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Revisiting the
God of the Gaps

Ronald G. Larson

Although design arguments for the existence of God are sometimes dismissed as
God of the Gaps apologetics, reasons for rejecting them based on the history of
science, philosophy, religion, and pragmatism are not as compelling as is often
implied. I argue that using multiple evidences of design in nature, with regular
updates to accommodate new findings, can be a sound and convincing approach

to apologetics.

prominent atheistic scientists and

philosophers insist that scientific
advancement has rendered religious
belief irrational.! While their arguments
vary, I believe that the common themes
can be summed up in the following
“principles”:

In several popular recent books,

1. Science is comprehensive. Given its
track record, there is no good reason to
doubt that science can eventually address
any question that a person can legiti-
mately ask about what exists, including
humans themselves.

2. Science is concise. Science seeks expla-
nations with minimal presuppositions.

3. Scientists are courageous. Scientists
reject beliefs that are unwarranted or
unneeded, even if those beliefs provide
comfort to society or themselves.

These “principles,” along with the
modern definition of science as the
search for naturalistic explanations,
seem to imply that belief in God or
supernaturalism in any form is unnec-
essary, unscientific, and even irrational
or cowardly. An atheistic philosophy is
thus the hallmark of the good scientist.
Or so the authors of recent books would
have us believe.
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How should this increasingly insistent
argument be addressed? One response
is to focus mostly on the heart— the seat
of affections and moral orientation.
While this approach has merit, it must
be recognized that the case made for
atheism is not solely an intellectual one,
but a moral one as well, as indicated by
the third “principle” above. From the
assertion that belief in God is without
intellectual foundation, it is concluded
that such belief is nothing more than
wishful thinking, and this is immoral
as it abandons hard truth for senti-
mentality.

Another approach is to accept that
science can, in time, provide satisfactory
answers for anything humans can ob-
serve, including their own mental life,

Using multiple

evidences of
design in
nature, with
regular updates
to accommodate
new findings,
can be a sound
and convincing
approach

to apologetics.
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but to argue that there is a second “layer” of
explanation that involves God. That explanations
involving God are often complementary to, rather
than competitive with, naturalistic explanations is
no doubt true. However, the success of science is
measured not only in how much it can explain, but
also by how concisely it can do so, as summarized
by the second “principle” above. A major trend in
science is the minimization of ontologies or realities
needed for satisfactory explanations. Eliminating
God from the list of ontologies is a major step
in economizing one’s worldview, making it very
attractive to scientists.

A final approach, which I take, is to call into ques-
tion the first of the above “principles” —the notion
that all of a human’s observations and experiences
can eventually be explained by materialistic science
alone. The inadequacy of a materialistic view of what
is real can be based on (1) cosmology, such as the
apparent “fine-tuning” of the constants of physics
needed to produce a universe compatible with
human existence; (2) biology, especially the origin
of life; (3) humans’ consciousness, and (4) human
morality. These arguments, especially the first three,
are primarily design (or teleological) arguments.
One can find good expositions of them in a number
of books, to which I refer any reader seeking details
for which there is no space here.? All highlight
weaknesses in the philosophy of materialistic natu-
ralism held by many scientists.

Some of my colleagues have expressed the view
that such an apologetic uses inappropriate God of
the Gaps (GOG) arguments. They point out that
science is actively seeking explanations for prob-
lems of the sort that I (and others) highlight, and,
in time, it may find the answers. A related critique
is that such an apologetic is an “argument from
ignorance,” or fallaciously implies that “absence of
evidence” means “evidence of absence.”?

To address this criticism, I will first attempt to
define how the term “God of the Gaps” is used.
I will then argue that, notwithstanding the objections
that are sometimes raised, an apologetic based on
design arguments such as those mentioned above
can be both legitimate and effective. My summary
notes that, while such an apologetic can be helpful
in clearing away manmade obstacles to faith, it can
neither replace the need for faith nor provide a satis-
factory theological viewpoint on its own.
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What are God of the Gaps
Arguments?

An early GOG critique of apologetics comes from the
nineteenth century evangelical Henry Drummond
in a lecture he gave on the “Ascent of Man.”* In it,
Drummond rebukes Christians who point to the
things that science cannot yet explain—“gaps which
they will fill up with God.” An oft-quoted explana-
tion of the idea can be found in the writings of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer:

How wrong it is to use God as a stop-gap for
the incompleteness of our knowledge. If in fact
the frontiers of knowledge are being pushed
further and further back (and that is bound to
be the case), then God is being pushed back
with them, and is therefore continually in
retreat. We are to find God in what we know,
not in what we don’t know; God wants us to
realize his presence, not in unsolved problems
but in those that are solved.’

Although prompted especially by resistance to
evolutionary theory, Bonhoeffer's warning can be
applied to any argument claiming that deficiency
in scientific explanation can count as evidence for
God’s design in nature.® A recent theopedia entry
defines GOG argumentation:

God of the Gaps arguments are a discredited
and outmoded approach to apologetics, in
which a gap in scientific knowledge is used as
evidence for the existence of God ... From a
philosophical point of view, the inherent prob-
lem with a God of the Gaps apologetic is that
it relegates God to only a portion of creation—
the portion that we donotunderstand yet ...

From a pragmatic point of view, the main
problem with a God of the Gaps apologetic is
that the gaps are getting smaller with every
passing year ...7

Although such warnings are widely noted, and
sometimes applied to all design arguments, many
scientists continue to use some design arguments
while disparaging others as GOG arguments. For
example, in his recent book The Language of God,
Francis Collins explicitly rejects GOG arguments,
but attempts to convince skeptics of God’s existence
by appealing to (1) cosmological fine-tuning and
(2) the existence of a moral law (or the “Law of
Human Nature”).8 At least the first of these is
a design argument that can be viewed as a GOG
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argument, since scientists are trying to explain fine-
tuning naturalistically. The second one might also
be viewed as a GOG argument, since scientists are
also seeking to explain the emergence of human con-
ceptions of morality through evolutionary theory.10

Like Collins, Alister and Joanna Collicutt
McGrath, in their rebuttal to Dawkins’ recent book,
The God Delusion, disparage GOG apologetics.!!
To refute Dawkins, they invoke “limits” on science,
which they seem to distinguish from “gaps” in that
the former cannot, even in principle, be overcome
by advances in science. They give the following
examples of questions that are beyond the limits
of science: “How did everything begin?” “What are
we all here for?” “What is the point of living?”
However, some argue that science might eventually
answer the first of these questions by showing how
our universe resulted from a fluctuation in an eter-
nal “multiverse.”'?> The second two questions in-
volve purpose and can be considered “why”
questions (as opposed to the first, which is a “how”
question). Materialistic scientists either dismiss
such “why” questions as meaningless,'® or convert
them to “how” questions by seeking to show how
human thinking on such questions arose through
natural selection.!*

The effort to dodge questions of meaning and
purpose by insisting that “real” knowledge be lim-
ited to “objective” scientific categories was exposed
as absurd more than fifty years ago by Polanyi,!®
among others. Unfortunately, Polanyi was equally
prescient in his assessment of the tenaciousness
of scientists’ adherence to “objectivist” (or “posi-
tivist”) philosophy (i.e., “what science cannot dis-
cover, humankind cannot know”?). Indeed, in my
experience, many scientists fail to recognize that
their positivist view even constitutes a peculiar
philosophical position, rather than being the proper
outlook of a scientist. Interestingly, at least some
scientists and philosophers find that scientific evi-
dence for design provides compelling grounds for
belief in the existence of God. For example, Antony
Flew, one of the world’s leading atheistic philoso-
phers, recently announced that he now believes in
God; his belief is based primarily on the strength of
design arguments, such as the origin of life.'”

Besides the possible difference between “gaps”
and “limits,” it might be of some use to distinguish
between explanatory gaps and continuity gaps. For
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example, it is one thing to claim that a lack of
transitional fossils indicates a discontinuity in the
evolutionary record and another to claim that such
transitions cannot be wholly explained by natural
processes. A similar distinction can be made for the
origin of life. In general, claims of continuity gaps
are more vulnerable to disproof through scientific
discovery than are claims of explanatory gaps.
Del Ratzsch has made a similar distinction between
design arguments that rely on gaps in “causal his-
tory” and those that do not, the latter of which he
does not consider to be “gap” arguments at all.'®

If there is any consistency in its use,
it is that "God of the Gaps” is
a pejorative title for design arguments
that are deemed unappealing or
likely o be undone by scientific advance.

Another distinction might be made between gaps in
the ongoing processes of nature and gaps at specific
points in natural history. Long ago, Leibniz objected
to gaps of the first kind after Newton suggested
(erroneously, as the religious skeptic Laplace® later
showed) that planetary orbits would be unstable
unless God intervened regularly to repair them.
Leibniz responded as follows:

Nay, the machine of God’s making, is so im-
perfect, according to these gentlemen; that he
is obliged to clean it now and then by an ex-
traordinary concourse, and even to mend it,
as a clockmaker mends his work ... I hold,
that when God works miracles, he does not
do it in order to supply the wants of nature,
but those of grace.?’

Leibniz” theological objection to God filling gaps in
ongoing processes does not seem to apply to miracles
God may have used to set up the “clockwork”
of the universe. Note that Leibniz could not have
known the laws of thermodynamics that imply that
the universe is, in fact, “winding down” on cosmo-
logical time scales, not mechanically but thermo-
dynamically.

Still another distinction has been made between
a “gap on account of nature”?! (also called a “nature
gap”??) and a “gap on account of ignorance” (a “sci-
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ence gap”). In the former, the properties of the com-
ponents and their environment are thought to be
understood well enough to conclude that structures
made from these components are unlikely to have
come about without an external designer. In the
latter case, the cause of the structure is unknown,
but only because of our ignorance, rather than an in-
adequate potential in the materials or environment
to produce that structure naturally. Obviously, the
decision to place a given gap in one or the other of
these categories can be controversial.

A perhaps related approach suggests dividing
what we do not know into two categories: what is
“knowable” and what is “unknowable,” assuming
natural processes only.? It is argued that we rarely
know that something is “unknowable” under as-
sumptions of naturalism, and even if we did, that
this would be a doubtful reason to appeal to super-
natural agency.

Finally, Barr has distinguished design arguments
in biology from those in physics and cosmology.?*
It is believed by most biologists, including many
of those with religious faith, that natural selection
can account for biological structures and, hence,
that arguments for design in biology are misguided
GOG arguments. Since there are so many other
good reasons for belief in a personal God, many feel
that biology is not a promising area for apologetics.

Therefore, if there is any consistency in its use,
it is that “God of the Gaps” is a pejorative title for
design arguments that are deemed unappealing or
likely to be undone by scientific advance. For many
scientists, any argument for God’s existence is a
GOG argument. Thus, in most of what follows,
I will not distinguish between GOG arguments and
design arguments in general, but will survey how
much of a threat, or an opportunity, such arguments
might present for apologetics. For convenience,
I have divided the material into four sections, with
overlapping content.

History of Science

Let me first note that Bonhoeffer urges avoidance of
GOG argumentation based on his view of scientific
history, in which science is continually “filling in
gaps.” It is true that some arguments for design in
biology, such as William Paley’s famous “watch-
maker” thesis, are now often viewed as defunct due
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to scientific advances. And it is clear that even a
superficial view of history should make one hesitant
to put limits on what science might discover.

The inherent unpredictability of
revolutionary advances and
their implications for theology
suggest that we look again
at scientific history to see
if science has not only filled gaps,
but has also exposed new ones.

Flush with success, many scientists hope that a
unified “theory of everything” will eventually be
discovered.?> This theory, they hope, might be ex-
pressible as a small set of equations, or even a single
equation, from which all our laws of physics emerge
through spontaneous “symmetry breaking.” More-
over, in the most optimistic scenario, the equation
will have few, or no, adjustable constants. From this
single equation, the evolution of the universe might
be predictable, including the emergence of stars and
life-supporting planets. Furthermore, it is hoped that
steps by which life arose on Earth might eventually
be reproduced in the laboratory and shown to be
plausible, given known early-earth conditions.? It is
already widely held that evolutionary processes in-
volving only material interactions are adequate to
explain the rise of all organisms, including humans,
along with all their cognitive powers.

If science achieves the above, then any apologetic
based on its unlikelihood would be exposed as
another failed GOG argument. To avoid this, one
might restrict apologetics to philosophical arguments,
and avoid scientific ones. However, philosophy has
had its own historical development,?” which has
shown a weakening in the credibility of at least
some arguments for God’s existence. In addition,
science has rendered some philosophical opinions
obsolete. For instance, the view that the earth is
the center of the universe, which was grounded as
much on Aristotelian philosophy as it was on theol-
ogy, was falsified through scientific discoveries.?8
Thus, many scientists do not take philosophical
objections to scientific progress very seriously. For
example, it has been forecast that computers with
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cognition similar to, or even much greater than our
own, will emerge in a few decades.?’ Such futuristic
computers, if they are built, would revolutionize
our understanding of the human mind, with un-
predictable consequences for philosophy and even
theology. The inherent unpredictability of revolu-
tionary advances and their implications for theol-
ogy suggest that we look again at scientific history
to see if science has not only filled gaps, but has also
exposed new ones.’’ Indeed, one can find many
examples of the latter.!

The most compelling fine-tuning arguments are
rather recent. For example, consider the following
statement from the foreword to a 2006 book by
Leonard Susskind, a leading string theorist:

The real mystery raised by modern cosmology
concerns a silent “elephant in the room,” an
elephant, I might add, that has been a huge
embarrassment to physicists: why is it that the
universe has all of the appearances of having
been specially designed just so that life forms
like us can exist? This has puzzled scientists and
at the same time encouraged those who prefer
the false comfort of a creationist myth ... In
the past most physicists (including me) have
chosen to ignore the elephant—even to deny
its existence. They preferred to believe that
nature’s laws follow from some elegant mathe-
matical principle and that the apparent design
of the universe is merely a lucky accident. But
recent discoveries in astronomy, cosmology,
and above all, String Theory have left theoreti-
cal physicists little choice but to think about
these things ...3

Other discoveries over the last one hundred years
have had similar effects on other scientists. For ex-
ample, the discovery that our observable universe
had a beginning shocked scientists who had expected
an eternal universe, since it seems more compatible
with naturalism.? The exploration of cellular life in
the last fifty years has similarly revealed the “simple”
cell to be a wonderland of complexity, challenging
the notion that it arose spontaneously.?* Thus, the
notion that scientific history is a tale of continual and
irreversible closing of gaps in a fully naturalistic
account of nature, is, ironically, yet another argument
by theists that has been undermined by scientific
progress.
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Philosophy

Despite the pejorative designation, “God of the
Gaps,” it is evident that explanatory gaps can be
used to show the insufficiency of a particular idea,
as has been pointed out by both Larmer and Snoke.?
Snoke, in particular, has given simple examples of
the use of negative arguments or “gaps” in scientific
reasoning. An additional, especially relevant, ex-
ample can be found in the Origin of Species, where
Darwin argued that the then-prevailing concept of
special creation was inadequate to explain many
features of living things. These include the differ-
ences in flora and fauna in habitats isolated from
each other, and the numerous cases of mismatch be-
tween structure and function, such as cases of geese
with webbed feet living in non-aquatic uplands while
grebes with toes joined only by membranes live
aquatically.’ Thus, Darwin argued against special
creation, in part, by showing gaps in its explanatory
power, which could be filled by an appeal to evolu-
tion. If his approach was valid for this purpose, then
clearly, gaps in the explanatory power of an idea
can legitimately be used to argue against the idea.

As another example, some prominent philoso-
phers believe that there is an “explanatory gap”®”
in the power of materialism to explain human con-
sciousness, and thus infer the existence of a nonma-
terial reality underlying it.3® Materialistic scientists
assert that consciousness only seems to be nonmate-
rial because science has not yet shown how material
interactions alone can explain it. This argument par-
allels that of creationists who hold that apparent
vestigial structures only seem to be unexplained,
but that, in time, science may find the functions of
these structures. Thus, an assertion that “gaps can
be filled” is not a satisfactory response when there
are good reasons for doubting its possibility.®

Of course, the failure of one naturalistic scenario
does not mean that all naturalistic explanations
will fail, and one should certainly look diligently
for alternative natural explanations. Yet, sometimes
such a search leads only to implausible naturalistic
explanations. An example of this is the suggestion
by Francis Crick, co-discoverer of DNA, who, on
considering the difficulty of spontaneous origin of
life on earth, once proposed that the first cells
arrived in rockets sent here from another planet.*’
Perhaps more persuasively, one could argue that
the human mind is not sufficiently imaginative to
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hit upon the most likely naturalistic scenarios. Thus

one should always prefer an unknown natural
cause to any possible supernatural cause.

The position that
naturalistic explanations,
even ones lacking in evidence,
are preferable to
theological ones is a position
that has been defended philosophically.

However, if such an approach is valid for science,
should it not also hold in other disciplines, such
as the historical and archeological sciences? Just as
scientific discoveries have forced a re-evaluation of
our understanding of the origin of species, so too
have they forced a re-evaluation of biblical interpre-
tation. If, as a result of such discoveries, we should
learn not to contest the likelihood that the physical
sciences will, without invoking God, eventually
close all gaps in the history of the cosmos, should
we not also assume that the archeological sciences
will do the same for biblical history and the origins
of Christianity? Indeed, archeological discoveries are
being made at a rapid rate and have the potential to
transform our view of biblical history.4! If we apply
methodological naturalism to the history of Chris-
tianity, and avoid GOG thinking, are we not led to
seek to explain the origin of Christianity entirely
naturalistically, and so assume that the early church
came to believe in the resurrection of Jesus through
error, fraud, or legend? To assert otherwise would
be to insist on a gap that history and archeology
might one day fill, for example, by finding the re-
mains of Jesus” body.

One could argue that GOG arguments should be
avoided in the physical sciences, but not in history,
or at least not in the history covered by the Bible.
However, this special pleading seems arbitrary. As
William Lane Craig notes, “The universal disappro-
bation of the so-called ‘God of the gaps” and the
impulse towards methodological naturalism in sci-
ence and history [emphasis added] spring from the
sense of illegitimacy attending such appeals to
God.”#2 Thus, a strong resistance to the miraculous
in nature is discordant with a simultaneous recep-
tivity to it in history.
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The position that naturalistic explanations, even
ones lacking in evidence, are preferable to theo-
logical ones is a position that has been defended
philosophically.*3 But a consistent adherence to this
position covering both science and biblical history
seems to lead, at best, to a remote, deistic (rather
than theistic) view of God or to no God at all. If one
is insistent that even glaringly obvious gaps in natu-
ralistic scenarios (such as evidence of fine-tuning or
problems in origin-of-life theories) are not reason-
able places to see God’s design, then why is it rea-
sonable to assert that God’s activity can be seen
anywhere else, including in biblical narratives?

Theology

An important source of resistance to GOG arguments
is the recognition that the existence of a gap in the
ability of science to explain a given phenomenon
does not necessarily provide a good basis for theism.
Perhaps even more serious is the concern that a GOG
apologetic might degenerate into a GOG theology.*
GOG theology limits God’s activity to the gaps in
the natural order, ignoring or slighting his active
creating and sustaining of the entire natural order.*®
Christians rightly reject GOG theology, and are right
to be wary that a design, or GOG, apologetic might
lead to this kind of bad theology. These concerns,
I believe, partially account for the resistance of Chris-
tian scientists to seize on problems, for example,
in evolutionary theory, as evidence of God’s work-
ings.# Thus, a view that seems to limit God’s role to
the filling in of a few gaps in the evolutionary record
is more problematic for a theist than the gaps them-
selves are for an atheist.

While I concur with these concerns, I believe that
they ought to arise at the tail end of the evangelistic
process, rather than at the front end. That is, as we
reach out to those who are “without excuse” in fail-
ing to recognize God’s “eternal power and divine
nature,”# in grace, we point out indications of the
reality of God that might appeal to them, given
their present mindset. In this, we are doing no more
than God himself did when he exhorted Isaiah to
“Lift your eyes and look to the heavens: Who cre-
ated all these?”® In pointing to the stars and asking
how they got there, God was not implying that he
was not equally the Creator of every blade of grass
or mote of dust, nor that it was harder for him to
make stars than to make dust. In grace, God was
pointing Isaiah’s audience to what they, given their
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limited understanding, would find to be especially
compelling evidence of God’s activity. Once God’s
power over any part of his creation is recognized,
his sovereign control over all of it can be more
readily acknowledged. This is the essence of apolo-
getics, which should not be confused with the de-
velopment of a mature theological understanding
of God and his interaction with creation.

Once God's power over any part
of his creation is recognized,
his sovereign control over all of it
can be more readily acknowledged.
This is the essence of apologetics,
which should not be confused
with the development of
a mature theological understanding
of God and his interaction with creation.

What should we make of Bonhoeffer's admonition
that we are to look for God in “problems that are
solved,” not those that are unsolved? Attempting to
follow this advice, one might argue that evidence
for God is not to be found in any failing of the laws
of nature alone to explain all that is, but is rather
to be found in the very success of these laws, which
points to a God who created such elegant laws and
imposes them so uniformly.*’ A key issue, however,
is whether the existence of such laws points to a per-
sonal God, rather than some impersonal force, or
even to the laws themselves, as the ultimate reality.
Einstein’s God, for example, was an impersonal
Creator of the cosmos and its laws, as revealed in
quotes such as the following:

I believe in Spinoza’s God who reveals himself
in the orderly harmony of what exists, not in
a God who concerns himself with the fates and
actions of human beings.>

Einstein’s belief might be reasonable if there were no
evidence that the laws governing the universe have
been, in some way, designed to produce results consis-
tent with the goals of a personal God. Theists believe
that human existence reflects the intent of a Creator
to produce humans, which he accomplished, in part,
through his design of the laws of physics. The recent
discovery of indications that the laws of physics are
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fine-tuned for human life thus support the theistic
view, rather than mere deism.

Might one argue that fine-tuning is not a GOG
argument since it deals with the laws of physics
themselves, not with the outworking of those laws
in nature? But the laws of physics, expressed, say,
as differential equations, require initial conditions.
Should apparent fine-tuning of an initial condition
be regarded as a GOG argument, but not the fine-
tuning of the laws themselves? It is hard to see why
God might tune the laws of physics, and not the ini-
tial conditions. Humans create complex games such
as chess from relatively simple rules. The rules for
such games not only govern how pieces are moved,
but also the initial positions, and the latter are as
important as the former. Just as we do not expect
an interesting game to emerge from random rules
or random initial positions, we should not expect
our intricate universe to arise from random laws or
random initial conditions. But, for a timeless God,
is not specification of conditions at any point in
time equivalent to specification of initial conditions?
These considerations make it difficult to endorse
fine-tuning arguments while summarily rejecting
other kinds of design arguments for God’s existence,
such as the origin of life.

Pragmatism

Bonhoeffer’s critique of GOG arguments suggests
that no matter how strong an argument for the exis-
tence of God might now seem to be, it is better not to
present it if it might be overturned by future science.
This expresses a fear that believers in God will lose
credibility should their arguments be disproved.
It should be borne in mind, however, that no apolo-
getic is holy writ. While surprises may be in store for
believers, atheists are likely to be in for some of their
own, such as the surprise expressed by Susskind
at the evidence for fine-tuning. Few atheists are
embarrassed by setbacks, such as the inaccuracies
discovered in Haeckel’s drawings of embryos that
supposedly showed evolution recapitulated in the
womb,! or the “Piltdown man” fraud.5? More re-
cently, Dawkins’ claim that evolution follows a tree-
like pattern, with no exceptions,® has proven false,
as evidence for “lateral transfers” of genes has accu-
mulated.>* If arguments for the theory of evolution
can be adapted to new findings, why should not
arguments for theism be adapted as well? After all,
the validity of an idea is determined by the best
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current arguments for it, not the worst outmoded
ones. It may be that Christians, who believe in Scrip-
tures that are unchanging, think their apologetics
should be unchanging as well. However, an apolo-
getic that bridges an unchanging theology to a
changing science must change along with science.

The challenge for apologetics
is to show the limitations of
undirected natural forces,
without putting arbitrary limitations on
the ways God might direct or supersede
those forces to produce
what we observe.

Furthermore, by preemptively abandoning argu-
ments out of the fear that they might one day
be weakened by scientific advance, we risk inad-
vertently helping to sustain the myth of a continual
retreat of theistic arguments in the face of an ever-
expanding naturalistic science. To the extent that
large, important areas, such as the origin of life,
are abandoned as dangerous grounds on which to
argue for the existence of God, atheistic scientists
feel increased confidence to dismiss any remaining
arguments, whether based on science or philoso-
phy, as last-gasp GOG arguments. In this way,
an absurdly optimistic outlook on what naturalistic
science might accomplish can be built up, like a
house of cards, by eminent scientists who should
know better.>

Because of this, I feel that the origin of life is a
pivotal area for apologetics. While other aspects of
biology might, at least in principle, be explained by
natural selection, it is clear that the origin of life
from simple chemicals cannot be. This is because
natural selection acts on heritable genetic material,
which is not present in the simple chemicals from
which life is supposed to have sprung. And yet,
many biologists simply annex the origin of life to
the origin of species as though it were part of the
same overarching theory.

In my view, this should not be allowed to go
unchallenged, even though there are plenty of other
areas, for example, in cosmology, where God’s
design is evidenced. The reason is that it leaves
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unchallenged the practice of taking naturalistic
mechanisms as far as they can go, and when they
run out of gas, relying on naturalistic speculation
alone to continue the process of “explaining” the
universe. One can see this clearly in the astonish-
ingly brazen subtitle of Richard Dawkins’ book
The Blind Watchmaker: How the Evidence of Evolution
Shows a Universe without Design. How can Dawkins
claim that evidence from biology shows that the uni-
verse has no design? It is by emphasizing that the
origin of species is governed by an entirely naturalis-
tic mechanism, and then extrapolating this confi-
dence to everything else, even without providing
convincing mechanisms. Because of its superficial
similarity to the origin of species, the origin of life
is a pivotal point at which the need for a mechanism
is dropped and naturalism alone is deemed ade-
quate. Once this step is taken, no phenomenon,
whether in biology or cosmology, lies beyond the
scope of naturalism, and any claim to the contrary
can be viewed as a GOG argument. It is therefore
important to mark the point at which insistence on
a credible scientific mechanism gives way to glib
acceptance of naturalistic speculation.

More generally, the challenge for apologetics is
to show the limitations of undirected natural forces,
without putting arbitrary limitations on the ways
God might direct or supersede those forces to produce
what we observe. I believe that the inadequacy of
natural forces alone is indicated by evidence from
cosmology, biology (origin of life), humans’ con-
sciousness, and morality. I also believe that Scrip-
ture testifies to God’s special attention to all these
aspects of his creation.>

Summary and Final Thoughts

Some design arguments that emphasize continuity
gaps in the fossil record or explanatory holes in
specific scientific theories perhaps deserve to be dis-
missed as GOG arguments. Moreover, design argu-
ments should not be allowed to degrade into a
“GOG theology” that ignores God’s sovereignty as
Creator and Sustainer of everything, including what
he rules through physical laws. However, consider-
ations from the history of science, philosophy, theol-
ogy, and pragmatism suggest that broad design
arguments for the existence of God can be a legiti-
mate approach to apologetics. Although gaps in nat-
uralistic explanation are sometimes filled by science,
other gaps emerge or become wider. Discoveries in
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science are unpredictable, both in their content and in
their implications for philosophy and theology. Believers
in a God who created the universe have reason to
believe that evidence for his design will always be
evident, even if we sometimes mistake how it is evi-
denced. As Michael Polanyi convincingly argued, all
knowledge, including scientific knowledge, contains
a “fiduciary” component, and risks falsification.?”
This also applies to the idea that one ought to avoid
design (or GOG) arguments for God’s existence,
especially since this maxim is neither a scientific
finding nor a dogma of the Bible or the church.

Still, we must bear in mind that while God is the
ultimate explanation of creation, science only re-
veals secondary, tertiary, or higher-order explana-
tions.”® Thus, since we cannot empirically examine
the ultimate source of nature,% apologetics cannot
become an impregnable fortress for belief. More-
over, the Scriptures indicate that it is the Holy Spirit,
not apologetics, that produces belief in God’s
truth.®® Apologetics can, however, be used by God
to break down manmade obstacles to belief. Since,
increasingly, many of these obstacles arise from an
inflated view of what naturalistic science is likely to
accomplish, I believe that breaking them down can
be helped by highlighting limits or gaps that science
seems unlikely to overcome, even if this risks using
what some would call GOG arguments. ™®
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