in Paul’s audience would have found anathema: that there was a judgment to come. The world will be judged in righteousness, by a man whose credentials have been established.

On this issue of judgment for wrongdoing, incidentally, Paul echoes a theme that both Socrates and Euthyphro seemed to agree on entirely, namely, that a wrongdoer deserves punishment. The shared nature of this belief might suggest that this insight is part of what some might call “general revelation.” In Summa contra Gentiles Aquinas writes that the knowledge of God that is accessible independent of specific revelation pertains to (1) what may be asserted of God in himself, (2) what may be asserted about the procession of the creatures of God, and (3) about the ordination of the creatures toward God as their ends. A particularly poignant piece of natural theology is morality itself.

There is something morally instinctive, deeply intuitive, wildly instructive, and patently obvious about the idea that justice demands wrongs be addressed. The failure to effect such a remedy leaves an injustice in place and not properly fixed, which amounts to an irrational feature of reality. In one sense or another, human beings are morally accountable for their actions. The famous Boyle Lectures of Samuel Clarke deal, in this order, with the existence of God, the attributes of God as Creator and moral governor of the world, and the certainty of a “state of rewards and punishments.” These are truths assumed to be capable of formal demonstration.

Instead of questioning assumptions about moral justice, Socrates gave them his wholehearted endorsement. His claim of ignorance didn’t include claims about moral responsibility. He never disavowed the category of moral accountability. He acknowledged the difficulty on occasion of identifying which actions are instances of wrongdoing; for example, he was much less confident than Euthyphro that Euthyphro’s suing of his own father was morally right. Rather, he entertained grave doubts about its piety or holiness.

An actually impious or unholy action, however, was an action he thought merited punishment for the wrongdoer. This is clear, among other points in the dialogue, when Socrates discusses the alleged enmities and contentions among the gods. He says concerning the gods that they don’t venture to argue that the guilty are to be unpunished. Like between Euthyphro and Socrates, there is both agreement and disagreement among the gods. They disagree on whether particular instances of alleged wrongdoing are actual ones. They agree, though, that genuine examples of wrongdoing deserve punishment.

Paul’s later assertion, then, that there is righteous judgment to come corresponds with at least a dimension of Socrates’ convictions, for Socrates agreed that justice demands punishment for wrongdoing. This is a rather intuitive conviction for most. Few today can hear of atrocities committed by members of the Islamic State such as roasting people alive or public beheadings without feeling a strong conviction that justice demands such horrors be judged.5 After witnessing unspeakable and horrific injustices perpetrated on innocent people in his homeland, Miroslav Volf wrote, “Though I used to complain about the indecency of the idea of God’s wrath, I came to think that I would have to rebel against a God who wasn’t wrathful at the sight of the world’s evil. God isn’t wrathful in spite of being love. God is wrathful because God is love.”6

Of course Socrates didn’t have Paul’s rich theology, but the parallel in pointing to the moral appropriateness of judgment and punishment for wrongdoing is conspicuous. Socrates wasn’t responsible for fully anticipating all the details of additional special revelation to come. By Paul’s context, in the fullness of time, the hour of ignorance was over. Socrates pointed to the lack of evidence for the Athenian gods. Paul agreed, but Paul was the new gadfly, extending the point in a positive direction. The evidence for the right theology was now available. The finite, fallible gods were dead. The God who is the ground of being, the Creator and sustainer of the universe, the God in whom there is no shadow of turning, is alive and well.

Others, such as Mark S. McLeod-Harrison, have pointed out germane overlaps and salient similarities between Paul and Socrates.7 Some early Christian apologists identified resonances between Socrates and Jesus, in fact. Others have noted the similar structure of Paul’s address at Mars Hill and that of Socrates in the Apology: dialogue, accusation, explanation. As previously mentioned, Socrates and Paul were both profoundly skeptical of the gods worshiped all around them. Socrates had heard the myths of the gods inherited from playwrights and poets, legends and lore.

Homer and Hesiod had fired the Greek imagination, populating it with an array of capricious and contentious gods. This reinforced a view of the world according to which fate is the ultimate determinant. Socrates sought a better way, a world of reason, regulated by structure, a cosmos rather than a chaos. For him the legends strained credulity. They revealed a world full of fallible gods filled with foibles, gods pretty clearly made in the image of men. He admitted that he found such legends hard to believe, whereas Euthyphro credulously embraced all the stories with nothing but the most wooden literalness, despite their inherent tensions, conflicting claims, and warring gods. Deity, for Socrates, if it exists at all, must be free of such imperfections and flaws. None of the Greek gods, with their violence and squabbles and petty selfishness, met those criteria.

Paul of course would have concurred, and his Jewishness alone would no doubt suffice to have made him grieved and distressed at all the idolatry in Athens. The most axiomatic Jewish conviction was that there is one God alone. This is why each day Jews would repeat the Shema, taken from Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD.”

The mentality of the Athenians seemed to be one of “covering bases.” After all, devotion and payments of homage to the gods was the surefire way to secure divine blessing on the city. So they must have figured it was better to be safe than sorry. Worshiping the full panoply of gods, the full pantheon of deities, could maximize the likelihood of securing desired blessings. Euthyphro, similarly, had thought that a religious orientation called for such credulity. There was little fear of holding wrong beliefs among those who had adopted (what we can call) the Homeric spirit. It was rather a picture of an expansive range of beliefs in order to be on the safe side. No matter that these beliefs were often at odds. Affirming them all, there was less chance that some capricious god or goddess would withhold blessing.

Paul’s contrasting approach was rather in the Socratic spirit. It wasn’t about covering one’s bases or being safe. Rather, it was a matter of caring about the truth. And Paul was adamantly committed to the truth that one God exists, not a plethora, not a panoply, not a pantheon, but one God. And rather than arguing that this one God deserved a place among the temples and shrines in Athens, Paul’s point was radically subversive. He startled his audience.

This one God was the only true God, and all the other alleged gods and goddesses were a sham, unreal, nonexistent, powerless, mere idols. Moreover, this God was the Creator and sustainer of all, and hardly able to be contained within a temple, booth, or building. He was the God of all creation, and whatever the cosmology of Paul’s audience, they knew the world was a big place. This God was bigger and greater still, and not afflicted with the limitations or weaknesses or flaws of the gods of Athenian lore. As much as Socrates, Paul was skeptical both of the legends and of the Homeric spirit, which privileged an ambitious range of beliefs to cover one’s bases over a serious examination of where the evidence points.

This leads to an important insight of contemporary relevance. Although cooperation, dialogue, and shared missions between those of divergent religious traditions is surely a worthwhile goal, there remain irremediable theological differences that can’t simply be ignored, as if they were easily eliminable or unimportant. Those core convictions are at the heart of each group’s essential identities. Paul refused to set aside as trivial their worldview differences. It was a focus exactly on those differences that led to his faithful and uncompromising proclamation. Ignoring the differences—even when they show diametrically opposite convictions—is to privilege a Homeric spirit. Retaining the proper place for objective truth claims that matter and for which we’re responsible is to privilege the Socratic spirit. Paul is a paradigmatic example of the latter.

Perhaps most fundamentally, Paul and Socrates agreed that people ought to be skeptical of the right things and convinced by the right things. Where evidence is lacking, suspension of belief is appropriate. Socrates was skeptical of the pantheon of old gods and the traditional myths, and he should have been. Paul was likewise convinced that the gods worshiped in Athens were mere idols.

Nevertheless, Socrates hearkened to what he considered a reliable divine voice emanating from a source other than the traditional gods, whose imperfections and contentions were legend. It was a voice that dissuaded him from courses of action he considered, and a voice that made him think he was on a divine mission for which he would be held responsible.


When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus. (Rom 2:14-16)



Paul, too, had received a special and personal divine revelation—of Christ. Interestingly enough, his appeal to others was not based on that personal experience but on the resurrection itself, which provided evidence for everyone. God “has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all men by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17:31, emphasis added). With a Jewish audience Paul made the case for the necessity of the resurrection from the Scriptures.

In the heart of Athens, he instead used Gentile and Stoic poets to make connections before pointing to the resurrection, often deploying the words and categories of those writers for his own purposes of proclamation. Like Socrates, Paul was skeptical of the pantheon of gods but equally insistent that his listeners be sensitive to the evidence. As foreign as reference to a resurrection was, this was the pivotal event to show that the God of whom he spoke was real. Paul started where his audience was but took them to where he knew they needed to go. It would have been profoundly unloving to do otherwise, to leave them in their ignorance and not confront the inconsistencies in their thought.

I (Dave) am embarrassed to admit that I once purchased a Christmas gift for a girlfriend altogether in haste, and it was all too obvious. At the time I justified myself by insisting I wasn’t captive to a consumerist culture. The real explanation was more likely indolence. Sadly for me, gift giving for this young lady meant a great deal. It may have been one of her love languages, and suffice it to say that she wasn’t loving my careless choice. So I figured I’d appeal to a helpful canard to salvage a sorry situation. “But it’s the thought that counts,” I offered hopefully, thinking that this would, well, cover my bases.

“Exactly! It’s the thought that counts! There was no thought!”

So, yes, sometimes we need to do more than cover our bases. The struggle to understand the import of right and wrong and good and evil is one of those times we may need to give it more thought. The hour of ignorance is over, Paul would tell us, for the truth has been made manifest. We must be willing to follow the evidence where it leads. There is a reckoning to come—even more daunting than that Christmas of mine.


TALK BACK


	1. Read Acts 17:16-34 and take note of Paul’s approach, both interpersonal and rhetorical. What are the underlying convictions of his audience? How does he address those and move the discussion forward? What can we learn from him about graciously yet truthfully challenging prevailing paradigms?


	2. In this spotlight, we claim that theology is no exercise of blind faith or empty conjecture but definitive truth now made clear. How does this understanding of theology correspond with your conceptions? What kind of claim should truth have on us once it’s discovered? For what reasons might people resist accepting or appropriating a truth?


	3. This chapter closes with a reflection on the Homeric spirit and the Socratic spirit, where the Homeric spirit embraces a pantheon of gods and allows for a multiplicity of possible—often conflicting—truths, and the Socratic spirit seeks after the truth. Where do you see our contemporary culture falling in this continuum? What pockets of culture embrace the Homeric spirit, and how? What seems to lie behind these preferences, and how should we think about them?
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