
ESSAYS 
in 

PHILOSOPHY 
and 

THEOLOGY 

CHRIS BANDY 



CONTENTS 
Preface  5

Discussion  6

Terms, Studies, Laws  12

EPISTEMOLOGY  16

Seeking the Truth  17

eories  21

Arguments  27

Probability  31

Cumulative Cases  37

LOGIC AND LANGUAGE  39

Truth  40

Mathematics and Logic  44

Concepts  49

Language  53

Circularity  57

Real-World Paradoxes  62

Reference Paradoxes  66

e Incompleteness Paradox  72

METAPHYSICS  75

Existence  76

Identity  77

Influence  83

Modality  88



Souls  93

Physical Objects  97

Abstract Objects  101

Time  104

e Past and Future  109

e Open Future  113

Arguments for Actual Infinites  119

Arguments against Actual Infinites  121

ETHICS  128

Morality  129

THE EXISTENCE OF GOD  135

Cosmological Arguments  136

Fine-Tuning Arguments  142

Ontological Arguments  148

e Problem of Evil  151

e Problem of Hiddenness  157

eism versus Naturalism  159

PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION  165

Religions  166

Models of God  169

Referring to God  174

Divine Properties  176

Divine Freedom  181

e Temporal God  185

e Timeless God  190

God and Morality  194

Experiential Universalism  199



THEOLOGY  203

Sovereignty and Freedom  204

Critiquing Unconditional Election  208

Critiquing eological Determinism  214

Critiquing Molinism  218

Defending Universalism  223

e Trinity  229

e Incarnation  233

e Atonement  239

Critiquing Original Sin  245

BIBLICAL ISSUES  250

Critiquing Presuppositionalism  251

Defending Evidentialism  257

Arguments for Inspiration  260

Arguments against Inspiration  264

Critiquing Biblical Inerrancy  270

Historicity of the New Testament  276

Jesus the Apocalyptic Prophet  282

e Bible and Calvinism  288

e Bible and Classical eism  293

e Bible and Apostasy  296

e Bible and Universalism  300

SCIENCE  306

Evolution  307

e Age of the Universe 311



Preface 

This is a collection of essays about various topics in analytic philosophy and theology. I began 
writing about theological topics in 2012 and wrote the first of these essays in 2020. Since then, I 
have been constantly revising them and adding new ones. In 2022, I combined them into this 
document, which I have spent over 227 hours revising. I am constantly changing my views about 
multiple topics, and so I often criticize views I’ve previously held. All of the essays have been 
revised multiple times, and many of them have been completely rewritten multiple times. 

I have two goals in writing this. The first is to organize and clarify my thoughts so I can figure 
out the best views regarding a wide range of topics. The second is to share my thoughts with you, 
in hopes that it will serve you by providing a model of clear thinking. I am often aware of my 
inadequacy and ignorance, but I can at least try to be careful, precise, and honest in my thinking. 

I am not an expert in any of these fields, so please take everything I say with a huge grain of salt, 
and be sure to check out experts on these subjects, which I sometimes cite (and sometimes fail to 
cite). If you are wanting to learn philosophy, probably the best way to go is to enroll in 
philosophy courses at a university. Second best would be reading textbooks on logic, 
metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and so on—that will give you a fuller, more well-rounded 
knowledge than listening to 1000 podcasts about random topics and gradually piecing it all 
together. But—some great podcasts that primarily feature experts are The Analytic Christian, 
Parker’s Pensées, and The Reluctant Theologian. Plus, the YouTube channels of philosophers 
Kane Baker and Joseph Schmid are excellent. And the Defenders III series by William Lane 
Craig gives a great and detailed systematic theology for the conservative Christian. The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy and the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy are helpful for 
reference if you want expert sources, but they can be difficult to read. 

I aim for clarity, precision, directness, respect, honesty, ease of reading, organization, and 
concision. Every essay engages immediately with its topic, with no fluff, and stays within six 
pages. I avoid unproductive behavior such as name-calling, sarcasm, slogans, snarkiness, making 
fun of others, overblowing conclusions, mock bewilderment, and refusing to answer questions. 

If you think (or know) that I have gone wrong somewhere, or you want to contact me for any 
other reason, please email me at sitecubing@gmail.com. I love talking about these topics. I don’t 
have any agenda other than clear thinking, truth seeking, and servant-minded discussion. 

Version 80.01 · January 21, 2024
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Discussion 

To me, a good discussion is one that features (1) progress—there is advancement of thought as 
participants learn new information, concepts, perspectives, and approaches; (2) truth-seeking— 
participants honestly try to figure out the truth or the best view, instead of just trying to defend or 
attack certain views; and (3) cooperation—participants respect and listen to each other instead of 
just trying to convince each other, and participants actually engage with each other’s views and 
arguments instead of dissing them or spewing out canned automatic responses. Below are some 
recommendations for achieving a good discussion. 

1. Cooperation 

Have a goal of discovery—not of trying to convince others of your view. All participants should 
be working together as a team to discover more. The enemy is not the other person; the enemy is 
ignorance and confusion. Don’t try to score points or trap others, but try to promote learning and 
discovery. Be open-minded, willing to consider every idea as neutrally as possible, resisting the 
urge to straw-man opposing arguments. Be willing to admit that others are making valid points, 
or that your view has unresolved problems. Consider pretending that you want someone else’s 
view to be correct; this will motivate you to come up with the best arguments for it. You don’t 
have to be ready to abandon your views on the spot—belief revision is best done carefully and in 
solitude. But if you realize that your view is flawed, you should be willing to openly make 
corrections on the spot. And don’t criticize people for honestly and openly changing their view 
during a discussion. 

Be willing to listen to and learn from others, especially if they know more than you. Encourage 
and compliment others, highlighting when others raise good questions or thoughts, and thanking 
them for their time and engagement. Avoid the temptation to argue or be contrary for its own 
sake. Pause before each response and ask yourself whether you really disagree with what 
someone has said. It is easy to get caught up in “disagreement mode”, where you are intent on 
pointing out how they are wrong, so that you end up missing when they are actually right. In 
addition, sometimes you will make a mistake or say something that you aren’t sure about. If this 
happens, don’t try to defend what you said just because you said it! Instead, honestly assess it 
and see if it’s true or false. 

Practice conversational etiquette. Don’t assault someone with a barrage of questions. Don’t talk 
so quickly that no one can understand you. Don’t talk for so long that everyone forgets what you 
said. That is an unpleasant waste of time. Avoid all types of sarcasm, disrespect, or patronizing. 
Avoid publicly questioning people’s motives. Don’t interrupt people, even if you think they’re 
dead wrong (unless they have been talking continuously for several minutes). It is especially 
rude to interrupt someone when they are pausing to think hard about something. Don’t talk at the 
same time as someone else. That creates chaos that is disorienting, unproductive, and unpleasant. 
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Don’t jump in as soon as there is a split-second of silence. When the subject matter is more 
dense, it is more common for people to frequently pause to figure out what to say. Please wait 
until they have said all they wanted, and then pause for a few seconds before speaking. And don’t 
be afraid to ask for a few seconds to gather your thoughts—this will enable you to come up with 
a more thoughtful, productive response. Similarly, if there is a moment of silence or agreement, 
don’t feel like you have to butt in to keep the conversation going. Do not be condescending, 
make disrespectful faces or shake your head when others are talking, or say how utterly shocked 
or disappointed you are that someone else disagrees with you. Such rhetorical tactics prompt 
others to throw up walls of defense which block the conversation from flowing. Rhetorical 
tactics are signs of weakness, meant to cover up a lack of solid reasoning. 

In general, try not to be irritating. Don’t be constantly jumping in to jab at other participants. 
Don’t act like everything you say is absolute, undeniable truth. Don’t make sweeping negative 
statements about entire fields of study that you know almost nothing about. Don’t change the 
subject or bring up irrelevant points whenever you are challenged. It is especially irritating when 
a participant seems unwilling to grant anything but is instead constantly nitpicking everything 
that the other participant says. 

If a participant habitually talks for too long, goes off topic, interrupts others, or otherwise ignores 
good etiquette, one should consider either transitioning to written correspondence or simply 
finding another participant. Similarly, if one presents an argument with certain variables, other 
participants should respect those variables by not redefining or abusing them (unless, of course, 
such variables go against established usage). 

2. Content 

Participants should be focused and get to the substance of the disagreement. The discussion 
should have a topic, and participants should stay with the topic until everyone agrees to begin a 
new topic. (In impromptu discussions, it is often fun to “go with the flow” and jump around to 
different topics if that’s where the conversation naturally leads. I enjoy these but I also like to 
have discussions where we stay on a related cluster of topics the entire time.) Peripheral issues 
can be mentioned if necessary, but should not be excessively debated in place of more central 
issues. A syllogism supporting a particular view is a good starting point that enables participants 
to see exactly where they disagree. 

Participants should be committed to providing reasons that they accept, reject, or are undecided 
about a given position that they have considered. Participants should be willing to focus on 
concrete, specific arguments, evidence, and theories, and resist the urge to prematurely change 
the subject. Simplistic dismissals, red herrings, appeals to popularity,  labeling (e.g., “Oh, that’s 1

just rampant skepticism” or “Oh, that’s just tired old revisionism”), spouting off popular slogans, 
and accusations of intellectual dishonesty are a waste of time. It is also unfair to the opponent to 
respond to everything they say with, “Oh, you just need to read this document”. Why are you 
discussing with them if you aren’t willing to contribute anything? The least you could do is quote 
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from the document yourself so they have something to engage with. If someone asks you a 
question, don’t answer a different question. Answer the question that they asked, as directly and 
clearly as you can. If you don’t know the answer, just say, “I don’t know”. 

Arguments should be dealt with in a clear, straightforward manner. Build syllogisms and 
evaluate their premises. Rhetoric about assumptions or motives “lurking behind” arguments is a 
waste of time; if such motives can be converted into premises, then convert them into premises 
and evaluate them; but if they cannot, then ignore them since they are irrelevant. Participants 
should be willing to follow strict logical reasoning. It is unfair to the opponent to “jump off the 
train” of logical reasoning once it starts leading you to a place that you disagree with. Similarly, 
don’t respond to an argument by just saying, “Oh, I’m not bothered by that”, or “Oh, Aquinas 
wasn’t bothered by that”, or “Oh, well that’s just your opinion”. Those are incredibly lazy 
responses. Engage with the argument! See if you agree with it. If you disagree, try to pinpoint 
exactly where you disagree so that the discussion can become more focused. 

Playing the skeptic—attempting to cast doubt on others’ positions without defending any position 
yourself—will likely not persuade anyone else to change their mind. Even if you convince 
someone that their position is problematic, they might think that every alternative to their 
position is even worse, unless perhaps you can demonstrate a contradiction in their position. 
Iterative skepticism, the practice of constantly asking, “How do you know that?”, does nothing to 
support or refute a particular position, since questions do not constitute arguments.  However, 2

iterative skepticism could help participants see the logical structure of their belief systems. If 
both participants engage in iterative skepticism, it might help them get to the most foundational 
premises on which they agree and disagree. However, I prefer the question “Why do you believe 
that?”, since it isn’t loaded with the controversial assumption (and concept) of knowledge. 

After a discussion ends, I like to write down everything I can remember, decide what to think 
about, and then incorporate my notes into these essays.  3

3. Clarity 

Participants should be as clear and transparent as possible, bringing all hidden assumptions into 
the light. All definitions, positions, and arguments should be stated precisely and understood by 
all participants as soon as possible, so that one does not have to repeatedly clarify one’s position 
later on. (“No, what I really mean is this …”) Special care should be taken when discussing 
topics that involve related but distinct notions (e.g., universalism vs. pluralism vs. inclusivism). 

In addition, participants should try as hard as possible to understand each other’s positions, 
perspectives, and intuitions. Instead of attacking other positions for being unclear, one should ask 
clarifying questions. Ask people what they believe instead of putting words in their mouth. As 
much as you can, try to get your opponent to describe their own view instead of doing it for 
them. When you are describing a view that you disagree with, it is extremely easy to word it in a 
way that makes it seem less compelling. If someone says something that seems a little sus to you, 
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ask them about it instead of immediately attacking it. So much time is wasted by attacks that are 
based on misunderstanding. 

Similarly, if participants get the sense that they are using the same terms differently, they should 
stop immediately and nail down all definitions. Imprecise definitions waste an extraordinary 
amount of time. If people can’t agree about definitions, then either (i) avoid using the disputed 
terms and just express the ideas in more basic, agreed-upon language, (ii) just compromise and 
use the other participant’s terms (unless they run afoul of standard usage), or (iii) define and use 
star terms (knowledge*, causation*, etc.). 

In addition, participants should decide exactly what they are trying to accomplish for the 
discussion. Are they analyzing a single premise? An entire argument? An entire worldview? Are 
they comparing two worldviews? Are they critiquing or defending? Are they trying to answer the 
same question? Or two different questions? Are they trying to convince each other? Are they 
trying to learn from each other? Are they trying to find where the fundamental disagreement is? 
To the extent that participants do not share the same goals, productivity will be stunted. 

Similarly, if one constructs an argument with premises and a conclusion, that conclusion should 
be exactly what one is attempting to argue. Failing to construct arguments this way might result 
in a waste of time, since someone can agree with the argument but still reject your position. 

If you ever change your mind or concede a point during a discussion, mention it at least briefly. 
You don’t want to get into the habit of steamrolling past others’ corrections and pretending that 
you haven’t budged or that the other participant hasn’t influenced your thinking at all. 

4. Concision 

Participants should attempt to state arguments, defend positions, and ask questions in as few 
words as possible. See if you can communicate your point or question in 1-3 sentences. Don’t 
ask multi-part questions. Ask a single question or make a single comment. One should avoid 
rattling off a long list of arguments, claims, or questions. Doing so is a waste of time, because 
there is simply not enough time to adequately address all of them. Similarly, one should not use a 
shotgun approach where you dissect the other participant’s response into many small bits and 
attempt to refute them one by one. Such approaches produce long-winded comments, 
redundancies, and an inflated discussion that is about too many topics at once, while making 
little progress in any single topic. 

Don’t jump the gun on your questions—for example, “Do you think that P? If so, then here is a 
problem. But if not, then here is another problem”. Similarly, don’t ask a question and then go on 
and on about how problematic you think their view is. Ask the question, be silent, and wait for a 
response. The response might be more nuanced than anything you expected. If someone asks you 
a question, pause for a moment and think carefully about their question, and then slowly and 
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clearly answer in 1-3 sentences. In general, it is most productive to focus on a single topic and 
proceed one question or comment at a time. 

In the same vein, participants should resist the urge to be overly repetitive, to pontificate, or to be 
constantly inserting jokes or irrelevant material that weighs down the conversation with 
distractions. In addition, it is irritating whenever one repeats the same point multiple times, with 
almost exactly the same wording, as if the other participants are hard of hearing. 

5. Cogency 

Participants should avoid logical fallacies, both formal and informal. In addition to commonly 
recognized fallacies, here are some that I have noticed in various discussions: 

Prediction fallacy: “If theory T predicts potential problem x, T is more likely than not”. This is a 
non sequitur. T might be more likely than it would be if it failed to predict x, but this does not 
mean that it is more likely than not. Plus, if x is a contradiction, then T is false if it predicts x 
(assuming classical logic). 

Better prediction fallacy: “If T1 predicts the evidence better than T2 does, T1 is a better theory 
than T2”. This is a non sequitur. T1 might be overwhelmingly more complicated than T2, and so 
be the worse theory. 

Evidential limit fallacy: “If we should not expect any more evidence for T than what we have, T 
is more likely than not”. This is a non sequitur. T might be more likely than it would be if we 
were supposed to expect more evidence for T, but this does not mean it is more likely than not. In 
addition, if the amount of evidence for T is extremely low or zero, then T is unlikely, regardless 
of what our expectations should be. 

Falsification fallacy: “If T cannot be proven false, then belief in T is unjustified”. This is 
completely wrong. The theory “There is consciousness” could not be proven false for me, and 
yet surely I am justified in believing such a theory on the basis of my immediate experiences.  

Silence fallacy: “If A is an argument from silence, A should be rejected”. This is heavy-handed.  
An argument should be rejected if it is invalid or unsound, regardless of what type of argument it 
is. An argument from silence against T is successful insofar as it demonstrates that “If T were 
true, we would have significantly more evidence for T than we actually have”.  

Consequent-to-consequence fallacy: “x is false, so therefore ‘If y, then x’ is also false”. This is, of 
course, a logical error. For example, if you state “If God does not exist, then moral values do not 
exist”, then it would be silly for me to say “That’s wrong. Of course moral values exist!” In such 
a case I have not responded to your claim, but merely provided “a missing premise in a moral 
argument for God’s existence”.  In order to respond adequately to your claim, I need to address 4

the entire conditional. One way is to argue against God’s existence while also arguing for the 
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existence of moral values. Another way is to argue that moral values are more probable on 
atheism than on theism. 

Fixity fallacy: When one conflates mere truth with the stronger notion of fixity, by thinking that 
being true means being fixed or that being fixed means nothing more than being true.  5

Disagreement fallacy: This occurs when one mistakes another’s mere disagreement as an attack 
or question-begging. What I call attack occurs when one provides reasons for rejecting another’s 
argument and states that others ought to be persuaded by these reasons. Question-begging occurs 
when one’s conclusion is used to support one’s premises. Merely stating that one does not accept 
an argument is neither an attack nor question-begging. 

Narrow comparison fallacy: “If T does better than certain other theories, then T does better than 
all other theories (or is a good theory)”. This is obviously a false inference. For example, just 
because Christianity has evidence earlier to its crucial events than do other religions, that doesn’t 
mean that Christianity is better than all competing theories or that Christianity is a good theory.  6

If someone commits a fallacy and it is crucial to the discussion, wait until they are finished 
speaking, and then gently point out the fallacy. If someone commits a fallacy in a way that is not 
crucial to the discussion, it is probably better to wait until after the discussion and then send them 
a quick, constructive, servant-minded message explaining their error. 

 In addition, appeals to authority do not count for very much in the world of philosophy, as far as I can tell.1

 See J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (2nd edition, 2

Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017), 81.

 I think the ideal conversation is between two people. If you’re in a large group, try to let others contribute as much 3

as possible. Unless you are in a group of philosophers, you will probably hear a lot of things that will make you 
cringe, and the topic will probably shift too quickly for anyone to really make progress on anything. Just try to be 
chill and roll with it—try not to interrupt. Just let people express what they want to express, contribute something 
quick when it comes to you, and don’t get too frustrated or hung up on anything. No matter how much knowledge 
you have or research you have done, you can’t expect people to just surrender to your judgement every time a word 
flows from your lips.

 William Lane Craig, On Guard: Defending Your Faith with Reason and Precision (David C. Cook, 2010): 128.4

 I have defined both of these concepts precisely in “Truth, Existence, Explanation” and “Modality”.5

 Gary Habermas appears to commit this fallacy in Cameron Bertuzzi, “This Historian has NEW Evidence for the 6

Resurrection of Jesus”, Capturing Christianity (YouTube, 2022), https://youtu.be/YMx1OikHC8U.
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Terms, Studies, Laws 

1. Technical Terms 

Due to the technical nature of analytic philosophy and theology, it is often most efficient to use 
technical terms—terms that mean something very specific. Below I define some technical terms 
that appear in this document. Some of these terms are defined in different ways by different 
philosophers, but in each case I have chosen what I take to be the most useful definition, and I 
stick to it throughout this document.  

Imply. For P to imply Q is for the following sentence to be true: “If P, then Q”. For example: “If I 
go to school, then I will learn something”. This is another way of saying, “My going to school 
implies that I will learn something”. Now, this inference might be false—maybe I go to school 
and won’t learn anything. But it is a statement of implication nonetheless. 

Entail. For P to entail Q is for the following sentence to be true: “Necessarily, if P, then Q”. For 
example: “Necessarily, if the fire touches the ice, then the fire will burn the ice”—i.e., there is no 
other way things could go. In other words, “The fire’s touching the ice entails that the fire will 
burn the ice”. Now, this inference might be false—maybe right when the fire touches the ice, 
God intervenes and prevents the fire from burning the ice. But it is a statement of entailment 
nonetheless. As I clarify in “Modality”, whenever I use the word necessarily, I am referring to 
metaphysical necessity, and so by default, when I say entail, I mean metaphysically entail. 

Logical consequence. For Q to be a logical consequence of P is for Q to follow from P according 
to established logical or mathematical laws. For example, let P be 〈I am in the car, and the car is 
running〉, and let Q be 〈I am in the car〉. According to the logical law of simplification, Q follows 
from P. So Q is a logical consequence of P. Now, P and Q might both be false; or P might be 
false while Q is true; but it would involve a contradiction for Q to be false while P is true, since 
Q would still follow from P, and so Q would be both true and false. 

Explain. For P to explain Q is for Q to exist because of P, or for Q to be the way it is because of 
P. Explanation might involve events—“The plane was delayed because the airfield got frozen 
over” is the same as “The airfield’s freezing over explains the plane’s delay”. Explanation might 
involve situations or states—“The explosion happened because of an unstable chemical 
structure” is the same as “The unstable chemical structure explains the explosion”. Explanation 
might involve agents or objects—“The universe exists because of God” is the same as “God 
explains the universe”. 

Account for. For theory P to account for data Q is for P to predict, or make sense of, or remove 
the surprisingness of Q. The difference between explain and account for is easily confused, 
especially since the two terms are often used interchangeably. To prevent this confusion, in this 
document I will only use the two terms as I have defined them. For example, suppose I ask, 
“Why are there rocks here?”, and someone answers, “Well, rocks are basically everywhere”. On 
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the theory that “Rocks are basically everywhere”, it is unsurprising that rocks are here. But that 
theory doesn’t tell us why there are rocks here—it doesn’t tell us what sorts of causes led up to 
the rocks’ being here. So on my definitions, that answer accounts for but does not explain the 
fact that there are rocks here. 

Reason. An internal, psychological motivation for action or belief: “My reason for eating was 
that I was hungry”. “My reason for believing in God is because of the evidence”. I will not use 
reason when describing something non-personal, such as “The reason the machine broke is that 
it was built poorly”. Other words (e.g., cause) work just fine for that. 

Brute. Something is brute just in case (1) it is true, (2) it is not true by definition, nor by 
established logical or mathematical laws, and (3) it has no explanation, nor anything that clears 
up why it is true. In other words, something is brute if it calls out for an explanation or account 
of itself, but it fails to have one. 

Arbitrary. For a choice to be arbitrary is for it to be made for either no reason at all, or for some 
reason that would work equally well for a contrary choice. (The same goes for arbitrary beliefs.) 
For example, suppose I am offered a choice between two slices of pizza. They look exactly the 
same, and I have no reason to prefer one over the other. However, they both look tasty and I want 
to eat something, so I simply pick one of them. This would be an arbitrary choice, since the tasty 
appearance and my desire to eat applies equally to both slices. 

Now suppose one of the slices is pepperoni and the other is pineapple. I like the meatiness of 
pepperoni but I like the sweetness of pineapple. If I act on my fondness for the sweetness of 
pineapple and so choose the pineapple slice, this would not be an arbitrary choice, since my 
fondness for the sweetness of pineapple does not apply equally well to the pepperoni slice. 

Or suppose I believe that the number of particles inside my brain is 398454776969. If I have 
equally good (or bad, or nonexistent) reasons to think that it is some other number, then my 
belief is arbitrary. 

Random. Something is random just in case (1) it is not brought about intentionally, (2) it is not 
determined, and (3) it conceivably could have been different. For example, if a molecule shoots 
in a certain direction on its own, and it could have shot in a different direction, then that motion 
is random. If a future-tense statement like, “I will eat ice cream tomorrow” is contingently true 
but has no truth-maker, then it is randomly true. 

Notice that on this definition, something can be random even if it’s metaphysically necessary. If 
someone says that the starting number of particles in the universe was necessarily exactly 
49587655639865457939865, that sure seems random to me! It conceivably could have been 
slightly larger or smaller, even though, according to the person’s theory, it metaphysically could 
not have been different. 
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Primitive. Something is primitive just in case it is not defined or conceptually analyzed using 
more basic terms. I discuss this in more detail in “Concepts”. 

2. Areas of Study 

• Philosophy: the study of metaphysics, epistemology, values, inferences, methodologies, 
concepts, or fields of study such as language, mathematics, science, and religion. 

• Theology: the study of God or of doctrines in theistic religions. 

• Systematic theology: the systematic study of God and of all the major topics within a theistic 
religion. 

• Philosophical theology: the study of God or of doctrines in theistic religions using 
philosophical tools. 

• Analytic theology: the detailed and precise philosophical analysis of models of God or of 
doctrines in theistic religions.  

• Religion: the study of the beliefs, practices, writings, and experiences of various religions. 

• Philosophy of religion: the study of religious concepts using philosophical tools. 

• Natural theology: a subset of philosophy of religion that focuses on arguments for the 
existence of God and responses to arguments against the existence of God. 

• Systematic philosophical theology: the systematic study of God and of all the major topics 
within a theistic religion using philosophical tools. 

• Analytic philosophy of religion: the detailed and precise philosophical analysis of religious 
concepts. 
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3. Some Classical Logical Laws and Relations 

Nine classical laws of inference: 

Modus Ponens:     p, p → q ⊢ q      
Modus Tollens:     ~q, p → q ⊢ ~p     
Hypothetical Syllogism: p → q, q → r ⊢ p → r 
Disjunctive Syllogism:   p ∨ q, ~p ⊢ q 
Simplification:     p · q ⊢ p 
Conjunction:     p, q ⊢ p · q 
Addition:      p ⊢ p ∨ q 
Constructive Dilemma:  p → q, r → s, p ∨ r ⊢ q ∨ s 
Destructive Dilemma:  p → q, r → s, ~q ∨ ~s ⊢ ~p ∨ ~r 

Nine types of relation ϕ: 

Reflexive:      (x) ϕxx          
Irreflexive:     (x) ~ϕxx         
Non-Reflexive:   (∃x) ϕxx (∃y) ~ϕyy      

Symmetrical:    (x)(y) ϕxy → ϕyx 
Asymmetrical:    (x)(y) ϕxy → ~ϕyx 
Non-Symmetrical:  (∃x)(∃y) ϕxy ϕyx (∃z)(∃w) ϕzw ~ϕwz 

Transitive:      (x)(y)(z) ϕxy ϕyz → ϕxz 
Intransitive:     (x)(y)(z) ϕxy ϕyz → ~ϕxz 
Non-Transitive:    (∃x)(∃y)(∃z) ϕxy ϕyz ϕxz (∃a)(∃b)(∃c) ϕab ϕbc ~ϕac 
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EPISTEMOLOGY 



Seeking the Truth 

How do we find the truth? It’s not like we can just ask a question and the answer is suddenly 
revealed to us. Rather, it looks like we have work to do: the work of seeking the truth. 

Most of us think we have found the truth in small, obvious matters. Most people think it is true 
that they exist, that they are able to think, and that they are interacting with an external world. So 
when we talk about seeking the truth, we usually aren’t talking about these small matters. We are 
usually referring to a quest to answer big questions: Where did the universe come from? Is there 
a God? If so, what is God like and how does God interact with us? 

It seems the obvious way to proceed is to look at all the different views and figure out which one 
is best overall. We might not end up with a problem-free view, or a view that we are certain 
about, but perhaps it will become clear that one view is more likely than all the others. And the 
best view is the one we should adopt. Although this might not guarantee that we achieve the 
truth, it seems to be our best shot at doing so. 

One might object against talking about views’ being “better” or “more likely”, since after all, 
there is simply one view that is true, and so all competing views are false. But this objection 
misunderstands the terms being used. When I say that a view is “better” or “more likely” than 
other views, I mean that there are better reasons to believe that view as opposed to others. 

1. The Problem of Skepticism 

The first hurdle to answering big questions is this: How do we know anything? How do we know 
that we exist and that the sense of a unified self isn’t just an illusion? How do we know that we 
are interacting with an external world and not merely a projection of our minds? How do we 
know that our distant memories are accurate and have not been distorted or accidentally 
fabricated (both of which happen all the time)? How do we know that any positive statements 
about the past are true? If we posit that the past exists, how do we know that? How do we know 
that science is actually getting at the external world as it truly is, instead of merely interpreting 
images that appear on computer screens and microscopes? (And what does it even mean to “get 
at the external world as it truly is”?) And what does it even mean to “know” something? Take 
any belief that you hold. How do you know that it is true? You might say one of four things: 

1. “The evidence strongly suggests that my belief is true”. But that doesn’t necessarily mean 
that your belief is true. We can come up with plenty of scenarios where the correct view is 
not the one with the most evidence for it. 

2. “I directly observe that my belief is true. I see a tomato in front of me, and so I know that 
there is a tomato in front of me”. But what you’re really seeing is an image of a tomato 
generated by your brain. That image could be part of an illusion, a hallucination, or a dream. 
The tomato could be fake. It could be a realistic painting. It could be some other object or 
combination of objects that for some reason look like a tomato. 
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3. “It overwhelmingly seems that my belief is true”. Once again, just because something seems 
true doesn’t necessarily mean that it is true. In the Monty Hall paradox, the wrong answer 
seems correct to a lot of people (including myself), even after they learn that it is wrong. 

4. “The truth has been divinely revealed to me”. But again, this assumes too much. Maybe it 
seems to you that you have received a divine revelation, but you could simply be mistaken. 
Otherworldly-seeming experiences can come about through a variety of means, including 
hallucinogenic drugs. You could be misinterpreting your experience. In addition, you might 
be so strongly influenced by your culture and upbringing that you naturally interpret strange 
or otherworldly-seeming experiences as supernatural ones. 

Maybe you might have other responses, but in every case, as far as I can tell, there simply won’t 
be an ironclad link between the reason you give and the truth of your belief. There is always a 
significant possibility of error. Maybe a small possibility of error wouldn’t be anything to worry 
about, but it seems to me that a significant possibility of error prevents your belief from being 
justified and thus from being knowledge. And in any case, it sure seems that a significant 
possibility of error would make it impossible to be confident in any of your beliefs. 

Notice that I am not arguing that any of your beliefs are false. That would itself be a belief that 
would be called into question, just like all the others. What I’m wondering is how we can 
justifiably hold any beliefs. If we can’t justifiably hold any beliefs, or if we have no clue as to 
whether we can justifiably hold any beliefs, shouldn’t we just be undecided about everything? 

This is a version of the problem of skepticism, a central question in epistemology. I cannot 
attempt to address it here, simply because I do not know very much about it. What I will do for 
most of this document is go along with the commonsense intuitions that most people have—that 
things exist, that thoughts are happening, and that there is an external, mind-independent world. 
If we can’t even assume these things, there seems to be no chance that we’ll ever reach the truth. 
Assuming these things gives us at least some chance of reaching the truth, however small. 

2. The Problem of Intuitions 

The second hurdle is this: We all have a set of intuitions about any view we encounter. If you 
show me any view, I will respond to each with how I feel about it: I might think it’s obviously 
true, or probably true, or probably false, or obviously false—or I might just be undecided. But it 
seems that this set of intuitions just predetermines how we will think about any view. And since 
people have radically different intuitions about almost everything—and some people, including 
myself, have competing intuitions—many people’s intuitions are therefore unreliable. So how are 
we supposed to seek the truth if our beliefs might just be predetermined by unreliable intuitions? 

Once again, I do not know how to solve this problem. It seems the best we can do is to try our 
best to be honest and open-minded, and hope that if we have unreliable intuitions, they will be 
replaced with more reliable ones. I am somewhat hopeful about this—it seems plausible that 
years of practicing open-minded and careful thinking, combined with engaging with lots of 
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opposing views, can produce a mind that is more likely to come to true beliefs. Of course, by the 
same token, years of practicing close-minded or careless thinking, combined with avoiding 
opposing views, can make it difficult or impossible to come to true beliefs. 

3. Open-Mindedness 

It seems that the mindset one should have when seeking the truth is open-mindedness. Open 
mindedness involves two things: 

(1) Assuming no more than we need to conduct our search. Assuming more than necessary puts 
us at risk for missing out on the truth. For example, if we assume that Christianity is false, we 
would be missing out if it is actually true. And by the same token, if we assume that Christianity 
is true, we might be able to construct a vast, profound, and historically informed architecture of 
theology, and be amazed at how it all “hangs together”, but we would be deceiving ourselves if it 
turns out to be false. 

(2) The willingness to discover, consider, and engage with new beliefs, concepts, and approaches 
that you weren’t previously aware of or hadn’t engaged with. 

(3) The willingness to consider competing viewpoints and change one’s mind if it looks like 
one’s own theory isn’t the best overall. If it starts to appear that some competing theory is better 
overall, then the intellectually honest thing to do is to adopt that competing theory, or at least 
admit that it is better overall. Likewise, if it becomes unclear which theory is the best, then it 
seems that the intellectually honest thing to do is to be undecided among the relevant theories, or 
at least to admit that it is unclear which theory is the best. Once again, if we are unwilling to 
change our mind, we could be missing out on the truth. Even if we have recently or publicly 
argued for a position, we should be willing to give it up if it looks like another theory is better. 
We shouldn’t cling to the theory that we want to be true. The same goes for methodology—we 
should be open to new methods of examining theories. In general, whenever we encounter 
something we disagree with, our response should not be, “Oh no! How am I going to defend my 
current beliefs?”, but rather, “Let me look at this honestly and see whether it’s true.” 

One might respond by quoting G. K. Chesterton: “Do not be so open-minded that your brains fall 
out”. I agree with the sentiment, but I think it misunderstands what open-mindedness is. As 
stated above, open-mindedness just means (1) not assuming too much and (2) being willing to 
consider competing viewpoints. What Chesterton seems to be warning against is just being 
unnecessarily noncommittal—for example, stubbornly holding on to agnosticism even when 
there is clearly a best view on the table. 

One might object that if you already have a true belief, it would be detrimental to be open-
minded, since that introduces the risk of losing that belief and so straying farther from the truth. 
This is a valid objection, but it works only to the extent that one doubts one’s truth-seeking 
method. If one’s truth-seeking method is reliable, then following it will, on balance, lead us to 
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the truth—or at least closer to the truth over some long-enough period of time. If one doubts 
one’s truth-seeking method, then one doesn’t have reason to think that one already has a true 
belief, and so the objection against open-mindedness dissipates. 

4. Religious Convictions 

Many people have strong religious convictions. Whenever they encounter an argument that 
contradicts one of those convictions, they immediately reject it. There is often a relational or at 
least moral aspect to this rejection: why would they grieve the God who has completely changed 
their life? I respect this viewpoint. I simply wish to offer four questions for them to consider as 
they seek the truth: 

• Does the fact that God changed my life imply that every single belief of my religion and 
religious denomination is true? What assumptions do I use to make that inference?  1

• If some of my beliefs, or interpretations of religious texts, are wrong, am I willing to find out 
what they are and change my mind? Or will I instead just try to defend what I want to be true? 

• If I see an argument that goes against my convictions, which specific premise do I reject? 
• Why do I believe what I believe? Is it because of evidence? Personal experience? Is it because 

I think my religion is the most attractive or hopeful way of viewing life? Am I engaging in any 
circular reasoning that could apply equally well to other views? 

 For example, it appears that KJV Onlyists are strengthened and inspired by reading the KJV 1611 translation of the 1

Protestant canon of the Bible, and it appears that they take that experience to be evidence that the KJV 1611 
translation is the literal word of God. See e.g. “The King James Bible Revealed By Pastor Mitchell Johns”, KJB 
Believers (YouTube, 2022), https://youtu.be/CQ5MNotraSI. 
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Theories 

1. Internal and External Virtues 

A theory is a set of beliefs.  Theories can be assessed according to internal virtues and external 1

virtues.  A theory’s internal virtues is how well it works on its own. Is it coherent or incoherent? 2

Is it elegant and simple, or horribly complicated? Does it give us a conservative list of things to 
believe in, or does it commit us to an outrageous number of things? Does it commit us to things 
that are probable or improbable?  Do its components fit well together, or are they in tension? 3

Does it make sense in general, or does it leave a lot of questions and mysteries? Surely in each 
case, the former is preferable to the latter. All things being equal, a theory is more likely when it 
is more conservative and more coherent, than when it does worse in those areas. 

A theory’s external virtues is how well it accounts for the full data. In the context of personal 
investigation, data (or evidence) are things that you observe or take for granted. In the context of 
a discussion, data are things that all sides agree upon. Data can come in many forms—historical, 
scientific, logical, sensory, experiential, intuitive, and so on.  Does a theory line up well with the 4

data, or does it tend to ignore or even contradict the data? Surely the former is preferable. So all 
things being equal, a theory is more likely when it accounts better for more data. 

Our task, then, is to compare all the serious theories and see which one is the best overall. 
Assuming that this methodology is reliable, the best overall theory is the one most likely to be 
true. And that’s the theory we should accept, if we want the best shot at the truth. And even if we 
don’t find a best theory, we might be able to tentatively rule out a theory if we find that it is 
worse overall than another theory, since a theory that does worse overall than another theory 
obviously won’t be the best overall.  5

Now we can define support: If we have a theory X, then some consideration C is support for X 
just in case C provides reason to believe X—i.e., it raises the epistemic probability of X. In other 
words, X is more probable in light of C than without paying attention to C. Similarly, if we have 
two theories, X and Y, then some consideration C is support for X over Y just in case C provides 
reason to believe X instead of Y. To be specific, C does one of four things: 

1. Raises the probability of X and either lowers or does not change the probability of Y. 
2. Lowers the probability of Y and does not change the probability of X. 
3. Raises the probability of Y but raises the probability of X by a greater amount. 
4. Lowers the probably of X but lowers the probability of Y by a greater amount. 

Support is either internal or external to theories. If X does better than Y with regard to some 
internal virtue, then that fact is support for X over Y. If datum D is more likely on X than on Y, 
then D is support for X over Y; we can also say that D is evidence for X over Y. ,  6 7
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Now, since support is defined in terms of epistemic probability, no consideration can be support 
per se for a theory; a consideration can be support for a theory only from a given point of view. 

2. Testing the Methodology 

This methodology sounds promising, but it might end up producing implausible results. So let’s 
test it against four clear cases. 

1. The Nothing Theory. Consider the theory that nothing is real. In one sense, it is certainly the 
simplest theory—it doesn’t commit us to anything at all. But of course, it does about as poorly as 
possible with the data. My experience confirms for certain that at least something is real. So the 
Nothing Theory directly contradicts my solid experiential data. This makes it worse than many 
theories that do say that something is real.  8

2. The Everything Conceivable Theory. Consider the theory that anything you can conceive of 
actually exists. Unicorns, dragons, trolls, etc. Since everything that we actually observe is 
conceivable, this theory easily covers all the data. But of course, internally, it does about as 
poorly as possible. It posits a virtually infinite number of extra unnecessary items, structures, 
categories, and concepts that do not help the theory in any way. This makes it worse than many 
theories that shave off all of these extra commitments. 

3. The Millenial Theory. Consider the theory that the universe began in 2000 CE; all memories 
and consequences of earlier years are fake and were simply part of the universe when it began. 

I have the intuition that it is implausible for something so enormously complex to just “begin”—
but other than that, this theory seems to account for all the data. And in one sense, it does quite 
well internally, because it shaves off billions of years of history that we might otherwise be 
committed to. But as Joshua Rasmussen points out, in another sense, it does quite poorly 
internally: instead of having an orderly, unified account of how things got to where they are, it 
posits billions of unexplained, unconnected things—i.e., all the particles of the universe popping 
into existence exactly where they were in 2000 CE. This seems to outweigh whatever benefits we 
gain by shaving off the past, and so the Millenial Theory seems worse than many theories that 
put the beginning of the universe back at the big bang (or earlier). 

Even if someone over-prioritizes shaving off the past, the Millenial Theory is still not a good 
theory. As Graham Oppy points out, if we compare the Millenial Theory to the theory that the 
universe began in 2001 CE, then the latter will be better overall because it shaves off an 
additional year. If the 2001 CE Theory is better overall than the Millenial Theory, then we should 
reject the Millenial Theory. 

4. The Empirical Theory. Consider the theory that only says that all empirical data—sense 
perception and results from scientific studies—is true. It seems like such a theory might suffer 
both internally and externally. It would suffer internally if it doesn’t have any unifying or 
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organizing principles—if it’s merely a massive collection of unconnected observations. It would 
suffer externally if it fails to account for non-empirical data—for example, our basic intuitions 
about math, logic, personhood, values, and morality. 

The challenge of theory-building is clear: if we shave off something to make a theory simpler, 
we risk losing the ability to account for certain data. But if we add extra beliefs to our theory to 
account for more data, we risk making our theory more complicated.  So it seems that the best 9

theory is the one with the best tradeoff between best accounting for the most data and being the 
most internally simple and elegant.  10

3. Improbability and Surprisingness 

Suppose I enter a lottery with a million people, and I win. This is the data. Now suppose 
someone presents two theories to account for this data: 

• Theory A: The lottery was rigged so that I would win. 
• Theory B: The lottery wasn’t rigged. 

Theory A accounts for the data with a probability of 100%. Theory B accounts for the data with a 
probability of only 0.0001%, since I was only one out of a million people who could have won. 
So the data is very improbable on B, but a million times more probable on A. However, the data 
is not surprising on B, since the probability of my winning wasn’t any less than the probability 
of anybody else winning. The data is also obviously not surprising on A, so the consideration of 
surprisingness doesn’t help us decide between the two theories at all. 

In addition, A is a million times more specified than B—it says that the lottery was rigged so that 
specifically I, out of a million people, would win. So in the final analysis of the given data and 
interval virtues, A does a million times better externally than B, and B does a million times better 
internally than B. Therefore, given the data above, A and B are equally good theories. (Of course, 
in real life, the data would include a very low probability that the lottery was rigged.) 

But back to the non–real-life case. Suppose we add to the data that the lottery-maker was my 
father, who is known to rig lotteries for his children. Suppose we have a 50% epistemic chance 
that my father rigged the lottery in my favor. At first glance, nothing changes. Theory A still 
accounts for my win with 100% probability, and B still accounts for my win with 0.0001% 
probability. The outcome is still not surprising on either theory, and A still is a million times 
more specified than B. The new data about my father doesn’t seem to do anything: since there’s a 
50% chance of rigging versus not rigging, it doesn’t weigh in favor of either theory. 

But there is a key difference from the initial case. Because we know of the father’s nepotism, we 
can divide the possible outcomes given B into two non-arbitrary types of outcomes: my father’s 
children, and the people who aren’t his children. Given B, the probability that the winner would 
be one of his children is 0.0001%, whereas the probability that the winner would not be one of 
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his children is 99.9999%. Viewed in this way, the data—that one of his children did win—is 
surprising on B, since it was overwhelmingly more likely (given B) that one of his children 
would not win. (And the data about my father is also surprising on B.) So I define surprisingness 
as “improbability considering all the non-arbitrary types of possible outcomes”, and so 
improbability is necessary but not sufficient for surprisingness. And so in the final analysis of 
this new case, Theory A is the better theory. 

The takeaway from this is that we should look both at individual possible outcomes and non-
arbitrary types of possible outcomes when assessing how well theories account for data. 

4. Rigging 

We must be careful to avoid rigging, which is framing things in a skewed way that makes a 
theory seem more (or less) likely than it actually is.  Below are some examples: 11

1. Being Vague with Data. One might argue that the data of consciousness is evidence for God 
over atheism, since theism entails consciousness (since God is conscious), whereas atheism does 
not (since it was possible that no conscious creatures evolved). But this seems wrong, since the 
data is creaturely consciousness. Divine consciousness is not part of the data (since not all sides 
agree that it exists) and so cannot be used as evidence for God. 

2. Lumping Theories Together. One might argue that creaturely consciousness is evidence for 
God over atheism, since creaturely consciousness could not exist without God. So on theism, it’s 
at least possible that God create conscious creatures, but on atheism, creaturely consciousness is 
impossible. Therefore creaturely consciousness is evidence for God over all forms of atheism. 

Of course, the atheist might think that consciousness could exist without God. But setting that 
aside, the conclusion does not follow: all we have done is compare theism with one version of 
atheism. There are other versions of atheism that might provide the possibility for (or simply 
posit the existence of) creaturely consciousness. 

3. Prematurely Ruling Out Theories. Consider the following two arguments: 

1. The fine-tuning in the universe is due to chance, necessity, or design. 
2. The fine-tuning in the universe is not due to chance or necessity. 
3. Therefore, the fine-tuning in the universe is due to design. 

4. If God exists, then there is no horrendous suffering in the world. 
5. There is horrendous suffering in the world. 
6. Therefore, God does not exist. 

One might support premise (2) by appealing to how implausible it is for the fine-tuning to be the 
product of chance or necessity. Once those two options are ruled out, the only other option is 
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design, and so one might conclude that the argument is sound. Similarly, one might support 
premise (4) by arguing that there aren’t good enough reasons for God to allow the horrendous 
suffering in the world, and so rule out God’s existence on that basis. 

The problem with both of these approaches is that they are one-sided. The first argument fails to 
consider how likely it would be for the fine-tuning to be the product of design. If design provides 
an even worse account of fine-tuning than chance or necessity does, then that is evidence against 
(2), not for it.  Similarly, the second argument fails to consider how likely the horrendous 12

suffering would be on atheism. If atheism provides an even worse account of suffering than 
theism does, then that is indirectly evidence against (4), not for it. ,  13 14

5. The Best Methodology 

1. Articulate the competing theories. 
2. Assess each theory by its internal virtues. 
3. Examine the data one piece at a time, moving from more general to more specific data, 

and see how well the theories account for each datum. Any data that has not yet been 
examined should be ignored; any data that has already been examined should be assumed 
along with both theories. 

4. The best theory is the one with the best tradeoff between internal and external virtues. 

 This definition was adapted from Graham Oppy. 1

 This methodology is adapted from Graham Oppy and Paul Draper. 2

 Graham Oppy suggests that certain entities are more costly than others: (1) Logical consequences are not costly at 3

all. If my theory already contains p and p → q, then adding q to my theory does not make it any more costly, since q 
is simply a logical consequence of my theory and thus is automatically included. (2) Brute entities seem more costly 
than explained or analytic entities. An analytic entity is just an automatic component of any theory. An explained 
entity is at least partially accounted for by other objects of the theory. But a brute entity is not automatic, and it is not 
accounted for by any other object of the theory; it is sort of “left hanging”. (3) There may be a difference in cost 
between chance outcomes and deterministic outcomes. One might argue that it is more complex to posit that a 
scenario went a certain way but could have gone another way than it is to posit that the scenario simply had to go 
that way. More possibilities means more complexity. On the other hand, one might argue that since deterministic 
outcomes rule out possibilities, they are more restrictive and specific, and so more costly. 

 Although it is helpful to distinguish these different categories of data, it is wrong to deny that something is relevant 4

merely because it is in a certain category. All arguments are ultimately philosophical ones, and so any category of 
data can potentially be evidence for any conclusion. E.g., if someone wants to use modern-day visions to argue for 
the resurrection of Jesus, that’s fine; we should consider the argument instead of just ruling it out.

 Sebastian Montesinos, “Why I’m an Atheist”, Naturalism Next (Blog, 2022), link.5

 Abbreviation is common and acceptable here. For example, saying that something is “evidence for God” is short 6

for saying that something is “evidence for God over atheism”, since atheism is the negation of theism.
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 Tom Jump disagrees, arguing that data is only evidence for a theory when that theory makes a novel, testable 7

prediction of that data before the data was discovered. When a theory accounts for data that was known before the 
theory was formulated, that is not prediction, but rather postdiction, and that data is not evidence for the theory. I 
have tried to summarize Jump’s thinking in the following argument: 

1. It is harder to make a theory that predicts data than it is to make a theory that postdicts data. 
2. If (1), then all else being equal, it is more surprising when a theory predicts data than when a theory 

postdicts data. 
3. If, all else being equal, it is more surprising when a theory predicts data than when a theory postdicts data, 

then all else being equal, a theory that predicts data is more likely than a theory that postdicts data. 
4. Therefore, all else being equal, a theory that predicts data is more likely than a theory that postdicts data. 

Premise (3) seems false. The surprisingness of how a theory accounts for data seems irrelevant to how likely that 
theory is. It seems we should focus not on when a theory accounts for data (i.e., before or after the data emerges), 
but on how well a theory accounts for data. If Theory A accounts for the data better than Theory B does, then that is 
evidence for A over B—regardless of whether the data emerged before or after the theories were formulated. 

Jump might respond with a sort of meta-defense of premise (3). He might say that if the predicting theory is false, 
then it is surprising that the predicting theory predicts the data; but if the predicting theory is true, then it is not 
surprising that the predicting theory predicts the data. Now since the predicting theory does predict the data, that 
gives us evidence that it is true. (So the way that the predicting theory accounts for data is itself considered as data.) 

Even if this is correct, it seems to leave out counterbalancing considerations. For the same could be said about the 
postdicting theory: If the postdicting theory is false, then it is surprising that the postdicting theory postdicts the 
data; but if the postdicting theory is true, then it is not surprising that the postdicting theory postdicts the data. Now 
since the postdicting theory does postdict the data, that gives us evidence that it is true. 

Because of this symmetry, it seems that prediction has no advantage over postdiction, and so we should simply stick 
with how well various theories account for the data. This seems obvious in everyday cases. Suppose I hear a knock 
at the door and I think it’s an Amazon driver. My brother looks out the window and sees someone in an Amazon 
outfit, and my brother thinks it’s an Amazon driver. Then I look out the window and see the same person in the 
Amazon outfit. According to Jump’s methodology, my theory “It’s an Amazon driver” is somehow better than my 
brother’s theory “It’s an Amazon driver”, because my theory predicted the data (I believed before I saw the outfit) 
and my brother’s theory postdicted the data (he saw the outfit and then believed). But this is clearly nonsensical.

 The Nothing Theory is from Graham Oppy, in Pearce and Oppy, Is There a God? (Routledge, 2021), 117. 8

 This makes it obvious that one cannot deal with troublesome data by simply adding that data to their theory. For 9

example, the theist cannot defeat the problem of evil by simply saying that their version of theism includes 
horrendous suffering. The obvious reason is that they are simply exchanging a low extrinsic value for a low intrinsic 
value—it doesn’t help them at all.

 I owe the idea of the tradeoff to Graham Oppy.10

 Thanks to Joe Schmid and Justin Mooney for bringing the problem of rigging to my attention.11

 Imagine someone who argues that they will win a lottery because the chance of any other single person winning it 12

is extremely low. (Thanks to Joe Schmid for this type of example.)

 This last statement might be hard to see at first, but consider this: If atheism provides an even worse account of 13

suffering than theism does, then that means that suffering is evidence for theism over atheism. But if suffering is 
evidence for theism over atheism, then that is evidence against the statement, “If suffering exists, then God does not 
exist”, which is logically equivalent to (4). 

 This illustrates one of the reasons that people such as Graham Oppy prefer theory comparison to looking at 14

arguments. In this document I will try to avoid arguments that tempt one to prematurely rule out theories.
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Arguments 

In this document, I define an argument as a set of premises and a conclusion. Arguments are 
often used to persuade others, organize one’s beliefs, or clarify reasoning. 

• A valid argument is one where the conclusion is a logical consequence of the premises. 
• A sound argument is one that is valid and all of whose premises are true. 
• A minimal argument is one wherein every premise is required to derive the conclusion, 

and the argument argues for a single primary conclusion only once. 

For the purpose of this document, whenever I talk about arguments in the abstract, I am 
assuming that they are valid and minimal. 

1. Good Arguments 

Arguments are often described as good, strong, persuasive, effective, successful, compelling, etc.  
(or bad, weak, etc.). Some of these terms—persuasive, compelling—are easily understood and so 
do not need a technical definition. But such terms appeal to how people respond to the 
arguments, instead of describing the arguments intrinsically. The remaining terms—good, strong, 
effective, successful—all seem to collapse into the same concept. This concept, which I will 
simply call goodness, is what I wish to focus on in this essay: What makes for a good argument 
when it is used to persuade someone or demonstrate that some view is true or false? 

One might say that a good argument is one that would persuade an ideal group of people who are 
undecided about the conclusion. But this seems wrong. For if those undecided people are truly 
ideal, then they have good reasons for their indecision: they’ve considered evidence from both 
sides, and the evidence balances out for them.  In this case, they would already be aware of and 1

undecided about some of the premises of the argument, and so the argument would not persuade 
them; so no argument would be good on this definition; thus the definition is useless.  

I think it’s best to say that there are two main ways for an argument to be good. First, an 
argument can highlight a problem with a certain view: a contradiction, an epistemic problem, a 
self-defeat or self-refutation, etc. On this criterion, an argument can be good regardless of who 
agrees with it, since it can highlight a problem with a view even if no one accepts that it does so; 
although it might be difficult to persuade anyone else that your argument highlights a problem 
with a certain view. 

Second, an argument can make its conclusion more epistemically likely—for example, by taking 
a piece of data and showing that it is evidence for one view over another view.  On this criterion, 2

how “good” a given argument is just reduces to how persuasive it is to a given individual. 

One might object that arguments are not very helpful because they are merely subsets of theories. 
After all, a theory is a long list of beliefs, and an argument is a much shorter list of beliefs that is 
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already contained within some theory. Therefore, someone’s theory will predetermine which 
premises of any possible argument they will accept and which they will reject.  3

This is obviously right in some cases, but it seems wrong in other cases, since arguments often 
have meta-theoretical propositions—i.e., propositions that are about theories. For example, an 
argument from fine-tuning to theism might contain the proposition (P) “The fine-tuning of the 
universe is surprising on naturalism”. Neither P nor ~P is part of naturalism, and so naturalism 
does not predetermine an acceptance or rejection of P. And of course, the naturalist should not 
respond by saying that they already assume P is false, since that would be either question-
begging (if used offensively) or close-minded (if used defensively), since P is what is in dispute. 
The naturalist should instead step outside of their theory—at least momentarily—and try to 
observe the evidence from a neutral point of view in order to decide whether to accept P. 

I find arguments helpful to clarify a line of reasoning toward a conclusion—it gives my 
interlocutors an easy sketch of my reasoning and obligates them to select which premises they 
reject (if they reject the conclusion). However, for the purposes of theory comparison, it seems 
that using arguments is simply unnecessary. Using arguments might also lead to “overloading”, 
where someone presents a bunch of different versions of the same argument. This seems like a 
waste of time.  4

We can simply follow “The Best Methodology” outlined in the previous essay: articulate the 
theories, examine them intrinsically, examine the pieces of data one at a time, and pick the best 
theory overall. There is no need to “dress up” this process with arguments.  5

2. Argument Strength 

Assessing an argument is usually more complicated than simply deciding whether you accept, 
reject, or are undecided about each premise. You might have varying credences in different 
premises. Because of that, there often isn’t a sharp distinction between good and bad arguments; 
there is rather a spectrum: the strength of an argument is the probability of the conjunction of its 
premises, and that probability ranges from 0 to 1. If the probability is 0, then the argument does 
not support the conclusion at all: the conclusion is no more likely than it is apart from 
considering the argument. If the probability is 1, then the argument makes the conclusion certain. 

In addition, one might have a high credence in each individual premise, but that might translate 
to a low credence that all the premises are true. For example, if I have a valid argument with ten 
premises, and my credence in each individual premise is 0.9, then to be consistent, my credence 
that all the premises taken together are true is as low as 0.35.  6

What should we do in such a scenario? One approach is to say that the primary factor for 
whether or not you should believe in a proposition is how high your credence is in that 
proposition. On this approach, credence is defined as “degree of belief”, and a credence of less 
than 0.5 in a proposition just means you don’t believe that proposition. In this case, we can 
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believe each premise individually (since our credence in each premise is high), but not believe 
the conclusion (since our credence in the conclusion is low).  7

Another approach, which I prefer, is to place an overriding importance on logical consistency 
and closure.  If you believe each premise individually, then your belief system includes all the  8

premises, and since the argument is valid, then in order to achieve consistency and closure, your 
belief system must also include the conclusion. In this case, depending on the argument, we 
should either reject one or more of the premises, suspend judgment about one or more of the 
premises, or accept the conclusion. On this approach, credence is defined as “intuition about 
likeliness—how likely something seems to be true”, and so even if you have high credence in a 
premise (i.e., it seems very likely to you), you can still choose not to include it in your belief 
system in order to preserve logical consistency and closure. Regardless of which approach we 
take, we should continue to re-evaluate our beliefs in order to get closer to the truth. 

3. Rigging 

As with theories, it is possible to rig using arguments. Suppose I roll a fair six-sided die (that 
must land on one of its faces), and someone, without looking at the result, argues: 

1. The die did not land on 1. 
2. The die did not land on 2. 
3. The die did not land on 3. 
4. The die did not land on 4. 
5. The die did not land on 5. 
6. The die landed on either 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6. 
7. Therefore, the die landed on 6. 

The probabilities of the premises are 5/6, 5/6, 5/6, 5/6, 5/6, and 1, respectively. Multiplying these 
together gives us a probability of ~0.4 for the conclusion. But something is obviously wrong 
here, since we already know that the probability that the die landed on 6 is 1/6, which is ~0.17. 

One problem is that we haven’t been given a balanced presentation of the data. One way to get a 
balanced presentation is to make a parallel argument for each of the other five sides of the die 
and get the same probability (~0.4) for each of them; and then we scale all of them down until 
their sum is 1, which brings each of them down to 1/6. Another way to get a balanced 
presentation is simply to examine the die and just see that each side has a probability of 1/6. 

 Thanks to Joe Schmid for this point. See Joe Schmid, “Dr. Graham Oppy on the Nature of Arguments (With 1

Existential Inertia as Bonus)”, Majesty of Reason (YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/ybUW693C8UY.

 In this case, the argument itself could be seen as a piece of evidence (something that makes a theory more likely), 2

though in a derivative sense: it inherits its evidential status from the data that its premises are about.

 Graham Oppy, in Graham Oppy and Kenneth Pearce, Is There a God? (Routledge, 2021).3
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 E.g., Pearce in his opening remark in Is There a God?4

 The language of “dressing up with arguments” is from Graham Oppy. 5

 See Bandy, “Probability” for more detail on how to derive this number.6

 Thanks to Jeremy Kidd for this idea.7

 A logically closed theory is one that includes all of its logical consequences. For example, if I believe 〈P〉 and        8

〈P → Q〉 individually, but I don’t believe 〈Q〉—maybe I suspend judgement on it, or I haven’t considered it—then 
my theory is not logically closed.
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Probability 

The epistemic probability of something is how likely it is, given what we know. I will simply use 
the word “probability” for this concept. If the probability is 0, then we can be certain that it is 
false. If the probability is 1, then we can be certain that it is true. If the probability is between 0 
and 1, then we can’t be certain either way. Sometimes it is easy to assign numbers to 
probabilities. If I flip a fair coin, the probability that it will land heads is about 0.5. Other times, 
it is difficult to assign numbers to probabilities. How likely is it to rain tomorrow? 

We can assign a probability to anything we aren’t sure about, even if we think there is a correct 
answer as to whether it’s true or false. For example, if I flip a fair coin and let it land without 
looking at it, there is a correct answer as to whether it landed heads or not. But given what I 
know, I can only assign a probability of around 0.5 to the hypothesis that it landed heads. 

1. Conjunctions 

Hypotheses can be conjoined, to make a conjunction. The conjunction states that all of the 
conjoined hypotheses are true. Normally, the conjunction will have a lower probability than any 
one of the conjoined hypotheses. This makes sense: If I flip two fair coins, suppose the two 
hypotheses are “Coin 1 will land heads” and “Coin 2 will land heads”. The probability of each 
hypothesis is about 0.5, but the probability that both of them are true is only about 0.25. The 
probability of a conjunction is obtained by multiplying the probabilities of all the conjoined 
hypotheses. So we can derive the conjunctive equation:  1

P(A∧B∧C∧…) = P(A) × P(B) × P(C) × … 

2. Disjunctions 

Hypotheses can also be disjoined, to make a disjunction. The disjunction states that at least one 
of the disjoined hypotheses is true. Normally, the disjunction will have a higher probability than 
any one of the disjoined hypotheses. This makes sense: If I flip two fair coins, suppose the two 
hypotheses are “Coin 1 will land heads” and “Coin 2 will land heads”. The probability of each 
hypothesis is about 0.5, but the probability that at least one of them is true is about 0.75. 

The probability of the disjunction is the probability that at least one of the disjoined hypotheses 
is true. This is equivalent to the probability that it is false that all the disjoined hypotheses are 
false. The probability that something is false is one minus the probability that it is true:        
P(~H) = 1 – P(H). So we can derive the disjunctive equation:  2

P(A∨B∨C∨…) = P(~(~A∧~B∧~C∧…)) 
P(A∨B∨C∨…) = 1 – P(~A∧~B∧~C∧…) 
P(A∨B∨C∨…) = 1 – P(~A) × P(~B) × P(~C) × … 
P(A∨B∨C∨…) = 1 – (1 – P(A)) × (1 – P(B)) × (1 – P(C)) × … 
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We can also speak more generally of disjoining probabilities. For example, if I disjoin the 
probabilities 0.5 and 0.6, the result is 0.8; this is the probability that at least one hypothesis 
represented by the disjoined probabilities is true. This is useful for gauging the combined support 
of multiple pieces of evidence for a hypothesis, H. A piece of evidence can support H on a scale 
from 0 to 1, where 1 means that the evidence certainly implies that H is true, and 0 means that 
the evidence does not support H at all. (Importantly, 0 doesn’t necessarily mean that the evidence 
counts against H; the evidence might be neutral with respect to H.) If one piece of evidence 
provides a support of 0.5 for H, and another piece of evidence provides a support of 0.6 for H, 
we can use disjunction to see that their combined support for H is 0.8. 

3. Probability of an Argument 

How do we calculate the probability of the conjunction of the premises of a deductive argument? 
If all the premises are independent, and the conclusion is the least likely conclusion that can be 
derived from the premises, then we can calculate the probability of their conjunction by simply 
multiplying together their individual probabilities. For example: 

1. A 
2. B 
3. A · B  conj 1, 2 

If A has a probability of 0.6, and B has a probability of 0.5, then if A and B are independent, then 
A · B has a probability of 0.6 × 0.5 = 0.3. 

But, as Tim McGrew and John DePoe point out, there are cases where the premises are not all 
independent.  Suppose that B has a prior probability of 0.5, but if A is true, then B has a 3

probability of only 0.4. In this case, the probability of A · B is only 0.24, not 0.3. This is another 
reason why the six-sided die example from the previous essay doesn’t work: the first four 
premises bring the probability of the fifth premise from 5/6 down to only 1/2.  4

And, as McGrew and DePoe point out, there are cases where the conclusion is not the least likely 
conclusion that can be derived from the premises. For example: 
  

1. A 
2. B 
3. A · B  conj 1, 2 
4. (A · B) ∨ C add 3 

Suppose that A, B, and C have probabilities of 0.6, 0.5, and 0.9, respectively. If all we did was 
multiply the probabilities of the premises, we might think that the conclusion might be as 
improbable as 0.6 × 0.5 = 0.3. But (assuming that A, B, and C are independent), we can just see 
independently that the conclusion is at least as likely as 1 – ((1 – (0.6 × 0.5)) × (1 – 0.9)) = 0.93 
(ignoring counterevidence). 

32



For cases where we can’t tell whether the premises are independent, or whether the conclusion is 
the least likely conclusion that can be derived from the premises, McGrew and DePoe provide an 
equation that establishes a lower bound on the probability that an argument confers to its 
conclusion (the first line is an adaptation of their equation; the other lines are my derivation): 

C = some conclusion 
a, b, c, … = the premises of a deductively valid argument for C 
U(x) = uncertainty about x. This is equivalent to P(~x), so U(x) = 1 – P(x) 

U(C)  ≤  (U(a) + U(b) + U(c) + …) 
1 – P(C)  ≤  ((1 – P(a)) + (1 – P(b)) + (1 – P(c)) + …) 
– P(C)  ≤  –1 + ((1 – P(a)) + (1 – P(b)) + (1 – P(c)) + …) 

Therefore: 

P(C)  ≥  1 – ((1 – P(a)) + (1 – P(b)) + (1 – P(c)) + …) 

Notice that if the right side of the equation turns out to be less than or equal to zero, that means 
that P(C) is as low as zero. Arguably, an argument that could lend as little as zero support to its 
conclusion does not give someone a positive reason to accept that conclusion.  5

4. Conditional Probability 

The conditional probability of something is how likely it is when we assume that something else 
is true. The way to phrase conditional probability is to say, “How likely is A given B?” For 
example, how likely is it that my coin will land heads, given that I have heavily weighted it to 
land heads? The conditional probability is close to 1, or at least more than 0.5. 

A common usage of conditional probability is to ask how likely a piece of known evidence would 
be if we assume that an unknown hypothesis is true.  For example, we might not know whether 6

Ben is the murderer, but we do know that Ben bought a gun the night before. So we can ask: 
assuming the hypothesis that Ben is the murderer, how likely would it be that Ben bought a gun 
the night before? 

(Essay continues on the following page.) 

33



5. Bayes’ Theorem 

5.1. The Short Form of Bayes’ Theorem 

The probability of hypothesis H is nH / nT, where nH is the number of possible outcomes in which 
H is true, and nT is the number of total possible outcomes, including those in which H is true: 

Let E be a piece of evidence in the form of a proposition. We can use E to narrow down the 
outcomes to be considered. So we can calculate P(H|E), which is the probability of H given E—
i.e., the probability of H considering only outcomes in which E is true. So nH will be replaced by 
n(H∧E), which is the number of possible outcomes where both H and E are true. And nT will be 
replaced by nE, which is the number of possible outcomes where E is true: 

Since H and E are arbitrary propositions, we can generalize this equation and say that for any 
two propositions X and Y, P(X|Y) = n(X∧Y) / nY. Now we can take the above equation and 
multiply the numerator by nH / nH, since that is equivalent to multiplying by 1. For the same 
reason, we can then divide both the numerator and denominator by nT. I have also rewritten 
n(H∧E) as n(E∧H), for reasons which become clear in the next step: 

We can now make some easy substitutions. We already saw that nH / nT equals P(H), so we can 
substitute that in. By the same token, then, we can replace nE / nT with P(E). Finally, since we 
saw that P(X|Y) = n(X∧Y) / nY, we can replace n(E∧H) / nH with P(E|H). This gives us the short 
form of Bayes’ theorem: 

 
So the probability of a hypothesis given some evidence is equal to the probability of the evidence 
given the hypothesis, multiplied by the prior probability of the hypothesis, and divided by the 
prior probability of the evidence. The prior probability of something is simply its probability 
judged apart from any conditions.  

P(E)
P(H|E)  = 

P(E|H) · P(H)
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nH

n(E∧H)

P(H|E)  = 
nT

nH
 · 

nT

nE

nE
P(H|E) = 

n(H∧E)

P(H) = 
nH

nT



5.2. The Long Form of Bayes’ Theorem 

We can be more specific about P(E). To do this, let’s first convert it back to nE / nT. Next, we can 
recognize that out of the possible outcomes in which E is true, H might be true in only some of 
them. So we can partition nE into two groups of outcomes: the outcomes in which both E and H 
are true, and the outcomes in which E is true and H is false: 

We can multiply the first addend by nH / nH, and then multiply the second addend by n~H / n~H: 

 

Now we can make some easy substitutions: 
• We can replace n(E∧H) / nH with P(E|H). 
• We can replace nH / nT with P(H). 
• We can replace n(E∧~H) / n~H with P(E|~H). 
• We can replace n~H / nT with P(~H). 

This gives us P(E|H) · P(H) + P(E|~H) · P(~H), which we recall is the denominator of Bayes’ 
theorem. Thus, we now have the long form of Bayes’ theorem: 

  
5.3. An Example Application of Bayes’ Theorem 

Suppose you receive a positive test result for the flu. So E is the proposition, “You receive a 
positive test result for the flu”. Let’s say, then, that H is the proposition, “You have the flu”. Now, 
you know that 20% of relevant people have the flu, so P(H) = 0.2 and P(~H) = 0.8. In addition, 
the test you took recognizes the flu only 90% of the time; 90% of patients with the flu receive a 
positive result, and 10% of patients with the flu receive a negative result. Therefore, P(E|H) = 0.9. 
Moreover, the test you took recognizes a healthy person only 75% of the time; 75% of healthy 
patients receive a negative result, and 25% of healthy patients receive a positive result. Therefore, 
P(E|~H) = 0.25. Therefore, using Bayes’ theorem, the probability that you have the flu is 47%: 

n(E∧H) 
nH

n(E∧~H) 
n~H

nH 
nT

 · +
n~H 
nT

 · 

P(E|H) · P(H) + P(E|~H) · P(~H)

P(E|H) · P(H)
P(H|E) = 
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P(E) = 
nE

nT

n(E∧H)

nT
=

n(E∧~H)

nT
+

0.9 · 0.2 + 0.25 · 0.8

0.9 · 0.2
P(H|E) =                                       ≈ 0.47



 Key to logical notation: 1

P the probability of 
C one’s credence in 
| given 
∧ and 
∨ or (inclusive) 
~ not (i.e., “It is false that…”)

 All the propositions of a disjunction (or conjunction) must be independent; otherwise the equation will produce a 2

probability that is too high, since some propositions will end up being double-counted. For example, if the 
probability of H is 0.5, and one wishes to know the probability of H∨H, it is clearly illegitimate to do the following: 

P(H∨H) = 1 – (1 – P(H)) × (1 – P(H)) 
P(p∨p) = 1 – (1 – 0.5) × (1 – 0.5) 
P(p∨p) = 1 – (0.5) × (0.5) 
P(p∨p) = 1 – 0.25 
P(p∨p) = 0.75 

Similarly, it is illegitimate to assume that multiple arguments for H constitute a strong cumulative case for H, 
without first making sure that the arguments are independent of each other. For example, one cannot use the 
disjunctive equation on the following two arguments: 

1. Suffering exists. 
2. If suffering exists, God does not exist. 
3. Therefore, God does not exist. 

4. Pointless suffering exists. 
5. If pointless suffering exists, God does not exist. 
6. Therefore, God does not exist. 

Clearly, pointless suffering is being double-counted here, so the disjunctive equation will produce an inflated 
probability for “God does not exist”. Therefore one must be careful to evaluate each argument in exclusion of 
considerations that would support other arguments. Thanks to Dr. Ted Poston for this insight.

 Timothy McGrew and John DePoe, “Natural Theology and the Uses of Argument”, Philosophia Cristi 15.2 (2013).3

 There might also be cases where one premise raises the probability of another premise. For example, considering a 4

fair, six-sided die that must land on one of its six faces: 

1. I rolled 1, 2, or 3. 
2. I rolled 1, 2, or 4. 
3. Therefore, I rolled 1 or 2. 

Simply multiplying the credences of the two premises together would give us a 0.5 × 0.5 = 0.25 probability for the 
conclusion, even though we already know from looking at the conclusion that its probability is 1/3. The discrepancy 
occurs because although (2), on its own, has a probability of 0.5, (2) given (1) has a probability of 2/3.

 Thanks to Jeremy Kidd for this point.5

 I owe the idea of contrasting known and unknown to Hud Hudson.6
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Cumulative Cases 

A cumulative case for hypothesis H is a case made by considering multiple pieces of evidence.  1

Bayes’ theorem provides an easy way to do this. We simply substitute in the four values: 

• P(H) = The intrinsic probability of H, without considering any evidence 
• P(~H) = 1 – P(H) 
• P(E|H) = The probability of the conjunction of the different pieces of evidence given H 
• P(E|~H) = The probability of the conjunction of the different pieces of evidence given ~H 

Let’s try this with theism. I have selected thirteen data that I think are relevant to theism: 

1. The universe is contingent, complex, and bounded. 
2. Time has a beginning. 
3. Worldwide, people have strong intuitions about real moral values and duties. 
4. The initial constants and quantities of the universe are extremely fine-tuned for 

intelligent, embodied life. 
5. Creaturely consciousness or intentionality exists. 
6. Creatures recognize beauty in the universe. 
7. Creatures frequently experience miraculous events and powerful religious experiences. 
8. The earth’s history is filled with widespread, extreme, and seemingly pointless suffering. 
9. There is extreme religious diversity, including non-theistic religions. 
10. Many persons who truly would like to find God or even be confident of God’s existence 

fail to do so, despite genuine efforts. 
11. On some levels, the universe seems like a random, chaotic mess. 
12. In scientific studies, intercessory prayer had no discernible effect on outcomes.  2

13. Genuine theistic believers and institutions often fail to produce better persons or good 
effects, but rather often produce serious harm to the world, as well as promote 
dangerous and damaging beliefs. 

Three important points: 

• Examine the data one piece at a time, moving from general to specific, and see how well 
theism and atheism account for each datum. Any data that has not yet been examined should be 
ignored; any data that has already been examined should be assumed. For example, when 
examining datum (8), one should ignore datum (13) and assume that data (1) through (7) are 
100% likely on both theism and atheism. 

• Be consistent with your concepts. If you use one concept of God when judging how likely the 
fine-tuning is, don’t switch to a different concept of God when judging the intrinsic probability 
of theism. 

• If you don’t think that a piece of data is true (for example, data (1) and (2) are controversial), 
just assign it a probability of 1 given both theories so that it doesn’t affect the calculation. 
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An example of the results for someone looks like this:  3

                      On Theism    On Atheism 
Contingency:                90%           40% 
Finitism:                   80%           40% 
Morality:                  100%          100% 
Fine-Tuning:                40%            1% 
Consciousness:              70%           10% 
Beauty:                    100%           60% 
Experience:                100%           40% 
Suffering:                  10%          100% 
Religious Diversity:        35%           90% 
Hiddenness:                 10%          100% 
Chaos:                      45%          100% 
Ineffective Prayer:         30%          100% 
Religious Harm:             35%           75% 

Total Probability of Evidence on Theism:  0.00003334% 
Total Probability of Evidence on Atheism: 0.00259200% 
Intrinsic Probability of Theism:                  40% 
Intrinsic Probability of Atheism:                 60% 

Total Probability of Theism:                   46.16% 

 
0.0000333396 ⋅ 0.4

0.0000333396 ⋅ 0.4 + 0.00002592 ⋅ 0.6
≈ 0.4616

 A cumulative case is different from a theory comparison; I have already discussed how to do a theory comparison 1

in “Theories”. One can of course compare multiple theories by making a cumulative case for each of them.

 K. S. Masters and G. I. Spielmans, “Prayer and health: Review, meta-analysis, and research agenda”, Journal of 2

Behavioral Medicine, 30.5 (2007): 447, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10865-007-9120-9. 

K. S. Masters, G. I. Spielmans, and J. T. Goodson, “Are there demonstrable effects of distant intercessory prayer? A 
meta-analytic review”, Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 32.1 (2006): 21-26, 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15324796abm3201_3.

 Equations: 3

0.90 * 0.80 * 1.00 * 0.40 * 0.70 * 1.00 * 1.00 * 0.10 * 0.35 * 0.10 * 0.45 * 0.30 * 0.35 
0.40 * 0.40 * 1.00 * 0.01 * 0.10 * 0.60 * 0.40 * 1.00 * 0.90 * 1.00 * 1.00 * 1.00 * 0.75 
(0.0000333396 · 0.4) / ((0.0000333396 · 0.4) + (0.00002592 · 0.6))
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LOGIC AND LANGUAGE 



Truth 

1. Definition 

What is truth? It seems that some people reify it as a thing, but that doesn’t seem right. I am a 
thing. Perhaps tables and chairs are things. But truth doesn’t seem to fit into that category. One 
might think that truth is a property. For example, sentences can have the property of being true. 
This seems more intuitive, but it seems that sentences themselves aren’t really things either—
people simply speak (or write), and sounds (or written characters) are produced, and in our 
minds we abstract out what we call sentences. It seems simpler to say this: reality is a certain 
way. I am sitting on my bench. My computer is in front of me. And so on. For me, the word truth 
is just a way of talking about how things are. So we don’t have to reify truth as some thing that 
exists in addition to all the other things we take for granted. When we say, “The sentence, ‘I am 
sitting on my bench’ is true”, that reduces to “I am sitting on my bench”. This way of thinking 
about truth—called deflationism—seems the simplest and also best accounts for my experience 

It seems quite clear that things either are or are not a certain way. (The word things here isn’t any 
sort of ontological commitment; it just refers to reality or to part of reality.) Either God exists or 
God does not. Either the cat is on the mat, or the cat is not on the mat.  There seems to be no 1

conceptual room for any alternatives. To say that something isn’t a certain way is just to say that 
it’s not the case that it is that way. In Michael Huemer’s words, “~A is just defined as excluding 
all the cases in which A obtains”.  And so I reject that propositions can be neither true nor false; 2

since that would mean that things neither are or are not a certain way, which is unintelligible. 
Similarly, I reject that propositions can be both true and false; since that would mean that things 
both are and are not a certain way, which again is unintelligible. So truth is not only deflationary 
but also bivalent: every proposition is either true or false—not both, not neither. 

2. Different Scopes of Truth 

Now, just saying that “truth is how things are” doesn’t seem to be quite inclusive enough. Truth 
seems to be broader than just how things are. If I say, “I was born”, I am saying something true, 
even though I’m not describing how things are—I’m describing how things were. And the same 
goes if I say how things will be. So there seem to be five “scopes” of truth: 

• Temporal truths: how things were, or are, or will be 
• Timeless truths: how timeless things are 
• Modal truths: how things could be, or could have been 
• Counterfactual truths: how things would have been if certain things had been different 
• Normative truths: how things should be, or should not be 

Maybe there are more than these. Whatever others there are, surely truth includes them as well. 
Now, some of these scopes might be “empty”—maybe there are no timeless truths, or normative 
truths, or truths of some other given scope. But each scope is still intelligible nonetheless. 
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3. Global Relativism 

A further question is whether truth is absolute or relative. Global relativism about truth (hereafter 
“relativism”) is the view that every true proposition is true only relative to some framework. 

I reject global relativism for three reasons.  First, it just seems wrong. It seems obvious that 3

external reality just absolutely is a certain way, regardless of what anyone thinks. For example, it 
makes no sense to say that “God exists for you but not for me”. If we’re using the same concept 
of God, then either that God exists, or that God doesn’t exist. The answer doesn’t vary depending 
on perspective. Perhaps external reality is entirely inaccessible to us, but that doesn’t mean it 
isn’t a certain way! Second, there are some truths that seem obviously absolute. For example, 
1+1=2, or P implies P. Third, relativism leads to a vicious infinite regress. Letting P be a 
proposition and F be a frame-work, the relativist believes the following proposition: 

P is true relative to F. 

But according to relativism, every true proposition is true only relative to some framework. That 
means that the above proposition is not a complete statement of the truth. To make it more 
complete, the relativist needs to say: 

〈P is true relative to F〉 is true relative to F1. 

But once again, according to relativism, we still do not have a complete statement of the truth. 
The following is more complete: 

〈〈P is true relative to F〉 is true relative to F1〉 is true relative to F2. 

As you can see, this will keep going on forever, leading to an infinite regress of frameworks. But 
an infinite regress of frameworks is unintelligible, which means that relativism makes every truth 
unintelligible. In addition, we can’t understand what it means for any of the propositions in the 
series to be true. In order to understand what it means for P to be true, we need to understand the 
framework that P is relative to. So we need to understand F. But even if we understand F, we still 
need to understand what it means for P to be true relative to F. 〈P is true relative to F〉 is true 
relative to F1, so in order to understand 〈P is true relative to F〉, we also need to understand F1. 
Again, this continues infinitely. The result of relativism is that in order to completely understand 
any proposition—i.e., represented by P—we need to understand an infinite number of 
frameworks. But that is impossible for us to do. And so relativism makes it impossible to 
understand what it means for any proposition to be true. 

One might object that all the frameworks are the same—P, P1, P2, etc. are all true relative to one 
framework, F. So the fact that 〈P is true relative to F〉 is itself true relative to F. But this seems 
inappropriate. For example, suppose that we have a framework, Biology, and a proposition, 
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〈Cells exist〉. Now, it might be appropriate to say that 〈Cells exist〉 is true relative to Biology. But 
it seems inappropriate to say that the very statement, “〈Cells exist〉 is true relative to Biology”, is 
itself true relative to Biology. Surely Biology does not make “meta-judgements” like this; surely 
such meta-judgements are reserved for a framework such as Philosophy of Biology. And it seems 
to me that this applies across the board; no framework can make judgements about itself. 

One might object that when the relativist states that 〈P is true〉, they don’t mean “〈P is true〉 
relative to F”. They just mean 〈P is true〉, not committing themselves to either relativism or 
absolutism. After all, when the absolutist states that 〈P is true〉, they don’t mean “〈P is true〉 
absolutely”, but simply 〈P is true〉. 

But this objection just seems wrong. I am an absolutist, and whenever I state that 〈P is true〉, I 
certainly do mean that “〈P is true〉 absolutely”. I take care to distinguish myself as an absolutist. 
Plus, the objection seems irrelevant. For the critique of relativism isn’t about what relativists 
mean when they make certain statements; it is about what their statements imply according to 
their view. So the vicious infinite regress (or the circularity) emerges regardless of whether they 
consciously mean for it to emerge.  

4. Partial Relativism 

Partial relativism is the view that some truths are absolute, but other truths are true only relative 
to a framework.  The absolutist might object to partial relativism as follows: 4

If the partial relativist states that 〈P is true relative to F〉, then the absolutist will ask whether F is 
true—i.e., whether F describes things as they actually are. If the partial relativist says that F is 
true relative to F, this doesn’t answer the absolutist’s question, since all they have said is that F is 
consistent with itself. The absolutist wasn’t asking whether F is consistent with itself. The 
absolutist was asking whether F is true. If the partial relativist says that F is true relative to F1, 
then the absolutist will ask whether F1 is true. At some point, the absolutist might claim that 
we’re off on another infinite regress, showing that even partial relativism makes it impossible to 
understand what it means for any proposition to be true. 

The partial relativist might respond that the regress is only finite—at some point, we reach a 
framework which we can call a fundamental framework, beyond which there is no truth. So it is 
wrong to view all truth as “how things are apart from any fundamental framework”, since some 
truths are true only relative to one of the fundamental frameworks. So for example, perhaps 
chairs exist according to the Ordinary Objects Framework, but chairs do not exist according to 
the Atomic Framework,  and neither of these frameworks is absolutely true. The absolutist might 
ask whether some fundamental framework is absolutely true, but the partial relativist will 
obviously respond No; it is true only relative to itself (and any other compatible frameworks). 
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I think this is consistent, and it captures my intuitions about different facts being true at different 
scales. So maybe partial relativism is correct. However, I wonder if my intuitions here are just 
the result of a language game. It might be pragmatically useful to say that something exists only 
relative to certain scales (indeed, it makes ordinary discourse possible). It’s certainly true that 
different entities are more relevant to us when viewing reality at different scales. But that doesn’t 
imply that certain things really do exist only relative to certain scales. At the end of the day, I 
accept absolutism—it is simpler than partial relativism, after all. 

I think it’s important to bring up absolutism even when talking with absolutists. Sometimes when 
I ask Christians theological questions, they will say something like, “Yes, but also No”, or “Yes 
from our perspective, but No from God’s perspective”. At this point I ask if they believe in 
absolute truth. Invariably they do, and so I ask them to explain in a bit more detail what they 
mean by their initial answer. 

5. Subjective and Objective Truth 

Sometimes people use the words “subjective” and “objective”. Unfortunately, these words are 
used to mean many different things. If someone uses subjective truth to mean relative truth, then 
they should use the conventional term: “relative truth”. If someone uses subjective truth to refer 
to someone’s beliefs, then they should use the conventional term: “that person’s beliefs”. We 
certainly shouldn’t use the term “your subjective truth” to refer to someone’s beliefs, since that 
person’s beliefs could be false! When my good friend once used the word subjective, I asked 
them what they meant, and they said that it meant that everyone’s individual, internal 
experiences are slightly unique and different from other people’s experiences. So there’s that. 

I have no use for the terms subjective and objective. Therefore, you will not see those words 
anywhere within these three hundred pages other than here. Again, either something is true or it 
is not true. There is no reason to invite confusion with the words subjective and objective. The 
same goes for the word “opinion”—if an opinion isn’t just a belief, an intuition, or a preference, 
then I have no idea what it is supposed to be. Another irritating term is “personal belief”—I don’t 
know of any kind of belief other than one that a person personally holds. The terms “opinion” 
and “personal belief” also seem to disparage beliefs as unimportant, “personal” matters, rather 
than presenting beliefs as things that should be honestly examined to see whether they are true or 
false. I invite you to avoid using these four terms. And try a word search for them elsewhere in 
this document—you won’t find them! (Except when I’m quoting real or imaginary interlocutors.) 

 Of course, this kind of precision is sometimes only available if we define our terms precisely enough.1

 Michael Huemer, Knowledge, Reality, and Value (Independently published, 2021), 66-67.2

 This section is condensed and adapted from Kane Baker, “Relativism”, Kane B (YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/3

cAWqJeGt9HU. The final paragraph is my own, as well as the negative responses in the two previous paragraphs. 

 The absolutist might say that a proposition is true relative to a framework, but not that it is true only relative to that 4

framework. After all, the absolutist thinks that that framework is absolutely either true or false, and so that the 
proposition is also absolutely either true or false.
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Mathematics and Logic 

1. Arriving at Math and Logic 

Suppose Ben has no concept of math. He is walking down a path, when he sees a rock. He picks 
it up and keeps walking. Later on, he sees another rock. He picks that one up too and keeps 
walking. He notices that he is now holding a rock in each hand. After a while, he gets tired and 
throws them away. But later on, he sees a brick. He picks it up and keeps walking. Later still, he 
sees another brick, and picks that one up too. He notices that he is holding a brick in each hand.  

Noticing this pattern, Ben desires a way to describe just the pattern—without having to mention 
specific instances such as rocks or bricks. So he forms a concept to describe having an object in 
his hand. Second, he forms a concept to describe having an object in each hand. Third, he forms 
a concept of linking separate things together. Fourth, he forms a concept of “is the same as”. 
When he gets home, he scribbles down symbols for each of these concepts: “1” for having an 
object in his hand, “2” for having an object in each hand, “+” for linking separate things together, 
and “=” for the concept of “is the same as”. Finally, he can scribble down a series of symbols 
that describes the pattern he observed: 

 

Notice that he hasn’t proven that this pattern always holds. He has only observed it twice. Maybe 
he will eventually observe an exception to the pattern. But as he thinks about it, he can’t even 
imagine the pattern’s being broken. Perhaps he can utter the words, “1+1=2 sometimes doesn’t 
hold”, but he can’t actually conceive of a situation where 1+1=2 doesn’t hold. It just doesn’t 
make any sense.  And so he believes that 1+1=2 always holds, and so he treats it as a law. 1

From here, he can keep observing new patterns and adding new concepts and symbols as he 
needs. But once he has enough concepts and symbols, he can, if he so chooses, stop worrying 
about observation and just start operating on the concepts and symbols. Using the laws that he 
has built, he can construct ever more complex concepts—multiplication, exponentiation, 
differentiation, integration, and beyond. It is sort of like a long, complex game in which the 
“legal moves” are dictated by previous conclusions. He can continue as far as he wants, so long 
as he plays by the rules. He can also go in the other direction: he can try to come up with simpler, 
more fundamental axioms, from which “1+1=2” can be proven. Of course, there will have to be a 
stopping point—eventually he will reach an axiom, or set of axioms, that are not proven by more 
fundamental propositions but are merely held as basic and foundational. He holds these because  
they are both self-evident and invariably confirmed by his observations. 

It seems to me that this is not relevantly different from how humans started doing math: by 
observing instances and abstracting out general patterns. The same goes for logic: imagine a 
parallel story that uses “p ∨ q, ~p ⊢ q” instead of “1+1=2”, and you get a parallel result.  

1 + 1 = 2
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2. Discovery versus Invention 

Do humans discover math and logic, or do we merely invent them? In other words, are the 
concepts and laws of math and logic true independent of humans? Are they just “out there”, 
waiting to be discovered by humans? Or do we construct them ourselves? Well, if we define 
math and logic simply as different ways that reality behaves, then it seems they are discovered, 
since we simply observe the different ways that reality behaves. But this doesn’t seem like a 
good definition. On the other hand, if we define math and logic simply as the written symbols 
that humans use, then math and logic are obviously invented, since we constructed those symbols 
ourselves. But this also doesn’t seem like a good definition. 

It seems that the best definitions for math and logic are systems of certain abstract concepts and 
propositions. Math is the system of concepts including numbers, their interrelations, and 
operations that can be performed on them, as well as certain propositions that are, at least in 
some version of math, taken to be true (e.g., n/0 = ∞ for all finite, non-zero n). Logic is the 
system of concepts including truth, propositions, validity, inference, and so on, as well as certain 
propositions that are, at least in some version of logic, taken to be true (e.g., p ∨ q, ~p ⊢ q). On 
these definitions, whether math and logic are invented or discovered hinges on whether these 
abstract concepts and propositions are invented or discovered. 

There are at least three answers to this. The first, associated with modern-day platonism, is that 
such concepts exist in reality, independent of any minds—they are fundamental truths just as real 
as physical objects. In this case, math and logic are discovered. (The same would go for divine 
conceptualism, the view that such concepts exist in the mind of God.) The second, which might 
be associated with psychologism, is that there are no mind-independent concepts: concepts are 
only created and situated in individual human minds; in this case, math and logic seem to be 
invented.  The third, anti-realism, is that such concepts do not exist, and so in a very strict, literal 2

sense, math and logic are neither invented nor discovered, since they do not exist.  3

However, in a more ordinary and useful sense, it seems that mathematicians and logicians are 
sometimes inventing and sometimes discovering. Ben discovered the pattern with the rocks and 
the bricks, but he invented the concepts he used to describe that pattern. The concepts were not 
“out there waiting to be discovered” any more than the telephone was out there waiting to be 
discovered by Alexander Graham Bell. The mere fact that a concept is not a physical object 
doesn’t mean that it was already out there waiting to be discovered. For example, take my newly 
created concept of a Chistruid—an animal with the head of a chimp, the neck of an ostrich, and 
the body of a squid. Assuming nobody has come up with that concept before, it seems that I 
invented it. I didn’t observe it; I actively put it together in my mind. Just as Bell constructed the 
telephone out of physical parts, I constructed the Chistruid out of conceptual parts.  4

On the other hand, once enough rules are laid down, finding propositions that are consequences 
of those rules is clearly a process of discovery. For example, mathematicians previously did not 
know how to express 33 as a sum of three cubes of integers. But in 2019, the mathematician 
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Andrew Booker found a way to do it.  This was clearly a discovery: that particular way to 5

express 33 was “already there”, so to speak, because it was already a consequence of traditional 
mathematics. But Booker discovered that consequence. He didn’t just make it up. He wasn’t the 
one who made it true. It was already true before he found it. This is the case even if traditional 
mathematics itself was invented by previous mathematicians. So it seems clear that discovery 
can happen within an invented system. I can invent a variant of chess and then discover different 
ways that the game could end. 

3. Necessity 

Could math and logic be any other way? For example, if God exists, could God create a world in 
which 1+1=3? It seems that this question can be understood in three ways. If one is asking 
whether there could be a world in which humans, for whatever reason, used different symbols 
than we actually use—i.e., they used “3” to mean the same thing that we mean when we use “2”
—then the answer seems obviously to be Yes. Similarly, if one is asking whether humans might 
have different logical and mathematical concepts than the ones we actually do, then the answer is 
obviously Yes—we already have a plurality of logical and mathematical systems—classical 
logic, fuzzy logic, dialetheism, paraconsistent mathematics, and so on. 

On the other hand, if one is asking whether reality could diverge from how we logically and 
mathematically understand it—e.g., whether there could be a world in which one plus one equals 
three as we understand the concepts of “one”, “plus”, “equals”, and “three”, then the answer 
seems obviously to be No. It seems that such a world would be absurd. In such a world, if Ben 
doesn’t have any rocks, and then picks up a rock, and then picks up another rock, then Ben 
would as a result have picked up three rocks. And this would apply across the board: any time 
there is an object and then another object, together they would make three objects. This seems 
conceptually absurd, and I think that conceptual absurdity is a reliable guide for what is 
impossible. So no—I don’t think that God could have created a world where math and logic are 
different in this way. This isn’t because God lacks any sort of power that God might have 
possessed, or because the laws of logic are these towering forces that exert power over God, but 
simply because it would be absurd and make no sense for God to, for example, make it the case 
that I both exist and do not exist at the same time. 

4. Divine Source 

Given what I have said so far, it seems wrong to say that mathematical and logical truths “come 
from God”, even though it is common for theists to say this. For example, Karin and Darius Viet 
say, “The very nature of God—unchanging, universal, and immaterial—is the source of the laws 
of logic”.  6

There are two problems with this. The first is that the mere fact that God is unchanging, universal 
(I’m not sure what they mean by “universal”), and immaterial provides no reason to think that 
God is the source of the laws of logic. The laws of logic are themselves unchanging, universal, 
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and immaterial, so why should we think they have any source at all? They seem to be the type of 
thing that would not have a source. One might say that God is the only being who is perfectly 
logical, rational, and consistent. But how does this help? The mere fact that God does the best at 
following the logical laws does not mean that God is the source of the logical laws! 

The second problem is that literally anything entails mathematical concepts and logical truths. If 
any object exists, regardless of whether it is God or not, then there is at least one object. One is a 
mathematical concept. If any object exists, then it’s false that that object doesn’t exist. This is the 
logical law of double negation. The same goes for nothing. If nothing exists, then there are zero 
objects. Zero is a mathematical concept. So it seems quite clear that math and logic are the sorts 
of things that are independent of any being; math and logic hold regardless of whether God or 
anything else exists. So it seems wrong to say that math and logic “come from” God if we mean 
that something unique about God generates mathematical and logical truths, or that atheism 
makes it impossible for there to be mathematical and logical truths. 

And so it seems wrong to say that logic or mathematics are, by dint of being “eternal, immaterial 
truths”, are evidence against naturalism or evidence for theism. The naturalist can just say that 
logic is a human representation of accurate inference. 

5. Deduction versus Induction 

Put simply, deduction is reasoning from laws. For example, suppose I know that (1) my dad is 
not at the house, and (2) if my dad is not at the house, then my dad is at work. Using the law of 
modus ponens, I might deductively infer that (3) my dad is at work. That’s how modus ponens 
operates: if A is true, and A implies B, then B is also true. 

By contrast, induction is reasoning from instances. For example, suppose I touch a hot stove 
three times, and all three times, it hurts. From these three instances, I might inductively infer that 
in the future, every time I touch a hot stove, it will hurt.  

Induction is widely recognized to be only partially reliable; if the premises of an inductive 
argument are true, that doesn’t guarantee the truth of the conclusion, but merely makes it more 
likely. There are exceptions, of course: the next time I touch a hot stove, I might be drugged so 
hard that it doesn’t hurt. Of course, one can make their conclusion more specific—“every time I 
touch a hot stove while not drugged, it will hurt”—but there still may be exceptions, and the 
more specific one’s conclusion is, the less useful it is, since it applies to fewer and fewer cases. 

On the other hand, certain laws of deduction—such as modus ponens—are widely believed to be 
certain: if the premises of a deductively valid argument are true, that guarantees the truth of the 
conclusion. Now, of course, certainty depends on the person, and there are at least some people 
who are not certain of modus ponens or other classical laws. In addition, one of the reasons that I 
personally find classical laws so obvious is that they are constantly confirmed by observations, 
both in everyday experience and in any sort of thought experiment, whereas some alternative 
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laws of logic are contradicted by observations. But that means I am using induction to justify 
belief in deductive laws. So it seems that all of my beliefs are ultimately based on basic 
intuitions, sense experiences, and induction. 

 Some people say that they can conceive of geometrically contradictory things such as square circles. But I think 1

this is wrong. I imagine that they are visualizing either (1) a square and a circle overlaid on top of each other, (2) an 
image that flashes between a square and a circle, or (3) a square with rounded corners. Obviously, none of these is a 
square circle. A square circle is impossible to conceive of because it is geometrically incoherent. You can say the 
words “square circle”, but you cannot actually visualize one, so it seems to me. And so it goes for any contradiction.

 See Martin Kusch, “Psychologism”, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2020), https://plato.stanford.edu/2

entries/psychologism/.

 See Bandy, “Abstract Objects” and William Lane Craig, God Over All: Divine Aseity and the Challenge of 3

Platonism (Oxford University Press, 2016).

 One might object that I only discovered the Chistruid because the possibility of the Chistruid was already out there4

—it was possible to conceptually put three different animals together in that way. But this applies to literally 
anything, and so this objection implies that nothing is invented. On this reasoning, Bell didn’t invent the telephone 
because it was already possible for someone to construct it. Not even God invents anything, since for anything God 
thinks of, it was already possible for that thing to be thought of! If you want to use the English language that way, 
then that’s fine, but I would rather the word invention be at least somewhat useful. 

 33 = (8866128975287528)3 + (-8778405442862239)3 + (-2736111468807040)35

 Darius Viet and Karin Viet, “Are the Laws of Logic Really Laws?”, Answers in Genesis (2011), https://6

answersingenesis.org/logic/are-the-laws-of-logic-really-laws/.
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Concepts 

1. Square Apples 

Take the concept of an apple. What does it mean? What does it refer to? The New Oxford 
American Dictionary (NOAD) says that an apple is “the round fruit of a tree of the rose family, 
which typically has thin red or green skin and crisp flesh”. So let’s suppose that the concept 
apple refers to all objects that are round fruit, come from a tree, and are of the rose family. 

Now, suppose I clamp a square box around an apple branch, causing the resultant fruit to be 
square instead of round. Is this an apple? Well, it can’t be. It doesn’t meet the NOAD definition. 
It is not round. We have to be precise here. Something can’t be an apple if doesn’t meet the 
definition of an apple. That’s just what a definition is—a definition tells us precisely what to 
include and what to exclude. 

One might say that NOAD’s concept of an apple is just incorrect. It is too restrictive. We should 
use a broader concept to allow for square fruit. But what is really going on here? If we make this 
move, do we now have a more accurate concept? Are we closer to “the absolute truth” about 
apples? Are we closer to the way that God thinks about apples? 

Or have we merely constructed a more useful concept? A concept that better facilitates discussion 
and living? This seems to be what’s really going on. I’d call the square fruit an apple—I’d call it 
a “square apple”. This isn’t because I think there is an absolute truth about the extension of the 
concept apple. It’s because the concept is useful and I imagine people will know what I’m 
talking about when I say that word. 

2. Concept Constructivism 

Now, it seems to me that all concepts are constructed. There doesn’t seem to be anywhere to 
draw the line. This doesn’t mean that reality itself is constructed. I think that there is an external 
reality. But everyone forms their own personal mental concepts of reality. I have a certain 
concept of wealth that I have acquired and modified throughout my life. My concept of wealth is 
probably different from yours, because you have had a different life. When we use the word 
wealth, we might not be talking about the exact same concept. 

In addition, it seems that for some “hazy” concepts, such as crowded, wealthy, cold, long, and 
heavy—there isn’t a single “correct” version of the concept. It’s not as if my acquired concept of 
wealth is more accurate or less accurate than yours, since there isn’t some mind-independent 
Platonic concept of wealth floating around out there that we all fall short of. We just made up the 
concept to help us describe the world. The concept is constructed in order to assist thought and 
conversation. If the concept ends up being useless, we’ll alter or discard it. 
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A prime example of a hazy concept is jazz music. People argue about what the definition of jazz 
is. Some say it is music that involves swing, improvisation, and the blues.  Others say it must 1

come from New Orleans. But in these discussions, are we really discovering anything about the 
external world? Are we getting at the truth of jazz? It seems not. It seems, rather, that we are just 
deciding how best to define a certain concept that we’ve constructed to help us describe our 
experience of the world. 

So for hazy concepts, there isn’t a correct version of each concept. Each person has their own 
personal concept that is useful to them and can be revised as needed. 

3. Definitions 

In addition, there are no such things as definitions. A definition is an artificial language tool to 
help organize observations. In the external world, there are just the things themselves. Nothing is 
a certain way “by definition”. Things just are how they are. In other words, in the external world, 
a tree isn’t a plant “by definition”, even if all trees are in fact plants. 

Saying that something is a certain way by definition is just a way of organizing our concepts. If 
we say, “Plants by definition have walls made of cellulose”, that just categorizes our “plant” 
concept group as a subgroup of our “things-with-cellulose-walls” concept group. Of course, we 
may decide to redefine our concepts if we find that better definitions are more useful. 

We can picture this by trying to reach a primitive term: 

Hydrogen ≔ “a chemical element weighing 1.00784 atomic mass units, with a 
nucleus of one proton, one electron in one shell, and a boiling point of -423.2º F”. 

Electron ≔ “an elementary subatomic particle with a negative charge”.  2

Charge ≔ “a basic property of matter carried by some elementary particles and 
which can be positive or negative”.  3

Now, what does positive mean? I could not find a definition for it. The same goes for negative. If 
you look on the internet for just a few seconds, you’ll discover that the words positive and 
negative are merely conventional. We have observed phenomena such as that particles with 
different charges attract each other, whereas particles with similar charges repel each other. Then, 
we have simply decided that a negative charge is the name for the charge that an electron has, 
and that allows us to have a consistent naming system for the charge that other particles have. So 
it is not as if there is anything inherently “negative” about an electron’s charge.  

And so this seems to be what we have to do in the case of a primitive term: we just use it in a 
way that is useful. 
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4. Accuracy and Instantiation 

Strictly speaking, concepts cannot be “true” or “false” (or “accurate” or “inaccurate”, etc.), 
because the bearers of truth and falsity are not concepts but propositions. So for example, if I 
conceive of the creator of the universe as an eggplant, then I am believing in a false proposition
—namely, 〈The creator of the universe is an eggplant〉. However, as long as we keep this 
precision in mind, I am okay with saying things like, “That is an inaccurate concept of the 
creator of the universe”. 

One might say that the accuracy of a concept depends on whether that concept is instantiated. A 
concept C is instantiated if and only if there exists an x such that x is C (predication). For 
example, the concept of a married bachelor could be called “inaccurate” in the sense that it is not 
instantiated—no married bachelors exist. The result of using “accurate” this way—for better or 
worse—is that different concepts using the same term could all be accurate. For example, 
suppose I conceive of wealthy as including anyone with more than $100K, but my friend 
conceives of wealthy as only including people with more than $200K. These concepts use the 
same term, but they are not the same concept. But if “accurate” just means “instantiated”, then 
both concepts are accurate, since both are instantiated. So we need to be careful. 

One might object that concept constructivism makes it impossible to know whether any of our 
concepts are instantiated. But why can’t we just go out in the world and observe those 
instantiations? If I have a concept of a millionaire, and then I go out and observe a millionaire, 
then I do know that at least one of my concepts is instantiated. If the objector asks how I can 
trust my observations, then they’ve changed the subject, since now we’re talking about problems 
of skepticism. I can’t see how problems of skepticism are any worse for concept constructivism 
than for any other view. 

5. Existence and Necessity 

A concept of an object is a description of an object that may or may not exist. The way to 
describe something is to describe its properties and its relations. Because of this, existence has 
no place within a concept. Existence doesn’t describe something being conceived but merely 
says that something matching a certain description exists. In other words, existence is not a 
feature of a concept, but rather tells us that that concept is instantiated. A concept cannot tell us 
that an object exists but merely what it would be like if it existed. 

Consider the concept of a unicorn: a white-haired, horse-like animal with a single ribbed horn 
protruding from its forehead. There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with this concept. Even if 
the concept isn’t instantiated, it is still coherent. But now take the concept of an “existing 
unicorn”: a white-haired, horse-like, single-horned animal that exists. This just seems like an 
error or a joke. You can’t decide that something exists just within the concept! You need to do 
some metaphysics or experiments to figure that out. This concept also allows for a contradiction: 
if the concept is not instantated, then you have a unicorn that exists that doesn’t exist. 
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To me, it seems that metaphysically necessary existence is not relevantly different.  Again, a 4

concept can only describe what something is like within some world or other—i.e., what it would 
be like in any world in which it exists. A concept cannot comment on whether or not an object 
exists, either in the actual world or in any possible world. Whether an object is metaphysically 
necessary is a separate question that is not answered by the concept of that object. 

What about conceiving of something as conditionally metaphysically necessary? For example, 
most theists conceive of God in such a way that if God exists, God is metaphysically necessary. 
Now, this seems odd. Imagine if there existed an omniscient, omnipotent, eternal, morally perfect 
creator of the universe, but that creator existed only contingently. The aforementioned theists 
would have to say that in such a scenario, God does not exist, since their concept of God is not 
instantiated. But that’s counterintuitive. It seems more intuitive to just say that God exists 
contingently. So there is some weirdness there, but I don’t see anything incoherent about it. 

6. Divine Concepts 

One might respond that if God exists, then God houses all the true concepts. But given what has 
already been said, this makes little sense. There are no “true” concepts. There are merely true 
propositions. Sure, we can say that God believes all true propositions in virtue of being 
omniscient. But God—assuming God has or is a mind—has God’s own personal mental 
concepts, and we have ours. 

This becomes obvious to me when we return to “hazy” concepts. For example, what is the 
correct concept of a pile of sand? How many sand grains are necessary for a pile? Or what about 
a crowd? Is there really a precise, correct concept of a crowd? When we all get to heaven, is God 
going to inform us that a crowd must have at least twenty people to count as a crowd? Is God 
going to tell us that we were off the mark every time we referred to a group of nineteen or fewer 
people as a crowd? Surely not. Concepts like heaviness seem to be dependent on context, and so 
it’s not as if there is a person-independent truth as to whether, for example, a given box is heavy 
or not. For a weakling like me, a fifty-pound box is heavy. For a powerlifter, a fifty-pound box is 
not heavy. For God, nothing is heavy. But it’s not as if God’s concept of heaviness is the correct 
one. A fifty-pound box is still heavy for me! I still apply the concept heavy to a fifty-pound box 
because that is useful to me. 

 Adam Neely, “Is Laufey jazz?”, Adam Neely (YouTube, 2023), www.youtube.com/watch?v=68zOvCLwcL8. 1

Surely there is no “correct” answer as to what jazz is. It’s all just convention.

 Adapted from Robert Sheldon, “electron”, TechTarget, https://www.techtarget.com/whatis/definition/electron.2

 Adapted from “electric charge”, Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/science/electric-charge.3

 Please refer to my “Modality” essay if you don’t know what metaphysical necessity is.4
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Language 

I don’t know very much about philosophy of language. I might appear to be making a lot of bold 
assertions, but they are simply my intuitions or inferences from my intuitions—I didn’t want to 
have to put “it seems to me” before every single sentence. 

1. Phenomena 

Our only connection to reality is through phenomena, which includes everything that we directly 
experience: sights, sounds, tastes, smells, tactile sensations, emotions, consciousness, intuitions, 
and so on. Anything that you directly experience is a phenomenon. So we do not directly 
experience ordinary objects like tables or chairs. We do not directly experience photons hitting 
our retinas. We do not even directly experience electrical signals in the brain. Rather, what we 
directly experience are the phenomena: internal, private, first-person sensations and feelings.  1

2. Postulation 

On the basis of phenomena, we postulate the existence of certain things. If I experience what 
appears to be a table, then I might postulate the existence of a table. Notice that this is an 
inference—it is not a direct observation. It goes beyond direct observation, beyond the 
phenomena. It is an inference about the nature of the external world—the world as it truly is, 
independent of our observations. The external world contains an object that at least partially 
explains why I have the experience of an appearance of a table. We can do this with ourselves as 
well; we might postulate the existence of a soul that generates our consciousness and hosts all of 
our phenomena. Again, in this case, the soul is not directly observed; and so it is postulated to be 
an object in the external world. 

3. Naming 

For practical purposes, we give names to these postulated objects. A name is a word, which can 
be expressed through written symbols, phonemes, hand signs, and so on. A word doesn’t have an 
intrinsic meaning. A mere collection of ink scribbles doesn’t intrinsically point to something in 
the external world. Rather, we collectively and individually decide the meanings of words, by 
simply using them to refer to things. If we change the way we use certain words, then the 
meanings of those words change. There is no divine, universal, unchanging dictionary of what 
every word in every version of every human language actually means. 

4. Communication 

Communication is the exchange of information or ideas.  Communication can be quite primitive. 2

Facial expressions, body language, and shrieks of pain are primitive modes of communication, 
although these are often involuntary. A more voluntary mode of communication would be 
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language, which is communication based on words. (I understand that there may be outliers here
—e.g., bird calls—but I wish to focus on ordinary human language.) 

As an example, I can point to what appears as a table, and say, “That is a table”. Someone else 
can respond, “I understand. That is a table”. Perhaps they initially weren’t sure what it was, but 
now they know, based on a notion of table that they already possessed. Or perhaps they just 
didn’t have a name for what they were seeing, but now they do. This, intuitively, is 
communication—we have exchanged ideas. I informed them what the object was and provided a 
name for it, and they informed me that they understood. 

Of course, there are skeptical challenges to this. Maybe the other person doesn’t have a mind. 
Maybe the other person is blind, or saw something completely different from what I saw. Maybe 
the words “I understand” mean something completely different for them than what they mean for 
me. But apart from these challenges, it seems that there’s nothing inherently problematic or 
counterintuitive about this model of communication. 

5. Reference 

5.1. Referring to the Same Thing 

There seem to be three problems surrounding reference. The first is the question of whether I and 
the other person are actually referring to the same thing when we each say “That is a table”. 
What if the person was referring to some object behind  the table that I was referring to? Again, 
there are skeptical challenges here, but setting those aside, it seems that in many cases, the two 
people are mentally and linguistically equipped enough to sort out the problem and agree on 
which object they are both referring to. 

5.2. Non-Existent Ordinary Objects 

The second is the question of whether ordinary objects exist at all. I argue that they do not.  In 3

this case, neither I nor the other person is referring to a table, because there simply is no table. 
And so we must ask what, exactly, we are referring to? Certainly not a specific collection of 
fundamental particles, since those are not part of our phenomena—we don’t consciously 
experience the individual particles, but rather a single image of the table; in addition, there isn’t 
an exactly specific collection of particles that produces the image of the table and nothing else. 

Perhaps the most reasonable answer here is to say that we are each referring vaguely to 
“whatever exists in the external world that produces my image of the table”. ,  4 5

5.3. Reference in General 

The third is the question of whether we can refer to anything in the external world. Do we 
actually think and talk about things in the external world? Or is that an illusion—are we really 
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just interpreting first-person sensations, feelings, and concepts, and merely thinking and talking 
about those? For example, I have a particular conception of my mother. But when I consider this 
conception, am I actually thinking about my mother, or am I really just thinking about my own 
personal conception of her, a conception formed by my own mental processes? If the latter is 
always true, then no one actually refers to or thinks about God, let alone any other external thing. 

Two clarifications: (1) Non-reference views do not entail that there is no external world. There 
might be objects out there, but we can never refer to them. (2) Non-reference views do not entail 
that terms such as God translate to “my conception of God”. They might still defined the same 
way as on reference views, but the non-reference theorist will simply say that they aren’t 
referring to anything.  

That might sound alarming, but one might think that it is not such a huge deal. We already accept 
that we view reality through an extremely limited and often unreliable set of cognitive and 
sensory faculties. Ordinary objects such as tables and chairs appear solid, but they are not: they 
are a bunch of whirling particles in empty space, and those “particles” themselves might be more 
like “clouds of probabilities”, as Kane Baker puts it. 

Plus, we already accept that our senses don’t directly interact with the external world. When I see 
a table in front of me, I’m not directly interacting with the table—I am having a sensation of 
various colors produced by my brain when it interpreted photons that have been traveling 
through space since striking the table. (At least, that’s what science says is happening.) If our 
sensory faculties cannot interact directly with the external world, why think that our cognitive 
faculties are any better? 

The non-reference theorist might say that what really matters is that our conceptions match up 
with the real things, or at least match up well enough. One might ask how, on non-reference 
views, we’d ever be able to know whether our conceptions match up with the real things, but it 
seems to me that the same problem equally plagues reference views. The more postmodern non-
reference theorist might say that what really matters is just that our conceptions are useful to us
—they allow us to live meaningful lives, participate in loving relationships, pursue rational 
inquiry, and so on—or at least for it to seem as if we are doing those things. But of course, the 
same might be said by the more postmodern reference theorist. 

I am not sure that non-reference views can be disproven. But I can register two of my intuitions 
agains it. First, it just seems false. When I think about my mother, it is true that I am considering 
a conception of her that might not be completely accurate, but I take that conception to be 
pointing to the real thing—to her. I take myself to be thinking about my actual mother by way of 
that conception.  6

Second, it seems that non-reference views are self-defeating. Consider the sentence, “It is false 
that there is reference to anything in the external world”. Is it true or false? If it’s true, then it 
disproves itself, since it refers to “anything in the external world”. If it’s false, then by double 
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negation, there is reference to things in the external world. This problem appears to have the 
same form as the incompleteness paradox.  I don’t see how non-reference views can escape this. 7

 The language of “private” is from Joshua Rasmussen. 1

 This definition is inspired by the New Oxford American Dictionary. 2

 See Bandy, “Concrete Objects”.3

 This answer is inspired by Dustin Crummett.4

 For thoughts on reference in relation to God, see my essay “Referring to God” below.5

 I would say that the terms for this “aboutness”—reference, intentionality, directedness, pointing, picking out, etc.6

—all mean the same thing, and that they are all primitive. Just as I take existence, influence, and truth to be 
primitive concepts, I also take reference to be a primitive concept—i.e., a concept that cannot be defined using more 
primitive terms and so must instead be defined using examples.

 See Bandy, “The Incompleteness Paradox”.7
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Circularity 

Circularity is the property of having a circle or a loop. A loop is a set of items where you can 
start on an item in the set, move to a prior item in the set, and keep doing so until you go through 
all the items and then reach the item you started with.  The prior relation must be the same 1

throughout the whole process—i.e., it must always be temporally prior, or theoretically prior, or 
explanatorily prior, etc. Below I describe and evaluate some types of circularity. 

1. Theoretical Circularity 

Theoretical circularity is a property of a theory where you can start with one of its beliefs, then 
move to the belief that it is based on, and then move to the belief that that belief is based on, and 
so on until you reach the original belief. Below are three examples of theoretical loops: 

1. You ask Frank why he believes that the Bible is the Word of God. He responds, “Because  
it says so!” You then ask him why he believes that the Bible is reliable. He responds, 
“Because it’s the Word of God!” 

2. You ask Frank why he believes that the Gospel of John was written after the Gospel of 
Mark. He responds, “Because John contains more modern Greek and more modern 
theology than Mark”. You then ask him why he believes that John’s theology is more 
modern than Mark’s. He responds, “Because John was written later than Mark!” 

3. You ask Frank why he believes that Emma is reliable. He responds, “Because Cate told 
me so”. You then ask Frank why he believes that Cate is reliable. Frank responds, 
“Because she correctly told me that school was canceled”. You then ask Frank why he 
believes that school was canceled. He responds, “Because Emma told me so!” 

In each of these cases, Frank is basing his beliefs on each other in a way that creates a loop. Note 
that not all the beliefs in a loop need to be solely based on other beliefs in the loop. The idea that 
John contains more modern Greek is not part of Frank’s loop—it’s just extra information. But 
there is still a loop of beliefs that are at least partially based on each other. In addition, note that 
Frank doesn’t have to consciously hold all of his beliefs in his head at once—he might even be 
making up answers on the spot—but the loop still emerges as a logical implication of his beliefs. 

In all three cases, it seems that Frank making some sort of error. It seems to me that at least some 
of Frank’s beliefs should be based on external evidence, rather than all his beliefs simply being 
based on each other. After all, one could form a loop to get away with any crazy belief—you 
could believe that the earth is flat because Pygmy told you so, and that Pygmy is correct because 
Pygmy accurately reported that the earth is flat. It’s like locking your keys in your car—you need 
to get in your car to get your keys, but you need to get your keys to get in your car. It seems to 
me that you can’t get to either of them unless you have an independent tool such as a car 
locksmith. So whatever method of forming beliefs we do adopt, it seems that we should try to 
avoid theoretical circularity. If there is really a way to reach the truth and be justified about it, 
surely a theoretical loop is not that way. 
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Logical equivalence within a theory is when a set of beliefs imply each other. For example, the 
belief that x is smaller than y implies that y is larger than x, and the belief that y is larger than x 
implies that x is smaller than y. But it is not theoretically circular to hold these two beliefs. To be 
theoretically circular, those two beliefs would have to be based on each other—your belief that x 
is smaller than y would have to be based on your belief that y is larger than x, which itself would 
have to be based on your belief that x is smaller than y. Similarly, someone might tell a theist: 
“Your belief in God is based on your belief in morality. But morality comes from God! So your 
beliefs are circular!” But this person would be mistaken—a belief system is theoretically circular 
only if multiple beliefs are based on each other in a way that forms a loop.  2

2. Begging the Question 

Begging the question is a property of an argument where one of its premises is identical with the 
conclusion. For example: 

1. The Bible is God’s inerrant Word. 
2. (Other premises that do not alone entail the conclusion) 
3. (Therefore) The Bible is God’s inerrant Word. 

Is this argument rationally persuasive? That is, would it be rational to change one’s mind when 
presented with this argument? Suppose I present this argument to a person who does not already 
accept the conclusion (3).  Now, notice that (3) and (1) are identical. So if the person does not 3

accept (3), then they also do not accept (1). So this argument does little more than assert my 
view two times in a row. Clearly, such an argument is not rationally persuasive; it would be an 
epistemic error to be persuaded by it. It is an error to believe in a view simply because someone 
asserts that view (without independent evidence for the asserter’s reliability). By the same token, 
it seems to be a dialectical error to present such an argument in hopes of persuading someone. 

Begging the question, which is an offensive error, is not the same as being close-minded, which is  
the defensive state of unwillingness to change one’s mind or consider new data or challenges to 
one’s view. 

3. Circular Definitions 

A circular definition is one that includes the concept being defined. For example, if I define 
woman as “a person who identifies as a woman”,  then I have given a circular definition of 4

woman. A series of definitions can be circular if they form a loop. For example, the 2007 
Merriam-Webster dictionary defines hill as “a usually rounded natural elevation of land lower 
than a mountain” and mountain as “a landmass that projects conspicuously above its 
surroundings and is higher than a hill”.  5

To me, circular definitions are technically not possible—they don’t count as real definitions, 
since they use previously empty terms where independent clarifying information is required. 
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From the definitions above, I don’t know what a woman is because I previously didn’t know 
what it meant to “identify as a woman”,  and I have no idea how high a hill or a mountain is. 6

A recursive definition defines a term in multiple related senses using iterations. For example, my 
ancestors can be defined as “my parents and the parents of my ancestors”. Although this looks 
circular because the term my ancestors is part of the definition, that term is really just an 
abbreviation for anyone who has already been included in my ancestors. So we ignore that at 
first and look at the first half of the definition. From that, we can include my parents as members 
of my ancestors. And since my parents are my ancestors, then my grandparents are the parents of 
my ancestors, which means my grandparents are also included in my ancestors. We can continue 
like this, adding more and more people, until we reach a point where the concept of parent no 
longer applies. Once we reach that point, we have defined the entire set of my ancestors. (Of 
course, in some cases this process goes on forever, and so some recursive definitions refer to an 
infinite number of things.)  So a recursive definition is actually not a circular definition. 7

4. Epistemic Circularity 

According to Andrew Moon, your belief 〈Your cognitive faculties are reliable〉 is epistemically 
circular if you use your cognitive faculties to come to believe that 〈Your cognitive faculties are 
reliable〉.  Of course, you can replace “Your cognitive faculties” with any belief source—your 8

memory, your senses, your intuitions, etc. The important question, of course, is whether the 
presence of epistemic circularity should lead us to doubt any of our beliefs. 

Addressing this question is beyond my current interests, so I will simply refer the reader to 
Moon’s article (see note 7 below). In any case, it seems obvious that it is impossible to avoid 
epistemic circularity. For any belief that we come to, we come to it using our cognitive faculties. 
If we think those faculties are generally unreliable, then it seems we have good reason to doubt 
all of our beliefs. On the other hand, if we think those faculties are generally reliable, then it 
seems we are justified in trusting at least some of our beliefs—perhaps the beliefs that seem most 
obviously true—and using those as a basis for other beliefs. It seems to me that the best way to 
proceed is simply to assume that our faculties are reliable, since that at least gives us a shot at 
getting to the truth. 

5. Explanatory Circularity 

Explanatory circularity obtains when there is an explanatory loop, which is when things 
influence each other in a loop, or it so happens that “A is because of B, which is because of C, 
which is because of D, (etc.)… which is because of A”. For example, suppose God looks into the 
future and sees that I will donate to charity. Because God sees that, he does a convicting work in 
my heart. Because of that convicting work, I eventually donate to charity—and that act is the 
very act God originally saw when looking into the future. If we accept that God’s work 
influenced my act, which influenced God’s knowledge, which influenced God’s work, then we 
have an explanatory loop. 
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It seems to me that there are no explanatory loops. First, I have never observed an explanatory 
loop or seen even the slightest reason to posit one in any circumstance. Second, it seems that 
influence is transitive—i.e., if x influences y, and y influences z, then x (indirectly) influences z. 
But if this is right, then in a loop, every member ends up influencing itself ! In the charity 
example above, since God’s work influenced my act, which influenced God’s knowledge, which 
influenced God’s work, then God’s work influenced itself! But this seems impossible. 

One might say that if someone is being theoretically circular, then that generates explanatory 
circularity. For example, one might say that the following two statements are true: 

• Frank believes x because Frank believes y. 
• Frank believes y because Frank believes x. 

One might say that this is an explanatory loop: A is because of B, which is because of A. But it 
seems we can avoid this by considering when each of these beliefs occurred. Perhaps Frank 
believed x on Jan 3, 2023 because he believed y on Jan 2, 2023. And perhaps Frank believed y on 
Jan 2, 2023 because he believed x on Jan 1, 2023. In this case, there is theoretical circularity but 
no explanatory circularity. It seems clear to me that any apparent explanatory circularity is only 
apparent, and can be avoided once we consider when people have their beliefs. 

6. Time Loops 

Time loops have been conceived in multiple ways, perhaps most commonly as explanatory loops 
that involve backwards time travel. For example, if I go back in time and hook up my parents, 
then my hookup act influences their marriage, which influenced my birth, which influenced (in 
some distant way) my hookup act. 

Another common conception is what I call a reset loop, featured in movies such as Groundhog 
Day and Edge of Tomorrow. In a reset loop, the progress of the universe stops abruptly and resets 
back to an earlier moment. In Groundhog Day, February 2 repeats over and over again. In Edge 
of Tomorrow, whenever Tom Cruise dies, the universe’s progress resets back to an earlier 
moment. In addition, in both of these movies, it’s not true that the entire universe resets, because 
the protagonist’s memories are not reset—they are retained and so continue to develop. 

It seems to me that these are not really time loops, strictly speaking. A genuine time loop would 
be a situation in which the entire timeline is itself a loop (as opposed to a segment, ray, or line).  9

For example, imagine that 2023 is the only year that ever occurs. After December 31, 2023, time 
continues into January 1, 2023. This isn’t an infinite loop—there are only 365 days in the loop, 
so it is finitely long. And there need not be some hard “reset” after December 31—events could 
play out smoothly so that things seamlessly “return” to how they are on January 1. On a genuine 
time loop, the notions of before and after are no longer exclusive. For example, Dec 31 happens 
after Jan 1—obviously. But as we just saw, Jan 1 happens immediately after Dec 31! Therefore 
Jan 1 is both before and after Dec 31. Moreover, it seems that Jan 1 is both before and after itself. 
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 My formal definition of a loop is a set of cardinality N [i1, i2, i3, … iN] in which both of the following are true: 1

• R(i[n], i[n+1]) for 1 ≤ n < N 
• R(iN, i1) 

where R(x, y) ≔ 〈x is prior in some way to y〉 and R is a certain priority relationship.

 In particular, the person mistakenly thinks that a loop can be made up of a multiple types of relations—in this case, 2

belief-basing and explanatory priority. But this is wrong; the relations within a loop must all be the same (or at least 
in the same category) for it to count as a loop.

 That is, this person rejects or is undecided about (3). Alternatively, they have never considered (3). In this case, the 3

argument makes them aware of (3). But as soon as someone is aware of a view, they automatically accept it, reject it, 
or are undecided about it. If they somehow accept the view just upon hearing it, they are making an epistemic error.

 This definition is from Patrick Grzanka.4

 Thanks to the Wikipedia article “Circular definition” for this example.5

 As Matt Walsh (in)famously asked Grzanka, “But what are they identifying as?”6

 I owe the idea of recursive definitions, as well as the ancestor example, to Tim McGrew. 7

 This is adapted from a quote in Andrew Moon, “Circular and Question-Begging Responses to Religious 8

Disagreement and Debunking Arguments”, Philosophical Studies 178.3 (2021): 785-809.

 Or at least one timeline is a loop, if there are multiple timelines.9
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Real-World Paradoxes 

Classical logic is traditionally governed by three fundamental laws: 

1. The law of identity: Everything is identical with itself. 
2. The law of excluded middle: Every proposition is at least true or false. 
3. The law of non-contradiction: No proposition is both true and not true. 

In this and the next essay, I address four types of objections to the law of non-contradiction. 

1. Vagueness Paradoxes 

One might say that vague situations create contradictions. For example, imagine a child 
approaching adulthood. Is there a specific moment of time—e.g., a specific nanosecond—at 
which they suddenly are no longer a child? Surely not. Therefore it is better to say that there are 
some moments at which they both are and are not a child.  1

This does not persuade. First of all, if the problem is that there are arbitrary boundaries (between 
childhood and non-childhood), positing a contradiction doesn’t solve this at all, since now there 
are arbitrary boundaries between only being a child and being both a child and not a child. 
Second of all, if we nail down a precise definition, there is no contradiction. For example, if a 
child is defined as a person who is younger than eighteen, then a person ceases to be a child at 
the exact moment they turn eighteen. But even if we use a vague definition of child, why would 
it be better to say that there are some moments at which a person both is and is not a child? It 
seems better to just say that each person either is or is not a child, but not both. 

Moreover, one might think that there isn’t any vagueness, that everything is instead precise. This 
might mean that every term, like child or adult, actually has a precise definition, even if we don’t 
know what it is. Or it might mean that the only things that exist are simple things, such as 
particles and souls. In the latter case, artificial conventional concepts like child and adult do not 
exist, strictly speaking; although it makes life easier to draw such boundaries. 

2. Motion Paradoxes 

2.1. Hegel’s Motion Paradox 

One might say that motion involves a contradiction. If an object is in motion, that means it is not 
in a single place. So if an object is in motion, then at each moment of time, the object is at the 
location that it is currently at, and it is also at the location that it is about to be at. But if it is at 
the location that it is about to be at, that means it is not at the location that it is currently at. 
Therefore an object in motion both is and is not located where it is currently at.  2
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This does not persuade, since we can instead say that an object is in motion if it is in a different 
location at different moments over a period of time. So motion is measured over a period of time, 
not at a single moment. At a given moment, an object is in only one location. And perhaps its 
momentum at that moment explains why it is in a different location at a later moment. 

2.2. Zeno’s Motion Paradox 

Suppose I am trying to get to McDonald’s so that I can house a Quarter Pounder. Now, in order 
to get to McDonald’s—which is 8 feet away—I first have to travel 4 feet. But in order to do that, 
I first have to travel 2 feet. But in order to do that, I first have to travel 1 foot. But in order to do 
that, I first have to travel 6 inches. Hopefully you can see the problem: in order to smash my QP, 
I have to travel an infinite number of small but finite distances. And this isn’t limited to my own 
crisis here: it applies to all motion. And so we have the paradox: Motion requires traveling an 
infinite number of small distances. But doing so is impossible, and so motion itself is impossible. 
(But motion obviously is possible, and so the paradox is that motion both is and is not possible.) 

But this is unpersuasive. If you think that motion is discrete—i.e., motion happens in short finite 
increments like the frames of a movie—then you can say that motion doesn’t require traveling an 
infinite number of small distances; it only requires traveling a finite number of small distances. 
When something moves, it repeatedly jumps by a finite number of finite distances. (But of 
course, the jumps are so frequent and the distances so short that it appears continuous.) 

If you think that motion is continuous—i.e., motion is smooth no matter how far you zoom in—
then you can say that it is possible to travel an infinite number of small distances, as long as you 
aren’t traveling an infinite distance. Sure, traveling very large distances is difficult, and traveling 
an infinite distance seems impossible (if by “travel” you mean “get across from one side to the 
other”). But small distances are easy! The smaller, the easier. So when the presenter of the 
paradox keeps saying, “But in order to travel that distance, you first need to travel half of that 
distance…”, I simply keep responding, “Sounds like it’s getting easier and easier!” 

One might object that motion is impossible because there is no first distance to be traveled. In 
order to travel some distance, you first have to travel a subset of that distance before traveling the 
whole distance. And so you can’t even get started, because there is no first distance to travel. 

This has slightly more force, but both the discrete theorist and the continuous theorist can 
respond basically the same as before. The discrete theorist will say that there is a first distance to 
be traveled. The continuous theorist will say that you don’t need a first distance in order to move 
anywhere: motion naturally involves crossing an infinite number of small distances that has no 
first (or last) member. It is not as if these distances are actual distinct existing objects—they are 
merely mental divisions imposed on reality. 
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3. Law Paradoxes 

One might say that bizarre legislation creates a contradiction. Suppose that NYC passes the 
following two laws: 

1. No woman can vote. 
2. All homeowners can vote. 

Now suppose a woman named Shelley is a homeowner. According to (1), Shelley is not allowed 
to vote. But according to (2), Shelley is allowed to vote. So we have a contradiction: Shelley 
both is and is not allowed to vote. 

This does not persuade, since one can simply think that it is impossible for a person to have 
contradictory obligations, even if an authority issues contradictory laws. Maybe when an 
authority issues contradictory laws, only one of those laws creates an obligation. Or maybe our 
legal obligations come from moral obligations, and those moral obligations are incapable of 
producing contradictory legal obligations. Or maybe we simply do not have any legal obligations 
at all. Whatever the case, we do not have to think that Shelley both is and is not allowed to vote, 
even if NYC says that it is true.  

One might object that the contradiction isn’t about Shelley’s obligations, but about her abilities: 
because of NYC’s laws, Shelley both is and is not able to vote. I agree that it does seem to be 
about her abilities, but I do not agree with the contradictory conclusion. If Shelley goes to the 
voting booth, either NYC will let her vote or they will not. There’s no reason to think that they 
both will and will not let her vote. (How would that even work?) 

4. Definition Paradoxes 

One might define a “wulture” as follows:  3

1. All vultures are wultures. 
2. All wultures are vultures.  
3. No white things are wultures.  4

Now suppose that Delia is a white vulture. According to (1), Delia is a wulture, but according to 
(3), Delia is not a wulture. So we have a contradiction: Delia both is and is not a wulture. 

To me, this is more persuasive than the previous three examples. One might object as follows: In 
order for Delia to be a wulture, Delia must meet all three conditions. However, Delia fails to 
meet condition (3), since Delia is white. Therefore, it is only false that Delia is a wulture. 

But this objection misunderstands the relationship between the three components. They are not 
necessary conditions for some object to be a wulture—they are universal statements to be applied 
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separately to an object. When we apply (1) to Delia, we see that Delia is a wulture. When we 
apply (3) to Delia, we see that Delia is not a wulture. 

For me, the best solution is to say that wulture is an illegitimate concept, since it allows for 
contradictions. Such a concept or term has no place in a classical language. After all, the very 
concept of a wulture is contradictory. For what is its extension supposed to be? We can graph its 
extension using a table: 

Wulturehood obviously applies to the bottom left square, and it obviously does not apply to the  
two squares on the right. But what about the top left square? The concept both applies and does 
not apply there. So the concept itself is contradictory and has no place in a classical language. 

Now, the three components of the concept—(1), (2), and (3)—individually make perfect sense, 
but that doesn’t mean that their combination makes any sense. Take my concept of a nomato: 

4. All tomatoes are nomatoes. 
5. No tomatoes are nomatoes. 

Again, each component of the concept makes perfect sense on its own, but their combination 
doesn’t make any sense. Which means that, despite appearances, the concept itself doesn’t make 
any sense. Nomato is a nonsense term. 

So I think that the best solution is to treat concepts like wulture and nomato as nonsense 
concepts, even though they might appear legitimate at first glance. (I take the same approach to 
self-referencing propositions in the following essay.) So a sentence such as “Delia is a wulture” 
does not express a proposition—even though it is syntactically similar to one—because it relies 
on a nonsense term, wulture. Therefore, it expresses no truth value; it is neither true nor false. 

Vulture Non-Vulture

White ? ×

Non-White ✓ ×

 This objection is adapted from Jc Beall.1

 This and the next objection are adapted from Graham Priest.2

 This objection is adapted from Kane Baker, “There are true contradictions”, Kane B (YouTube, 2023), https://3

youtu.be/l8qLAH1yUKo. I am proud to have made this response the day after the video was uploaded.

 Since we are merely defining a concept and not discussing its instantiation, these statements are universally quantifying: 4

1. (x) Vx → WUx 
2. (x) WUx → Vx 
3. (x) WHx → ~WUx
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Reference Paradoxes 

The previous essay addressed four categories of objections to the law of non-contradiction. This 
essay addresses a fifth category of objection: reference paradoxes. 

1. Self-Reference 

One might say that a contradiction arises when propositions refer to themselves and each other in 
certain ways. Take the Liar Paradox, perhaps the most infamous and iconic of all paradoxes:  1

(L) This proposition is false. 

Is L true or false? If it’s true, then whatever it says is true. So what does it say? Well, it says that 
it is false! So if it is true, then it is also false. But if it is false—well, that’s just what it says it is! 
So it truly reports that it is false. So it is both true and false. And since anything that is false is 
not true, L is both true and not true, thus violating the law of non-contradiction. 

One might try to escape by saying that L is neither true nor false. (Note that this breaks the law 
of excluded middle.) This does solve the Liar Paradox. But there is another paradox called the 
Simple Untruth Paradox: 

(S) This proposition is not true. 

Note that S is not the same as L. This is because being not true is not the same as being false. For 
example, consider the word carrots. The word carrots is obviously not true, since it’s not 
claiming anything that is true. It’s not claiming anything at all! But if it’s not claiming anything 
at all, then it is not false either. It is simply not a proposition. (So everything that is false is not 
true, but not everything that is not true is false.) 

So: is S true, false, or neither? If it’s true, then whatever it says is true. So what does it say? Well, 
it says that it is not true! So if it is true, then it is also not true. What if it’s false? If it’s false, then 
it’s not true, since anything that is false is not true. But that’s just what it says it is! It truly 
reports that it is not true, which means it is both true and not true. What if it’s neither true nor 
false? Well, obviously that means it’s not true. And if it’s not true, then it is true, since it truly 
reports that it is not true. So whichever way we go, we end up with a contradiction. 

One might try to escape by saying that propositions do not exist, thinking that if no propositions 
exist, then one cannot generate the sort of contradictions seen above. But this doesn’t seem right. 
For one can generate the same problem by saying, “Right now, I am not speaking truthfully”. Are 
they speaking truthfully or not? We are stuck with the same problem. 
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2. Looping Reference 

A similar problem is generated by the Liar Loop: 

(A) The proposition B is true. 
(B) The proposition A is false. 

If A is true, then B is true, since that’s just what A says. But then if B is true, then A is false, since 
that’s just what B says. So if A is true, then A is also false. On the other hand, suppose A is false. 
That’s just what B says: B says that A is false. So B is true. But then A truly reports that B is true, 
which means A is true. So if A is false, then A is also true. Once again, we have a contradiction. 

3. Infinite Reference 

A related problem is generated by the Infinite Liar:  2

(L1) All the propositions below are false. 
(L2) All the propositions below are false. 
(L3) All the propositions below are false. 
(continue infinitely)  

If L1 is true, then all the propositions below L1 are false. That includes L2. But if L2 is false, 
then not all the propositions below L2 are false. But since L2 is below L1, and not all the 
propositions below L2 are false, then not all the propositions below L1 are false. So it is true and 
not true that all the propositions below L1 are false. 

On the other hand, if L1 is false, then not all the propositions below L1 are false. If we follow the 
law of excluded middle, that means there is a true proposition somewhere below L1. Let us call 
that true proposition Lx. If Lx is true, then all the propositions below Lx are false. But now we 
have the exact same scenario we had with L1 above. So we end up with a contradiction. 

4. Explosion 

These are monstrous issues. But what would be the problem with true contradictions? A common 
answer is the principle of explosion: the idea that a true contradiction implies that every claim is 
true, no matter how bizarre. 

To understand explosion, take the idea of an either-or, which is a statement like “Either it will 
rain tomorrow or it will rain next week”. An either-or is true when at least one of its options is 
true. So suppose we have a true either-or. For example, suppose that either it will rain tomorrow 
or it will rain next week. Now suppose we find out that it will not rain tomorrow. What can we 
infer? Well, since the either-or is true, at least one of its options is true. We found that the first 
option is not true. Therefore, the second option is true. It will rain next week. 
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This seems like an impeccable inference. After all, this is how the process of elimination works: 
faced with a set of options, we might find the correct option by ruling out—eliminating—all the 
other options in the set. The name for this inference is the law of disjunctive syllogism: if one of 
the options of a true either-or is not true, then the other option is true. 

But consider what happens if we have a contradiction. If there is a contradiction, then some 
proposition p is both true and not true. That means p is true. But since p is true, we can conclude 
that either p is true or every claim is true. (This either-or statement is true since at least one of its 
options is true.) But as supposed at the beginning, p is also not true. Now, that means the first 
option of the either-or is not true. Which means that, according to the law of disjunctive 
syllogism, the second option of the either-or is true. So every claim is true. 

So if there is a true contradiction, there is an explosion of truth to every claim, just like the 
principle of explosion predicts. The explosion is not confined to the abstract realm of 
propositions. If there is a contradiction, then every claim about anything is true.  

However, I actually do not think this is a problem. Those who believe in contradictions can say 
that even if the first option of a true either-or is not true, that doesn’t mean the second option is 
true. Merely finding out that the first option is not true is not enough to rule it out, since the first 
option might also be true! In that case, the either-or is satisfied, since one of its options is true. 
And so we don’t have to accept the law of disjunctive syllogism. Therefore, it doesn’t look like 
explosion is a consequence of true contradictions. Disjunctive syllogism, at the very most, 
applies only in cases that do not involve contradictions—it doesn’t apply in contradictory cases.  3

5. Curry’s Paradox 

But even if explosion isn’t a consequence of contradictions, it is a consequence of letting a 
proposition refer to itself. Consider Curry’s Paradox, generated by the following proposition:  4

(C) C implies that every claim is true. 

If C is true, then C is true (obviously). And if C is true, then C implies that every claim is true 
(obviously, since that’s just what C says). So that means if C is true, then both C is true and C 
implies that every claim is true. But if both C is true and C implies that every claim is true, then 
every claim is true. 

So if C is true, then ultimately, every claim is true. In other words, C implies that every claim is 
true. But that’s just what C says: C itself says that C implies that every claim is true! So C 
correctly reports this, which means that C is true. But if C is true and C implies that every claim 
is true, then every claim is true. So every claim is true. 

So letting a proposition refer to itself opens the door to Curry’s Paradox, which in turn opens the 
door to an explosion of truth. 
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6. A Proposed Solution 

Curry’s Paradox seems to be motivation to think that a proposition cannot assert or suppose its 
own truth or falsity. If so, then propositions are more restricted than it looks at first glance. My 
solution, drawing upon remarks from Tim McGrew, Michael Glanzberg, Parker Settecase, and 
Steve Patterson, as well as some of my own ideas, is to propose a fourth law of classical logic: 

4. Proper definition: Every proposition is ultimately defined by solely primitive terms.  5

Does the Fourth Law solve the Liar Paradox? We can test this by supposing that L is a 
proposition defined in terms of itself. If we end up with something that contradicts what we 
originally supposed, then we must deny what we supposed. So let’s suppose that L is the 
proposition 〈This proposition is false〉, which reduces to 〈L is false〉. Is L ultimately defined by 
solely primitive terms? (I define a primitive term as a term that is not itself defined by terms.) 
The definition of L is 〈L is false〉. The first term in that definition is L, which is not primitive. 

We could try to reduce the definition by replacing L with its own definition, which is 〈L is false〉. 
This would reduce 〈L is false〉 to 〈〈L is false〉 is false〉. But this brings us no closer to having only 
primitive terms. We still have the exact same non-primitive term that we had last time: L. It is 
clear that no matter what we do, it is impossible to define L in a way that doesn’t involve L. 

Therefore, L is not ultimately defined by solely primitive terms. So according to the Fourth Law, 
L is not a proposition. This contradicts what we originally supposed, so we must deny what we 
supposed. Therefore, L is not a proposition defined in terms of itself. To make this solution more 
secure, I go further: L is not a proposition and L is not defined in terms of itself. Since we cannot 
come up with a proper definition for L, it is simply a primitive, meaningless term.  Of course, 6

we’ll get the same result for any supposed proposition that refers to itself. So the overarching 
solution is that there are no propositions that refer to themselves. 

So regarding the Simple Untruth Paradox and Curry’s Paradox: S and C are primitive, 
meaningless terms. The same goes for the Knower Paradox, where K is supposedly defined as    
〈K is not known〉. Such a definition is impossible, and so K is instead a meaningless, primitive 
term. Similarly with the Liar Loop: Supposing that A and B are defined in terms of each other, 
neither of them is ultimately defined by solely primitive terms, which means neither is a 
proposition. So A and B are meaningless terms. Finally, with the Infinite Liar, if every one of the 
infinite terms in the list (L1, L2, L3, etc.) were defined by other terms in the same list, then none 
of those terms would be primitive. And no matter what we tried, one of those non-primitive 
terms would always show up in the definition of any of those terms.  So none of those terms (L1, 7

L2, L3, etc.) would be a proposition. So in fact, they are all primitive, meaningless terms. 
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7. Objections 

One might object that it sure looks like L is a proposition. It has a subject and predicate, and it 
appears to be making a claim. However, lots of things look like propositions but actually are not. 
For example, take the sentence “Every julimo is catarnic”. This looks like a proposition, but the 
words julimo and catarnic are nonsense words and do not mean anything. That means the 
sentence isn’t claiming anything, and so it’s not a proposition.  8

One might object that it sure seems like propositions can refer to themselves. For example, the 
Second Law of classical logic, 〈Every proposition is at least true or false〉, seems like it refers to 
itself—after all, I think the Second Law is at least true or false (since I think it is true)! So I agree 
that it seems clear that propositions can refer to themselves. But it is abundantly more clear to 
me that we cannot have explosion, and Curry’s Paradox demonstrates that certain types of self-
reference lead to explosion. 

As for the Second Law, it seems we don’t have to think that it is referring to itself. Instead, we 
can support the Fourth Law by appealing to levels of propositions, and saying that a proposition 
can only refer to propositions from a lower level. For example, consider a world so small that it 
contains only two propositions at the lowest level: 

(E) Cats are cool. 
(F) Dogs are cool. 

Now suppose that E and F generate the Second Law, and so it is at a higher level than E and F.  
Now, maybe the Second Law refers to itself. But it seems at least as reasonable to say that it only 
refers to E and F, since these are all the propositions from a level lower than the Second Law. So 
the Second Law reduces to 〈E is at least true or false, and F is at least true or false〉.  9

One might object that my solution fails against the Simple Untruth Paradox. Recall that S is the 
proposition 〈This proposition is not true〉, which reduces to 〈S is not true〉. If S is meaningless, as 
the Fourth Law indicates, then S is not true. But that’s just what S says! So S is in fact true. 
Which means that S both is and is not true. Contradiction. 

But this seems wrong. According to the Fourth Law, S is meaningless. So it is not the case that S 
says that S is not true. S doesn’t say anything! After all, S is a meaningless, primitive term. 

One might object that the statement 〈S is meaningless〉 is itself meaningless, because that 
statement uses a meaningless term, S. But this view is self-refuting. If we say that 〈Statements 
using S are meaningless〉, then that statement itself is meaningless, since it uses S. So it seems 
much more reasonable to say that meaningful statements can contain meaningless terms, so long 
as these terms are primitive. 
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 Jc Beall, Michael Glanzberg, and David Ripley, “Liar Paradox”, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, https://1

plato.stanford.edu/entries/liar-paradox/.

 This example is adapted from Stephen Yablo, “Paradox without self-reference”, Analysis 53.4 (1993): 251-252.2

 This idea is from Graham Priest (by way of Kane Baker).3

 Lionel Shapiro and Jc Beall, “Curry’s Paradox”, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/curry-paradox/. Thanks to Joe 4

Schmid for introducing me to this problem.

 Below are some other candidates for the Fourth Law that I considered: 5

(4a) Every thing is ultimately defined by solely primitive terms. 

This one would prevent us from talking about the terms in question. As shown above, L is not ultimately defined by 
solely primitive terms. This means that L is not a thing. But then we cannot even talk about L. 

(4b) No proposition refers to itself or to a series of propositions like the Infinite Liar. 

This might actually work—however, it is ad hoc. 

(4c) Every thing is ultimately defined in primitive terms. 

This also might work, but I see no reason to be so extreme. So I limit the Fourth Law to propositions only. But in 
any case, (4b) and (4c) might be backup plans if my Fourth Law doesn’t work (although I think it works fine).

 Steve Patterson, “How to Resolve the Liar’s Paradox”, Steve Patterson (YouTube, 2015), https://youtu.be/6

7zVTzedNpAw proposes a similar solution but has difficulty applying it to the Simple Untruth Paradox. See 
Patterson, “Ep. 83 - Logic, Contradictions, and the Liar Paradox | Dr. Graham Priest”, Steve Patterson (YouTube, 
2018), https://youtu.be/y9scNVLE7c4.

 Thanks to Tim McGrew and Parker Settecase for introducing me to the “non-proposition” solution, although it 7

wasn’t until over a year later that I discovered how to apply it to the Simple Untruth Paradox. As an alternative, one 
could keep the Fourth Law but simply say that propositions that look like they are referring to themselves are 
actually not—between the proposition and the reference there is a change of context so that the proposition is 
actually referring to a different proposition (which could be a different “version” of the same proposition, but in a 
different context). To me, this seems less likely than my alternative. For contextual approaches see Roberts Koons, 
Paradoxes of Belief and Strategic Rationality (Cambridge University Press, 2009) and Michael Glanzberg, “A 
Contextual-Hierarchical Approach to Truth and the Liar Paradox”, Journal of Philosophical Logic 33.1 (2004). Full 
disclosure: I have not read through either of these sources and so do not claim to accurately represent their views. I 
got through about a tenth of Glanzberg’s article before it became unreadable to me due to its technical nature.

 One might say the same thing about abstract propositions used for teaching logic, such as 〈p → q〉. But this seems 8

wrong, since the terms p and q are symbols representing propositions. At any point we should be able to substitute in 
real-world values for p and q. This is not the case for julimo and catarnic, since I specifically designed them to be 
nonsense words that do not represent anything.

 The same goes for Russell paradoxes generated by propositions like (G) 〈Every proposition that is not about itself 9

is not about itself〉. G cannot be about itself, since just from reading it, it is obvious that it is only about propositions 
that are not about themselves. But if G is not about itself, then it would be included in the propositions that it 
mentions—so G is about itself. Contradiction. 

This is solved if we say that a proposition can only refer to propositions from a lower level. So even though G looks 
like it is about just any proposition that is not about itself, it is actually only about lower-level propositions that are 
not about themselves. So G is not about itself, and the propositions it mentions are only lower-level propositions. I 
owe the multiple-levels solution to Joshua Rasmussen, How Reason Can Lead to God (IVP Academic, 2019).
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The Incompleteness Paradox 

1. The Self-Reference Dilemma 

In the previous essay, I concluded that 

(P) There are no propositions that refer to themselves. 

Now obviously, if there are propositions, but not one of them refers to itself, then every 
proposition is one that does not refer to itself. So P entails that 

(Q) Every proposition is one that does not refer to itself. 

Now since Q is a proposition, we must ask: does Q refer to itself ? If so, then we have a 
contradiction: there are no propositions that refer to themselves (as stated by P), but Q is a 
proposition that does refer to itself. But if Q does not refer to itself, then we have a contradiction: 
Q is about every proposition—that’s what it says, after all—but since it doesn’t refer to itself, 
then it is not about every proposition. 

2. The Hierarchy Solution 

Perhaps we can avoid the dilemma by using different levels of propositions, as I did in the 
previous essay. Suppose that propositions can only refer to propositions from lower levels. So 
despite appearances, Q does not refer to itself: when it uses the term “every proposition”, it is 
only referring to propositions from lower levels—i.e., propositions that were “already there” 
before Q was generated. In other words, there are a bunch of lower-level propositions that do not 
refer to themselves, and they automatically generate Q, since Q is simply a description of those 
lower-level propositions. So Q is not about every proposition, since it doesn’t refer to itself. But 
now a new proposition is generated: 

(R) Q does not refer to itself. 

The earlier question re-arises: does R refer to itself ? And this never ends: for any proposition X 
that doesn’t refer to itself, there is a higher-level proposition stating that X does not refer to itself. 

There seem to be two problems. The first is the unavoidable, infinite hierarchy of propositions 
that obtains even if we aren’t aware of it (assuming that truth is absolute!). One might object that 
the series is benign, just like the trivial series: 

(A) Cats are cool. 
(B) A is true. 
(C) B is true. 
etc. 
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But this seems wrong. First of all, it seems that the A, B, C, … series is a logical necessity on any 
view. Second of all, it seems that B, C, and following are just restatements of A. In other words, 
the proposition 〈It is true that cats are cool〉 is identical to the proposition 〈Cats are cool〉. So this 
benign “series” is simply a series of repetitions of the same proposition. 

By contrast, the series generated by Q and R is not a logical necessity on any view: if Q in fact 
refers to itself, then the infinite hierarchy is blocked, since Q already contains R. And if the series 
were to occur, it seems that it would not be simply repetitions of the same proposition. Consider 
two propositions from the series: 

(R) Q does not refer to itself.  
(S) R does not refer to itself. 

Obviously, R and S are not identical. And so the Q, R, S, … series is not benign in the way that 
the A, B, C, … series is.  
  
The second problem is what I call the Incompleteness Paradox: the inability to refer to all truths. 
Intuitively, it seems that we can refer to all truths. Take the Second Law of classical logic: 〈Every 
proposition is at least true or false〉. Surely the Second Law applies to all propositions! Surely 
there are no holes or gaps or stray propositions not covered by it! But if the Second Law does not 
refer to itself, then it doesn’t cover itself, and so there is a proposition that is not covered by it. 

In general, if we forbid self-reference, we cannot refer to all truths. We can only refer to lower-
level truths. No matter what we say, there will always be an infinite hierarchy of higher-level 
truths that we cannot cover. And so it seems that every proposition refers only to lower-level 
propositions. But… strictly speaking, we cannot even say that, since we aren’t allowed to talk 
about every proposition—we are only allowed to talk about lower-level propositions! 

Something is seriously wrong here. Either we have a contradiction—“Every proposition is only 
about lower-level propositions, but what I just said is about itself and so not only about lower-
level propositions”—or truth works in an extremely awkward and counterintuitive way. One 
might be tempted to allow for self-reference again, but then they run back into Curry’s Paradox. 
If one accepts self-reference in some cases to avoid the Incompleteness Paradox, one must deny 
it in other cases to avoid Curry’s Paradox and the other self-reference paradoxes. But this is ad 
hoc and special pleading. Is there a better solution? 

3. The Deflationary Solution 

I think that the best solution combines nominalism and deflationism. Nominalism is the view that 
propositions simply do not exist. If there are no propositions, then there is no infinite hierarchy of 
propositions. There are no propositions that are about each other or about anything else. So that 
avoids the first problem above. Deflationism is the view that when we talk about truth, we are 
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really just talking about how things are—we aren’t committing ourselves to truth as an existing 
substance or property. 

For me, the only things that exist are concrete, interacting objects or stuff, such as physical 
matter, energy, and people. For example, imagine a world where only a traditional God exists. In 
this world, it is true that 

(L) exactly one object exists, 
(M) there is a perfect being, and 
(N) there is a mental being. 

But it’s false that there are these propositions—L, M, and N—that exist in addition to God. No 
propositions can be generated in this world. So whether God thinks, “Exactly one object exists”, 
or “It’s true that exactly one object exists”, that doesn’t generate an additional proposition. God 
is just describing how things are. 

And of course, if we add in the physical universe, nothing relevant changes. No propositions are 
generated, and any talk about truth is simply talk about how things are. There doesn’t seem to be 
any way to generate the hierarchy or incompleteness problems if we don’t have any propositions 
to begin with. There is no such thing as “all truths” that we bewilderingly fail to refer to. Rather, 
there is the totality of existing things, and it is quite easy to refer to and describe that totality. 
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METAPHYSICS 
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Existence 

What is existence? Some people try to define existence in terms of supposedly more fundamental 
concepts, such as bearing properties or possessing powers. But it seems to me that the concept of 
existence is more fundamental than any other concept that might be used to define it. So it seems 
that existence is primitive. There are multiple ways to express the concept of existence—“an X 
exists”, “an X is real”, “X is in reality”, “there is an X”, “the number of Xs is more than zero”—
but these phrases all mean exactly the same thing, and none is more basic than any of the others. 

One might think that existence is an object, but that doesn’t seem right. I am a thing. Perhaps 
tables and chairs are objects. But existence itself doesn’t seem to fit into that category; existence 
is just a word used in reference to some objects that exist or every object that exists. 

One might think that existence is a property. For example, things can have the property of 
existing. But once again, existence doesn’t seem to fit into the category of ordinary properties 
like size, color, shape, and so on. Plus, if we call existence a property that things could have, that 
makes it at least conceptually possible that something might not have that property. But could 
there be things that don’t have the property of existence? Surely not, because that would mean 
there are things that don’t exist! Finally, it seems unnecessary to call existence a property. It 
seems simpler and more intuitive to say that some things exist (such as matter and energy) and 
some things do not exist (such as unicorns and dragons). 

It also seems that existence is univocal. When I use the word exist, I always mean the exact same 
thing every time, whether I am talking about a physical object existing, an immaterial soul 
existing, or an abstract number existing. It also seems that existence is bivalent: there are no 
degrees of existence. Something can’t “halfway” exist or have a certain “amount” of existence. 
Something can’t be “more real” than something else. There aren’t multiple “levels” of existence 
(whatever in the world that could mean). Either something exists, or it doesn’t. And of course, 
there are no “non-existent things”, since such thing would be self-contradictory. 
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Identity 

Numerical identity is the concept of an object’s being itself. Presumably, every object is the same 
object as itself. For example, the morning star and the evening star are numerically identical, 
since they are the same star (Venus). The person who typed this word and the person who typed 
this word are numerically identical, since they are the same person (me). This is different from 
exact similarity. Two things are exactly similar if and only if they bear all the same intrinsic 
properties, like two tomatoes that are the exact same color, size, shape, mass, and so on. But in 
that case, there are still two tomatoes. They are not the same object. They are not numerically 
identical even though they are exactly similar. 

Now, it seems that numerical identity (hereafter identity) is absolute. For every X and every Y, 
either they are numerically distinct (they are two different things), or they are numerically 
identical (they are the same thing, and so there is only one thing). Two things can’t be “sort of” 
the same thing. Similarly, two things can’t be the same N but not the same P. For example, you 
can’t have two things that are the same electron but not the same particle. If two things are 
different electrons, then they are different particles; if two things are the same electron, then they 
are the same particle. Every thing is identical in every way with only itself and is not identical in 
any way with any other thing. 

And so it seems that as a relation, identity has the following four features (here I use “=” to mean 
“is numerically identical with”) (note that the first is the classical law of identity):  1

• Reflexive:  for all A: A = A 
• Symmetric:  for all A and B: if A = B, then B = A 
• Transitive:  for all A, B, and C: if A = B, and B = C, then A = C 
• Euclidean:  for all A, B, and C: if A = C, and B = C, then A = B 

There seem to be four “scopes” or “extents” of identity: unity, persistence, retainment, and 
counterfactual identity.  Let’s examine each in turn. 2

1. Unity 

Unity is the concept that a thing keeps its identity even as it moves through space. The person 
who was in a particular location riding on their bike earlier today is the same person who is 
typing this word—they are both me, even though one was over there and the other is over here.  3

It seems obvious that a thing can move around and continue to be itself. One question is whether 
things can teleport: can a thing instantly move to another location without traversing the 
intervening space?  Or is spatial continuity required to maintain identity? There’s nothing 4

contradictory about teleportation, and it seems to me to be metaphysically possible (apart from 
additional constraints imposed by one’s particular metaphysical theory). 

77



Suppose there is a machine that, when you place an object into it, either teleports the object to 
Australia, or destroys the object and creates a new object in Australia, and it is a matter of 
random chance which action the machine performs. Suppose you put a cat into it. The cat 
disappears, and a cat appears in Australia. Is the new cat the same as the old cat? 

Three things seem quite clear to me. First, the answer is either Yes or No. Second, there is no 
way to observe which answer is correct. It must be inferred,  and so more skeptically minded 5

people might say that it is impossible in principle to know or be certain of the answer. Third, 
there is nothing that could provide an explanation for why the old cat and the new cat are 
identical (if they are) or why they aren’t (if they aren’t). This is because whether they are 
identical is as basic a metaphysical fact as anything else—the fact of their identity (or non-
identity) simply can’t have an explanation, since there is nothing even more basic that could 
provide one.  One might say that there is a causal explanation: the machine caused the cat to 6

teleport. But this just pushes the question back: Why and how did the machine do that? What 
made the machine teleport the cat rather than replace it? Plus, many intuitive necessary or 
sufficient conditions for identity don’t even seem to work: the two cats could be identical even if 
they looked different, and they could be non-identical even if they looked the same. 

Now, the exact same three consequences seem to apply to ordinary motion. A minute ago, some 
guy was reading my book on my bed. Now, some guy is typing this word. Are they the same 
guy? Was this actually motion, or merely replacement? Again: (1) the answer is either Yes or No; 
(2) the truth of either a positive or negative answer cannot be observed; the earlier guy could 
have been destroyed and replaced by a duplicate who had all the earlier guy’s memories; and (3) 
there can’t be an explanation as to why they are identical (if they are) or why they aren’t (if they 
aren’t). And so it’s conceivable to doubt that identity is real: maybe it is an illusion and nothing 
has identity. But the idea that identity is not real seems as false as it gets, if you believe that 
objects exist. If an object exists, then it is the same object as itself, and so you have identity. 

There also seem to be two overwhelming reasons to believe in ordinary motion: First, it is far 
simpler, less arbitrary, and more natural to suppose that what appears to be a continuously 
moving object actually is a continuously moving object, rather than a series of separate objects 
that are being created and destroyed. Second, it seems that no plausible metaphysical theory 
would allow for this sort of deceptive repetitive creation and destruction. On any version of 
traditional theism, God wouldn’t be so irrational as to destroy and replace every object at every 
instant instead of just letting objects move around. On any plausible version of atheism, particles 
simply don’t have the ability to suddenly pop into or out of existence with no explanation.  7

2. Persistence 

Persistence is the concept that a thing keeps its identity as time passes. The person who typed on 
this computer yesterday and the person who is typing this word are identical (they are both me), 
even though time has passed. Is it possible for an object to jump discontinuously to an earlier or 
later time (assuming that the nature of time doesn’t prohibit this)? Well, it seems that things are 
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just the same as in the spatial case: (A) time travel is not contradictory; (B) apart from 
metaphysical commitments, it’s not metaphysically impossible; (C) (1) it’s either true or false 
that a person who exits a time-travel machine is the person who enters it; (2) there’s no way to 
observe which answer is correct; (3) there can be no explanation either way; (D) the same applies 
to ordinary persistence through time; but (E) there are strong reasons to believe in persistence. 

3. Retainment 

Retainment is the concept that a thing keeps its identity even as it changes. A thing changes by 
gaining or losing properties, or (if it is made of parts) by gaining or losing parts. I don’t think any 
objects are made of parts, and so for now I won’t say anything about such objects other than to 
refer the reader to work that has already been done.  As for objects that are not made of parts, I 8

can’t see any problems with retainment apart from the problem of persistence outlined above. An 
object changes from green to red—it is still the same object. It is numerically identical with that 
earlier object, even though it is not exactly similar to that earlier object. 

One type of change that does seem impossible is changing into a different type of thing. It seems 
impossible for me to change into an electron; if I disappear and an electron appears in my place, 
then surely the electron is not me; it’s simply a different object. Of course, I don’t know if 
anyone could observe whether or not two objects are actually different types. 

4. Counterfactual Identity 

Counterfactual identity is the concept that if circumstances were different, some thing would be 
identical with some actual thing. 

4.1. Counterfactual Identity Given Divergence During Existence 

Suppose I had decided to eat two protein bars this morning, instead of merely the one that I 
actually ate. Would the person who would have eaten two protein bars have been me, or would 
they merely have been some more gluttonous “duplicate” or “alternate version” of me? It seems 
quite clear to me that they would have been me. There seems to be nothing about making 
alternate choices that even threatens identity. After all, I can presumably choose to eat one or two 
bars tomorrow, and in either case, it will be me who eats the bar(s), not a duplicate of me! The 
fact that I (presumably) have the power to choose from multiple options seems to entail the 
reality of counterfactual identity. 

4.2. Counterfactual Identity Given Unrelated Divergence Before Existence 

Suppose that, a split second before I came into existence (whether I am a physical object or a 
soul), some unrelated event had happened differently in the far reaches of space. For example, 
suppose that some random particle in the Andromeda Galaxy had zipped in a different direction 
than it actually did. Would I still have come into existence, or would some other physical object 
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or soul have come into existence in my place? Again, it seems quite clear that the answer is the 
former. Assuming that there wouldn’t have been some other indeterministic event that would 
have altered the causal chain leading to my existence, it seems that an unrelated event has no 
power to make a difference about the identity of the resulting physical object or soul. 

4.3. Counterfactual Identity Given Related Divergence Before Existence 

Suppose that the causal chain leading to my existence had been altered, but that some physical 
object or soul had still come into existence. Would that physical object or soul have been me, or 
not me? As van Inwagen points out, if you say No, then you’re saying that your identity is 
necessarily associated with an exact causal chain, which seems overly specific. But if you say 
Yes, then where do you draw the line? Could you have been born 10 years earlier or later? Could 
you have been caused to exist by some other zygote in some other female’s womb? This third 
question might tempt some to think that counterfactual identity is an illusion, or that there is no 
right answer to these questions, or that identity is vague and that a possible person can be 
“vaguely” or “partially” identical with you. 

It seems that the best approach is to lay down some basic, intuitive metaphysical laws. I’m open 
to revising these laws, but only if other laws end up becoming more intuitive or are deduced 
from more intuitive premises. For me, the three laws are: (1) there is always a correct Yes or No 
answer as to whether a given object would have been me (in other words, counterfactual identity 
is real, as seems obvious from my discussion of the first question of counterfactual identity 
above); (2) identity is precise; there is no vagueness whatsoever; and (3) identity is not random, 
or, if randomness is unavoidable, there is as little randomness about identity as possible. If these 
three laws are correct, then there are a few competing answers to the third question: 

Answer 1. If the arrangement of matter at the moment that I came into existence 
had been different in any way, I would not have come into existence. If a person 
would have come into existence, they would not have been me. My identity is 
necessarily tied to a specific arrangement of matter, but not a specific location, 
time, or causal chain. 

It seems we can eliminate this answer right away: It seems that the same specific arrangement of 
matter could occur twice at two different times or locations. But it’s impossible for there to be 
two of me. So my identity can’t be tied to merely a specific arrangement of matter. And the same 
goes if we add in only time or only space. So let’s add in both time and space: 

Answer 2. If the arrangement of matter at the moment that I came into existence, 
or the location or time of its arrangement, had been different in any way, I would 
not have come into existence. If a person would have come into existence, they 
would not have been me. My identity is necessarily tied to a specific arrangement 
of matter in a specific location at a specific time. 
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This seems to do the trick. It seems unnecessary to make it even more restrictive (say, by adding 
that the causal chain leading up to the arrangement of matter must be exactly the same). 

4.4. Counterfactual Identity of Objects Ex Nihilo 

What about objects that did not originate out of prior arrangements of matter? What if, say, God 
created certain objects ex nihilo? Suppose God created a certain particle at a certain location and 
time. Could God have created that same particle in a different location? 

Again, I feel the pull toward saying that there is “no particular answer” as to whether some 
possible particle that God might have created in a different location would have been the same 
particle as the one that God actually created. But it also seems true that counterfactual identity is 
real, in which case there must be a particular answer. 

There is something attractive about the idea that God has some control over identity. Perhaps 
God could have created a given particle in a different spot, or God could have saved it for later—
and it would have been the same particle, not just a duplicate. This wouldn’t require God to 
violate any of the three laws of identity. All God would need is an intention for a particle to be a 
certain one. Maybe God could have an identification system for possible particles (Possible 
Particle #1, Possible Particle #2, etc.) and could make assignments at will by declaration. But 
although this is attractive, I am just not sure that it works. It seems that identity is something that 
happens “automatically”, not something that it is even coherent for anyone to control. 

If God can’t determine identity, then it seems best to think that God could not have created any 
particle in a different location than the location God actually created it in. First, there would be 
nothing that connects, links, or associates that counterfactual particle with the actual one. They 
don’t share a causal history. They don’t share an origin point. There seems to be no reason to 
identify them with each other. It seems that reality would, by “default”, have it so that the 
counterfactual particle is simply a different particle. Second, if they could be the same, then 
again, where do we draw the line without being random? How far from the actual origin point is 
too far for counterfactual identity to hold? And what would determine whether any 
counterfactual particle is the same as any actual particle, if not a common origin point? Apart 
from some elaborate ordering system that one might construct, it seems that it would have to be 
unnecessarily random, which violates one of our above principles. 

And so unless God can determine identity, we are stuck with saying that a particle that comes 
into being ex nihilo is necessarily tied to a specific origin point; neither God nor the universe 
could have created it even a millimeter away from its actual origin point. This is a strange 
consequence, but it seems no worse than the alternatives. 
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4.5. Counterfactual Identity of Infinitely Old Objects 

What about objects that are infinitely old? Imagine a particle that has been zooming its way 
through the universe since eternity past. Could this particle have taken an infinite path that was 
entirely different from the path it actually took? Well, unless God can make it so, it seems the 
answer will again be No. An infinitely old particle could have diverged at any moment a finite 
duration ago, but the entire infinite path could not have been different. 

 Thanks to William Lane Craig for alerting me to the concept of Euclidean relations.1

 I owe the ideas and discussion on unity, persistence, and counterfactual identity heavily to Peter van Inwagen, 2

Material Beings (Cornell University Press, 1990), 167. Retainment is my own term.

 I am assuming for the sake of ease that I am located in space. I’m not sure whether this is actually true. 3

 Here, as van Inwagen points out, the question is not whether something can “appear” to teleport by moving 4

continuously into another slice of a fourth (or higher) spatial dimension and then returning to the present slice. The 
question is whether something can move from one location to another without following any sort of continuous path 
through any spatial dimension.

 Unless it is possible for there to be an omniscient being who could “directly” know the truth of the matter. I’m not 5

sure about this.

 According to Andrew Moon, this idea is from Trenton Merricks.6

 I am setting aside even more bizarre and arbitrary positions such as saying that there is an explanation for the 7

constant creation and destruction, or that every object in existence is constantly instantaneously teleporting around 
to various locations in a way that gives the illusion of ordinary motion. (And note how this latter case assumes 
identity over teleportation.)

 See van Inwagen, Material Beings, and Trenton Merricks, Objects and Persons (Clarendon Press, 2003). 8
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Influence 

1. Definition of Influence 

It seems about as obvious as anything that certain things influence other things.  Things don’t 1

just happen in succession and that’s all there is to it. There seem to be connections of influence 
between things. (The technical term for influence is explanatory priority.) It seems that influence 
is one of those concepts that is primitive: it is impossible, or at least useless, to define it using 
more basic terms. Any other term we could come up with would be either just as basic or less 
basic. Therefore, I can only characterize it using some examples. These examples will help the 
reader get a feel for influence as well as the terms (in italics) used to express it: 

• The wind influenced the forest fire by making it spread. 
• The ice on the road affected the drivers by making them more careful. 
• I made the top spin by flicking it. 
• The rock caused the window to shatter. 
• The city crumbled because it got attacked. 
• She was involved in the birthday surprise. 
• God explains the universe by creating or producing it.  
• He played a role in freeing the slaves. 
• My mistake contributed to the deadly explosion. 
• The barometer was sensitive to the weather changes. 
• I was partially responsible for the house flood because I did a crap job building the house. 
• President Biden’s victory depended on the voters. 
• The atoms within my skull ground the shape of my brain. 
• The blueprint was the basis for the house. 

2. Formal Features of Influence 

2.1. Basic Logical Features 

Influence is a relation that is binary and external. It is a relation because it relates, connects, 
links, or associates objects to each other. It is binary because it holds between two objects. It is 
external because it doesn’t obtain within the objects in question. If A influences B, that relation 
of influence doesn’t obtain internally within A or B; it externally connects A and B together. 

Of course, the stuff of reality does not seem to be connected in merely a very long, linear chain 
of influence. The stuff of reality seems to be connected in a vast, complex network of many 
chains that often branch and combine. And so there can be sole influences (God is the sole cause 
of the universe), joint influences (each of my parents influenced my existence and neither was 
the only influence on my existence), and common influences (I shattered three windows and so 
am a common influence to all three of them). But it seems impossible that there could be a 
multigrade influence that doesn’t reduce to a bunch of binary influences. For example, it seems 

83



impossible that multiple things could collectively influence A without any one of those things 
individually influencing A. 

Just going by the truth tables, if A influences B, then A is both a necessary and sufficient 
condition for B, for the simple reason that both of them exist or have existed. Some philosophers 
might describe influence solely in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions, but that doesn’t 
seem right to me; surely there is more going on here; influence contains a sense of priority that is 
not captured by mere logical conditions. 

It seems fairly clear that influence has the following four features: 

1. Irreflexive: Nothing influences itself in the same state; my existence in general doesn’t 
explain my existence in general. My existence at T1 might explain my existence at T2, but 
those aren’t the same thing in the same state. 

2. Asymmetric: Influence goes only one way; it doesn’t run in both directions. If a pinprick at 
T1 makes me hurt at T2, my hurting at T2 does not in any way influence the pinprick at T1. 

3. Transitive: If A influences B, and B influences C, then A influences C. If I influence a rock 
by throwing it, and the rock influences a window by shattering it, then I have influenced the 
window (albeit indirectly). We thus have a chain of influence, where I am earlier along the 
chain than the shattering is. 

4. Non-Euclidean: If A influences C, and B influences C, then in some cases, A influences B, 
whereas in other cases, A does not influence B. For an example of the former, my dad’s dad 
(Julian) and my dad (Tim) each influenced whether or not I existed in the sense that each of 
them is one of my ancestors; and Julian influenced whether Tim existed. For an example of 
the latter, my mom (Alison) and Tim each influenced whether or not I existed, but Alison did 
not influence whether or not Tim existed; Tim began to exist earlier than Alison, and I don’t 
think influence can travel backward in time. 

2.2. Modal Features of Influence 

An influence can be deterministic, allowing for only one possible outcome (e.g., God determined 
that Pangaea would split apart) or indeterministic, allowing for multiple outcomes (e.g., the 
conditions of an atom allow for it to either decay or not decay). Because of this, influence can be 
either a contingent or a necessary connection. Presumably, my parents contingently influence 
me, since they could have refrained from even bringing me into existence. So if A contingently 
influences B, then it is possible to have A without B. On the other hand, imagine a perfect boom 
box that follows this rule: Necessarily, if you press the On button, the boom box drops a sick beat 
because you pressed the On button. In this case, the button-press necessarily influences the beat-
drop, since the button-press determines the beat-drop. So if A necessarily influences B, then it 
not possible to have A without B.  2
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Now, even though I think that influence is either necessary or contingent, I do not think that the 
concept of influence requires any modal concepts. It seems that “A happened because of B” can 
be true even if modal concepts do not apply to the world.  3

2.3. Types of Influence at the Fundamental Level 

Now if, as I tentatively believe, composite objects do not exist, influence obtains only between 
simple objects such as physical elementary particles, non-physical souls, and mental objects. 
With this in mind, there seem to be only four types of influence: 

• Creation: some object or plurality is created out of nothing such that it begins to exist. 
• Destruction: some object or plurality is destroyed such that it no longer exists. 
• Movement: some object or plurality is moved to a different spatial location. 
• Change: some object or plurality is changed so that it has different properties. 

Of course, it is nigh impossible to describe anything interesting in these terms without taking up 
way too much space to be practical, and so I am fine with speaking about influence between 
macroscopic objects, as long as we keep in mind that we are simplifying and idealizing. 

2.4. Epistemic Considerations about Influence 

As an epistemic point, it’s important to note that influence is inferred rather than directly 
observed. As the old saying goes, “Correlation doesn’t imply causation”. We don’t directly 
observe that A influences B; we simply observe A and B and infer that A influences B. We 
impose influence on the world. 

Is this imposition accurate? I see two main considerations in its favor. First, influence is 
overwhelmingly, in every case of our experience, confirmed. Everything in our experience looks 
like it either influenced something or was influenced by something. And there is zero evidence 
that absolutely everything in reality is unconnected to anything else. Second, surely our 
experiences had to come from somewhere—they couldn’t have just popped into our minds 
uncaused. But if they came from somewhere, then they were influenced by something. 

2. Explanation 

Influence is as far as I posit, but it’s often useful to add more specific concepts such as 
explanation, causation, and grounding. Explanation is a way of talking about how things exist, 
happen, or are the way they are because of other things. If A happens because of B, then B 
explains A. If A exists because of B, then B explains A. And so on. 

One might think that necessarily, if A influences B, then A also explains B. But this doesn’t seem 
right, at least for certain macroscopic events. Suppose a city is attacked, but the citizens fend off 
the attack, and so the city ends up safe. Now, the attack is earlier along the chain of influence 
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than the city’s being safe: the attack kicked off a series of connected events that resulted in the 
city’s being safe. But it seems wrong to say that the city is safe because it got attacked.  So 4

explanation involves influence, but influence doesn’t always involve explanation. And it also 
looks here that explanation is not transitive, at least when some idealized macrostates like “the 
city is safe” are involved. I think such a state is gerrymandered, in any case. 

3. Causation 

The nature of causation—a central topic in metaphysics —involves three groups of questions: 5

1. What is causation? Is it just a primitive connection between two objects? Is it an illusion? 
Does it reduce to particles moving around and bumping into each other? 

2. What are the objects involved in causation? Are they events? Particles? States? Agents? 
Can causes be composite objects? Can causes be non-physical or non-temporal? 

3. What is the extent of causation? Is it across time, or simultaneous? Can it be timeless? 
Can it go back in time? Can it go in a circle? Can it extend through space? Can something 
directly cause something else, or are there always intermediate causes? 

On my view, causation and grounding are two exclusive and exhaustive types of influence. Every 
instance of influence is an instance of either causation or grounding, but not both. So I define 
causation as influence across multiple moments. (Usually this means across multiple temporal 
moments, but I leave open the possibility of something within a timeless moment causing 
something within a temporal moment. ) If I throw a rock and it shatters a window, then my 6

throwing influences the shattering; and since my throwing and the shattering are at different 
moments, then my throwing causes the shattering. One might say that causation must be 
explanation—mere influence is not enough for causation. That is fine. At this point it is just a 
matter of definitions for me. 

4. Grounding 

I define grounding as influence within a single moment. P grounds Q by being the simultaneous 
metaphysical basis for Q. (Unless P and Q are both timeless, in which case it’s not 
simultaneous.) For example, perhaps there are a bunch of atoms in a certain arrangement, and 
those atoms compose my body. In that case, those atoms ground my body. Or, perhaps 
consciousness supervenes on a bunch of atoms if they are arranged like a brain. In that case, 
those atoms ground the consciousness. Or perhaps the fact that a sheet of cloth has some color 
grounds the fact that it is red. Or perhaps the fact that I am an American citizen grounds the fact 
that I am an eligible voter.  7

 I owe the idea of influence, as well as the network idea, to Nevin Climenhaga and Daniel Rubio, “Molinism: 1

Explaining our Freedom Away”, Mind 131.522 (2022): 459-485.

 Here I disagree with Graham Oppy, in Graham Oppy and Kenneth Pearce, “Is There a God?” (Routledge, 2021), 2

104, who says that “if P depends on Q, then it is possible to have Q without P” (variables capitalized by me).
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 Here I think disagree with Kane Baker. I believe he takes influence to be inherently modal.3

 Perhaps on some level—maybe the atomic level—explanation and influence reduce to the same thing.4

 J. Dmitri Gallow, “The Metaphysics of Causation”, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2022), https://5

plato.stanford.edu/entries/causation-metaphysics/.

 See Bandy, “Time”.6

 Some of these examples are from Graham Oppy, in Graham Oppy and Kenneth Pearce, “Is There a God?” 7

(Routledge, 2021), 113-115. I do not think there is any such thing as grounding. See Bandy, “Concrete Objects”.
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Modality 

1. Modality 

Modality is about what is possible and what is necessary. It seems to me quite plausible (though 
not certain) that the future could go one of several ways, and that things could have turned out 
differently than they actually did. I could have ended up not writing this essay. My parents could 
have ended up not meeting. By the same token, perhaps certain things had to turn out a certain 
way. If God exists, then God must keep on existing—it is impossible for God to stop existing. 

Just like explanation and causation, we do not observe modality. We see many similar situations 
and mentally impose modality on them. For example, I have flipped a lot of coins. Sometimes 
the coin lands heads, and sometimes it lands tails. Upon observing these outcomes, one might 
think that a future coin flip could land either heads or tails—that both options are genuine 
possibilities. Whether they actually are genuine possibilities is hard to say for sure. Maybe the 
outcome of every flip is determined by prior conditions, and so the appearance of possibility is 
an illusion. Or one might be a modal anti-realist and say that modal language doesn’t accurately 
describe the world at all—it is false that anything could go a certain way, and it is false that 
anything had to go a certain way; things just are how they are.  As I stated above, it seems that 1

modal language does accurately describe the world, and so hereafter I will assume that. 

There are different scopes of modality: 

• Physical modality: to be possible is to follow physical laws (e.g., nothing travels faster than 
light). 

• Metaphysical modality: to be possible is to follow metaphysical laws (e.g., nothing pops into 
existence uncaused with no explanation). 

• Logical modality: to be possible is to follow logical and mathematical laws (e.g., 1 + 1 = 2;   
p ⊢ p ∨ q). 

• Epistemic modality: to be possible is to be compatible with the relevant epistemic constraints 
(e.g., “I haven’t looked under the bed, so it’s possible that my keys are under there”).  2

It seems that out of these four scopes, metaphysical modality is the one that captures how things 
truly could be or could have been. After all, maybe physical laws could have been different, in 
which case the current physical laws capture only some of the possible ways that things could be. 
And if physical laws couldn’t have been different, then it seems they are just identical with 
metaphysical laws. On the other hand, surely logical modality allows for some things that are not 
possible. For example, suppose it turns out that it’s impossible for God not to exist. In that case, 
the non-existence of God, though consistent with logical and mathematical laws (i.e., it doesn’t 
involve a contradiction), is simply not possible. 

Some people use modal terms without specifying which scope they are employing. In this 
document, I want to always be clear which scope I am employing. Given the previous paragraph, 
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metaphysical modality is my default scope, and so whenever I use words such as possible and 
necessary, I am employing metaphysical modality (unless it is obvious from the context that I 
mean something commonplace such like “required” or “needed”). I will never use the term 
“logical necessity” or “logical possibility”, since it is simpler and clearer to speak in terms of the 
logical laws in question—for example, I will say things like, “This breaks the law of disjunctive 
syllogism”, or “This involves a contradiction”. Finally, whenever I use terms like “probable”, 
“improbable”, and “unlikely”, I will always be employing epistemic notions. 

2. Basic Modal Terms and Inferences 

Letting “≔” mean “is defined as”: 

x is possible ≔ x could be true (this is consistent with x’s being either true or false) 
x is necessary ≔ x must be true (x cannot be false; this implies that x is true) 
x is impossible ≔ x must be false (x cannot be true; this implies that x is false) 
x is contingently true ≔ x is true but not necessarily true (x could have been false instead) 

These definitions are in terms of propositions, but they could be cached in terms of objects, 
events, situations, and so on. For example, if it’s contingently true that I exist, then I am a 
contingent object. If it is necessary that God acts perfectly, then God’s acting perfectly is a 
necessary event. When talking about possibility, we need to be precise: Saying “x is a possible 
object” doesn’t mean that x exists and has the property of being possible. Rather, it means that 
there could be an x. 

3. Possible Worlds 

Philosophers often talk about modality in terms of possible worlds, where a possible world is a 
description of how reality could be or could have been. For example, saying, “There’s a possible 
world in which I was born in Russia” is simply a way of saying that I could have been born in 
Russia. It doesn’t mean that there is an actual world out there that contains a clone of me who 
was born in Russia.  3

4. Laws versus Powers 

So why could things have turned out differently? What about reality allows for these different 
possibilities? Perhaps there are laws that provide these possibilities. Perhaps it is a law that when 
a uranium atom is placed in a certain environment, there is a 50% chance that it will decay after 
one second. Or perhaps objects (including agents) have inherent powers that open up these 
possibilities. Perhaps it is a power of a uranium atom to either decay or not decay. It seems 
implausible that mere abstract laws constrain how reality could play out. Rather, it seems best to 
say that laws are merely descriptions of how reality could play out given the powers of things. 

89



5. Freedom 

There are many definitions of freedom. Some say that for an agent’s action to be free is for it to 
originate with that agent. Some say that for an agent’s action to be free is for it to be intentional 
and reasoned. I feel that these definitions are incomplete and thus unhelpful. It seems to me that 
the very word free implies the ability to do otherwise. So for the purposes of this document, I 
will only use the word free to describe an agent’s choice that is both intentional and could have 
been resisted—when free, an agent can choose among multiple options. 

I define the word can in terms of powers: an agent can perform an action just in case it is within 
the powers of that agent to perform that action. And in general, an object can bring about a result 
just in case it is within the powers of that object to bring about that result. If an object can bring 
about a result, then such a result is feasible for that object. 

Some things are feasible and other things are not. It seems feasible for me to eat either seven or 
eight carrots this afternoon. It seems infeasible for me to be on the moon in the next ten seconds. 
There also seem to be outcomes that may appear possible but in fact are not. For example, 
perhaps someone offers to whip me and all of my loved ones until our skin is shredded off. 
Although it may appear physically possible for me to accept that offer, I feel that there is no 
possible situation in which I would accept that offer. But that means there is no possibility that I 
would ever accept that offer, which simply means that I can’t accept that offer. So my declining 
that offer would not be a free choice, since I can’t resist declining the offer. 

One might say that freedom doesn’t require multiple options. Suppose you give me a choice 
between vanilla and chocolate. However, you have chipped my brain: if I reach for vanilla, the 
chip does nothing, but if I reach for chocolate, the chip hijacks my brain and forces me to grab 
vanilla.  One might say that if I decide to choose vanilla, that choice is free (since the chip did 4

nothing), even though I couldn’t have chosen chocolate and so didn’t have multiple options. 

But this seems wrong. In that situation, I could have made the initial mental decision to start 
reaching for chocolate. So I did have multiple options. Of course, if the chip blocked my ability 
to even take that first mental step, then I wouldn’t be free.  5

Free actions can be performed for reasons, as long as those reasons aren’t entailing. If I choose 
chocolate because I like chocolate, but I still could have chosen vanilla, then I am free. But if my 
love for chocolate overwhelms me and makes it impossible to resist, then I am not free. 

6. Determination 

The word determine has been defined in multiple ways. A standard definition, provided by David 
Lewis, is that an event is determined when L (the laws of nature) and H (the history of the world 
up until that event) together entail that event.  I am not fond of this definition because it allows—6

at least conceptually—for an agent to be both determined completely by external factors and 
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free, which to me is the sort of thing that should be impossible by definition.  I feel that being 7

determined by external factors should preclude freedom by definition. 

I think the most useful definition is my own: X determines event Y just in case either (1) X 
directly produces Y, or (2) X influences Y, and X alone entails Y, and the situation that produces 
Y is inherently unable to produce anything other than Y. If a person makes a choice, then they 
determine that choice because they directly produce it. If God creates a robot and forces it to 
move some bricks, then God determines that robot’s action because God’s choice entails and is 
explanatorily prior to the robot’s action, and the robot was unable to do anything other than move 
the bricks.  By contrast, if God allows a person to choose from multiple options, then that 8

person’s choice is not directly produced by God, and the person is able to choose differently than 
whatever they end up choosing. So even if God determines the conditions of a person’s choice, 
God does not have to determine the person’s choice itself. Therefore, if a person’s act is free, then 
it is (by definition) not externally determined; and if a person’s act is externally determined, then 
it is (by definition) not free. 

The determiner might not be an agent; it might be something inanimate. For example, perhaps 
my choice to write this essay was determined by how fast the universe expanded during the big 
bang. If the universe had expanded differently, perhaps I would have grown up as an illiterate 
member of a tribe. However, I am not able to produce that result, and I was never able to produce 
that result—in other words, it was never feasible for me to be an illiterate member of a tribe. 

7. Determinism and Indeterminism 

I define determinism as the view that every event in the universe is determined by the initial state 
of the universe or by something other than the universe (such as God). That means the universe 
contains no chancy events—there are no free choices or random outcomes. Objects in the 
universe do not possess the inherent powers to realize multiple possibilities. Every state of the 
universe can inherently produce only one possible outcome. If there are multiple possibilities for 
how things could play out, those possibilities are (or were) accessible only to the initial state of 
the universe, or to God. 

And so indeterminism is the view that determinism is false. There are chancy events such as free 
choices or random outcomes that are realized by agents or other objects within the universe. 

8. Fixity 

When a loved one dies, there is the intuition that their death is set in stone—there’s nothing we 
can do in the present that would imply that they never died. Their death might not have been 
necessary—perhaps it could have been avoided if we had acted sooner. But now that it has 
happened, the possibility of avoiding it is closed off. Even if God can resurrect them, it still 
seems that the past event of their death is completely out of anyone’s control in any sense. 
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The term for this is fixity: an event is fixed just in case there is nothing that can be done in the 
present that would imply that the event didn’t happen. It seems commonsensical to think that the 
past is fixed: there is nothing anyone can do “that would require the past to have unfolded 
differently than it actually did”.  By contrast, it seems commonsensical to think that the future is 9

non-fixed: we do have control over what happens in the future; it is at least partially up to us how 
things play out. 

 One might object that modal anti-realism breaks the laws of modal logic, which state that anything that isn’t 1

necessarily true is possibly false (~□p ↔ ◇~p). But of course, the modal anti-realist does not accept those laws.

 This definition is from Brandon Carey, “Epistemic Modality”, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, https://2

iep.utm.edu/ep-moda/. Of course, what is epistemically possible depends on the person. For example, it is 
epistemically possible to me that humanity goes extinct—given my uncertainty about things, this might be what 
happens. But for some conservative Christians, that is not an epistemically possible view, since they are certain that 
God will prevent humans from going extinct.

 For further reading on modality in general, see Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (Clarendon Press, 1979).3

 Cases like these are called Frankfurt-style cases, first introduced by philosopher Harry Frankfurt in the 1960s.4

 Thanks to Philip Swenson for this response.5

 David Lewis, “Are We Free to Break the Laws?”, Theoria 47 (1981): 113-21.6

 For example, a Molinist might think that the history of the world includes God’s placement of a person in a certain 7

situation, while knowing exactly what that person would freely do in that situation. This history entails that the 
person will make a certain choice, but the Molinist still thinks that they are free. See Bandy, “Critiquing Molinism”.

 Although it is possible that the robot refrains from moving the bricks, the robot itself is unable to realize that 8

possibility; God could realize that possibility by forcing the robot to do something else.

 Wesley Holliday, “Freedom and the Fixity of the Past”, Philosophical Review 121.2 (2012): 179-207.9
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Souls 

A concrete object is an object that participates in causal or explanatory relations with other 
objects. I divide concrete objects into four categories: (1) Ordinary objects: observable physical 
objects such as tables, chairs, and organisms. (2) Unobservables: unobservable physical objects 
such as electrons, quarks, and black holes. (3) Souls: simple, non-physical objects that are 
capable of having inner awareness—i.e., phenomenal consciousness.  (4) Mental objects: directly 
experienced objects such as thoughts, beliefs, emotions, images, and other sensations. I discuss 
(3) and (4) in this essay, and (1) and (2) in the following essay. 

1. Arguments for Souls 

1. Personal Beings. It seems that there are personal beings who exist and persist through time—
e.g., myself and everyone I know. If souls exist, then we can identify souls with those personal 
beings, and there is no mystery. But if souls do not exist, then there is no place for personal 
beings who exist and persist through time. We cannot identify these beings with physical 
organisms or brains, since there are no organisms or brains. So it seems that without souls, 
personal beings do not exist. 

I am not very persuaded by this argument, since it doesn’t seem implausible that personhood is 
simply an illusion: that our sense of self and identity is merely the result of many different 
phenomena—sensations, thoughts, emotions—all coming together in a certain way. In the same 
way that what appears to be a single table is in fact millions of physical particles (or something 
else entirely), it seems possible that what appears to be a single mind is in fact millions of 
different mental phenomena.  So yes, to put this in ordinary English, I doubt that I exist. 1

2. The Hard Problem of Consciousness. It seems implausible that rearrangements of non-
conscious bits of matter could produce first-person consciousness. Does consciousness just 
emerge once certain particles end up in a certain configuration or move in a certain pattern? This 
seems bizarre. 

One might object that emergence like this happens all the time—properties like heat and liquidity 
emerge from mere configurations of matter. But as far as I can tell, we can account for heat and 
liquidity in terms of underlying physical processes and the characteristics of the smaller 
components. First-person consciousness, on the other hand, seems like a completely different 
category that cannot be accounted for in terms of underlying physical processes. Plus, heat and 
liquidity, understood as experiential concepts, are themselves parasitic on consciousness. 

One might ask: how can a soul be conscious? If I respond, “It just can; that’s one of its inherent 
powers”, then the physicalist could say, “Physical matter just can become conscious; that’s one 
of its inherent powers”. This might work, but it seems like consciousness is just not an inherent 
power of physical matter. Suppose that the substrate is a plurality of fundamental particles: 
twelve types of fermions and five types of bosons.  The properties of these particles are things 2
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like radius, mass, charge, spin, and so on. These are all “third-person” properties: mundane, 
numerical values that multiple people can discover by observation and testing. To me, saying that 
these properties could somehow eventually “add up” to a internal sense of conscious awareness 
is somewhat like saying that if you keep adding more and more bricks together, they will 
eventually form a gigantic, living orange. It seems to be a category error or a construction error.  3

3. Mental Objects. When I look around at the external world, I don’t see it directly. What I see 
directly is a visual image caused by chemical processes in my brain. But what is this image? It 
can’t be anything physical; it’s not like there’s a physical image of the world somewhere inside 
my brain, like a miniature TV in there. But if it’s not physical, then it seems implausible to say 
that mere physical matter can generate non-physical visual images, experienced in a first-person 
way. On the other hand, a soul can easily do this if we stipulate that it has such powers. 

4. Near-Death Experiences. In NDEs,  people report leaving their bodies, floating around, 4

looking down at their bodies, leaving earth and meeting God, and sometimes even having 
information that they could not have gained if they had stayed in their bodies. I think this gives 
us strong evidence that consciousness, though perhaps hosted by the brain under ordinary 
circumstances,  does not require the brain. But I think that consciousness requires something, and 5

so that leads me to posit an additional object that is inherently capable of consciousness. 

2. Arguments against Souls 

1. The Interaction Problem. How is the soul supposed to interact with the brain? The brain is 
physical, but the soul is non-physical. How is that interaction supposed to work? One might take 
this problem as evidence against souls. However, I do not. I don’t see anything wrong in the 
slightest with saying that the soul just interacts directly with the physical substrate. After all, 
that’s what we say about physical objects interacting with other physical objects.  

2. Conservation of Energy. One might object that souls violate conservation of energy, since 
when a soul interacts with a brain, it inputs new energy into the universe. But I find this 
objection very weak. First of all, perhaps the soul interacts with the brain by merely collapsing 
certain quantum indeterminacies in the brain, and thus actualizes possibilities that could have 
happened anyway. This requires no addition of new energy. Second of all, even if the soul adds 
new energy to the universe, so what? We can just say that energy is conserved only under certain 
conditions—i.e., when there are no intervening factors such as souls.  6

3. Complexity. In my view, the strongest argument against souls is that they add unnecessary 
complexity and perhaps arbitrarity to the world, in six ways. First, they inflate our ontology 
enormously; instead of having a physical world (which is already complicated enough!), adding 
souls means adding trillions, perhaps quadrillions, of items to our ontology—not to mention a 
brand new category of object (non-physical). Second, we have to specify the properties of these 
souls. Can they perform all the same tasks that brains do? Do they store memories? Do they lose 
or gain certain functions when the host brain dies? Are they located or extended through space? 
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Third, we have to posit that many of these souls are “hooked up” to certain physical collections
—i.e., brains—and interact with them in very specific ways. Fourth, we have to specify when 
souls come into existence. Is it when a brain reaches a certain level of complexity? What causes 
the soul to come into existence? As a theist, I think the best way to go is to say that God has set 
up a metaphysical law for this to happen, but this only worsens the complexity problem. 

Fifth, we have to specify what types of brains have souls. Do all animals and insects have souls? 
What about worms? What about sea squirts? Sixth, we have to specify whether and why souls go 
out of existence. When an organism dies, does the soul just continue on forever in some aether? 
When a sea squirt tadpole attaches to the sea floor and then digests its own primitive brain, what 
happens to its soul? Will there eventually be a trillion sea squirt tadpole souls? Can souls get 
reconnected to brains? Can a soul be transplanted to a new brain? If God destroys my soul and 
then instantly hooks up a new one to my brain, would the new soul know about it, or would it 
think that it had been hooked up to that brain all along? 

All six of these problems would be instantly solved if we cut out souls and simply say that 
consciousness emerges from (or is identical to) physical processes. That would give us a nice, 
clean picture of the evolution of biological life. For all the problems that are resolved by positing 
souls, it seems they might be outweighed by all the problems that are created by positing souls.  

However, I find the positive arguments slightly more persuasive, so I tentatively accept souls. As 
for the questions above, I would say: given NDEs, disembodied souls can perform all the tasks 
that brains can, including storing memories. Any creature with a conscious experience has a soul, 
which begins to exist at the moment that the creature’s brain becomes complex enough to host 
consciousness. Souls never die, and can in principle be detached and attached to any physical 
system that can host consciousness. Souls are not extended in space, but perhaps they are located  
in space, perhaps at an arbitrary point within the brain. I could go either way on this last issue. 

3. Mental Objects 

Suppose that some photons hit a tomato, then bounce off and hit my retina, and the retina kicks 
off a chemical process that results in my seeing an image of a tomato. Does this visual image 
exist? Similarly, when I think about something, does that thought exist? 

Suppose the answer is Yes. This raises questions. If I open my eyes and perceive a tomato, does a 
mental image of a tomato get created? Is there now one more object in reality than before? Is 
there a single object for my entire visual field, or is it divided into discrete parts? Is there one 
object for my entire sensory experience, or is there a different object for each sense (one for my 
visual field, another for my auditory field, another for my olfactory field, etc.)? 

Suppose the answer is No. In that case, the brain (and/or the soul) is just behaving in certain 
ways, and end up “experiencing” in certain ways, but it’s not like new objects called 
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“experiences” get added to reality. It is analogous to how if I stand in my room and jump, that 
doesn’t create a new object called a “jump”; instead, I just jumped, and that’s that.  

Although I rejected mental objects for almost two years, I now tentatively accept them. The 
reason is that if there are no mental objects, I find it very difficult to account for what is going on 
in everyday experience. When I have a visual image of a tomato, what is that image? If it neither 
exists nor reduces to anything that exists, then how could I be experiencing it? On the other 
hand, if mental objects do exist, then the question is easily answered: I, as a soul, am directly 
interacting with mental objects which I create and destroy. This is how a soul experiences the 
world: by creating and interacting with mental objects. 

So what are mental objects, then? After all, if they have parts, then they don’t exist, given my 
reasoning about ordinary objects above. My guess is that just as there is a physical substrate at 
the foundation of the physical world, there is a mental substrate for each person, out of which 
each person constructs their entire psychological experience. The mental substrate is a plurality 
of mental objects—thoughts, beliefs, desires, emotions, colors, sounds, tastes, smells, feelings, 
sensations, intuitions, experiences, and so on. 

 This idea is partially inspired by Kane Baker.1

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elementary_particle2

 Thanks to Joshua Rasmussen and Cameron Bertuzzi for this type of point. For further reading, see Joshua 3

Rasmussen, Who Are You, Really?: A Philosopher's Inquiry into the Nature and Origin of Persons (IVP Academic: 
2023). Rasmussen’s appearance on the Parker’s Pensees podcast provides an excellent starting point.

 Titus Rivas et al., The Self Does Not Die: Verified Paranormal Phenomena from Near-Death Experiences 4

(International Association for Near-Death Studies, 2016).

 I owe the concept of “hosting consciousness” to Kenneth Boyce. 5

 Thanks to William Lane Craig for this idea. 6

96



Physical Objects 

1. Ordinary Objects 

There are many reasons to think that ordinary objects do not exist. First, none of them have clear 
boundaries. If we were to zoom in on a table, we would see that there is no clear boundary 
between the table and its surroundings. It’s not like ordinary eyesight is the correct way of seeing 
things. Suppose that my eyesight started improving rapidly, until it got so accurate that I could 
see every individual quark. In this case, I would no longer see tables or chairs; I would see a 
chaotic mess of quarks. This, it seems to me, is a more accurate way of seeing the world, even 
though it is useless for normal living. But once we are aware of fundamental particles, it would 
be silly to say that one atom is part of a table but the atom next to it is not part of the table. And it 
doesn’t seem like something truly exists if it doesn’t have a precise composition and boundary.  1

Second, there are a trillion different collections of atoms that are equally good candidates for 
being (or composing) the table. If you assert that some specific collection is the table, then I can 
add or remove one atom from the edge of your collection, and the new collection is an equally 
good candidate for the table. If we say that only one candidate is a table and none of the others is, 
then that’s completely arbitrary. If we say that every candidate is a different table, then we have 
trillions of different tables, which is obviously not right. So the only non-arbitrary and non-
insane answer is to say that none of the collections is (or composes) a table. 

Third, ordinary objects are constantly changing. A table is constantly gaining and losing 
particles. At what point does it cease to exist (and a new table takes its place)? Any answer other 
than “instantly” or “never” is arbitrary. But if it instantly ceases to exist, then there are trillions of 
new tables being created and destroyed every second. That’s obviously not right. And if it never 
ceases to exist, then it doesn’t cease to exist even if it gets blown to smithereens by a grenade.  2

That’s also obviously not right. So it seems like the right view is that there are never any tables.  

Fourth, positing ordinary objects leads to over-counting. Suppose I have a trillion particles 
arranged in the shape of a chair. If I also say that a chair exists, then that means there are a 
trillion and one total objects: the trillion particles, and then the chair. But surely there are not a 
trillion and one total objects. That way of counting is redundant—we shouldn’t count the chair, 
since in counting all the particles, we’ve already covered everything there is to cover. Surely the 
only objects that are there are the particles. In that case, there is no chair. We just mentally 
impose the concept of a chair onto reality. 

Fifth, positing ordinary objects leads to overdetermination. When it appears that a fire is burning 
some wood, we know there is an underlying physical process, perhaps some atomic process 
whereby particles are moving around in certain ways. That underlying process accounts for 
everything there is to know about what’s going on, so we shouldn’t add a second process 
whereby there is literally a fire burning some wood. The underlying process already takes care of 
everything that’s happening. Adding the second process is overdetermination. 
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Sixth, certain ordinary objects violate clear metaphysical principles. Here is a clear metaphysical 
principle: you cannot make some object X cease to exist if you don’t do anything that affects X 
intrinsically; that is, if the only actions you take affect things that are not X. But now consider 
this: An island is defined as “a piece of land surrounded by water”.  So if you drain away the 3

water, the island ceases to exist, even though you didn’t do anything to it; you didn’t alter the 
piece of land at all. This is bizarre. Surely islands do not exist in the first place. 

Seventh, how could an object even be composed of other objects? Is an object created when two 
objects come into contact? Clearly not, since if you and I shake hands, that doesn’t create a new 
a object that we might call a “double-human”. What about when two objects fasten to each other, 
or cohere to each other, or fuse together? Again, surely not, since even if you and I get fused 
together at the hip, that still doesn’t create a double-human. What if objects are arranged in an 
intentional fashion, like a builder constructing a house? Well, I can place three pencils on my 
table in an intentional fashion, but that surely doesn’t create a new object (a “triple-pencil”). All 
we are doing is rearranging stuff or things that already exist; we’re not creating new things.  4

So I do not think that there are any tables, chairs, organisms, or other ordinary objects. To be 
clear, I do not think that they are “fake” or “second-class” objects—I simply do not think that 
they exist. On my view, there are no ordinary objects, in the same way that there are no pegasi. 
Of course, I still talk about ordinary objects in ordinary language, but ordinary language is 
clearly not metaphysically binding in the relevant way. When I say, “They are a cute couple”, I 
obviously do not mean that two people compose or are identical with some third object called a 
“couple”. I just mean that two people are cute together. When I say, “The sun moved behind the 
mountain”, I obviously do not mean that the sun moved behind a mountain. I am aware that it 
only appears so because the earth is rotating. And so it goes with ordinary objects: when I say, 
“That’s a nice chair”, I’m not saying anything philosophical like, “Chairs exist”. I’m just saying 
that I regard as nice whatever physical stuff happens to appear to me as a chair. ,  5 6

One might object that their ordinary intuition toward ordinary objects will automatically 
outweigh all of the arguments I have presented. For example, if someone sees what appears to be 
a chair, their intuition that that chair exists will simply outweigh all of my above arguments. 

But this seems to be the wrong way to think. Imagine someone saying that, based on their 
observations, they have strong intuitions that the sun revolves around the earth, or that one 
hundred birds moving in coordination share a hive mind, or that ChatGPT has personal feelings
—and that these intuitions are so strong that they will automatically outweigh any evidence 
against them. Clearly this is naïve. Clearly there are cases where we should not hold onto such 
intuitions, even if they are very strong. New information, even if counterintuitive, can provide or 
fit neatly into a much better explanation of the entire data, and can also explain why, if that better 
explanation is true, our intuitions misled us to begin with. 
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2. Unobservables 

Note that all the arguments against ordinary objects are based on the idea that ordinary objects 
are composed of parts. So the same arguments will count against all unobservables that are also 
composed of parts. 

What about unobservables that do not have parts, such as fundamental particles? Consider an 
electron. The wavelength of visible light is thousands of times larger than the size of an electron, 
so no one can “see” an electron in the ordinary sense of having light bounce off an electron and 
into someone’s eyes. Electrons are detected by observation of interference patterns—namely, the 
disturbance of an electric field measured by some device. 

Now, electrons are noted as having wave-like properties as well as particle-like properties. But a 
particle and a wave seem to be two different, incompatible types of objects. A particle is a 
discrete, simple, individual object in a particular location. A wave is a disturbance pattern that is 
spread out through a spatial medium. On my view, particles exist, but waves do not. The word 
wave is merely a way of describing how multiple things move. For example, there is no such 
thing as a “sound wave”, since that term is merely a way of describing (for example) how air or 
water molecules move in a pattern. Maybe those molecules exist, but the “wave”—i.e., the 
pattern of motion—surely does not. 

So (on my view) if electrons are particles, then they exist. If they are waves, then they do not 
exist.  Since I do not know which they are, I cannot say whether they exist. If it turns out that 7

there are no particles of any kind (no quarks, leptons, bosons, etc.), but only waves, I would 
likely take the first of the four options listed at the end of this essay. 

Now, “we do have … many theoretical models which include the concept of an electron which 
do a remarkably good job of predicting how things will behave”.  But can we infer from the 8

explanatory power of positing electrons to the existence of those electrons?  I am not sure. 9

Perhaps scientific theories are merely “useful instruments for systematizing, predicting, and 
controlling the phenomena”  rather than telling us what is out there in the physical world. 10

In any case, I think that something is out there in the physical world. I will call this the 
“substrate”—the foundational layer of physical existence. Assuming the substrate can be 
understood at all, it seems there are four main options for what it might be. First, it might be a 
single object. Second, it might be many objects. Third, it might be a quantum field of 
possibilities (I’m not sure that this would be an object, and so I include this as a unique option). 
Fourth, it might be pure information and structures, which surely would not be physical—in that 
case, there are no physical things at all. Whatever the substrate is, our minds interpret it as a 
world of ordinary objects. 
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 The first six arguments come from Kane Baker, “Metaphysics - Ordinary Objects”, Kane B (YouTube, 2022), 1

https://youtu.be/07PZ1a-gZxw and Michael Stevens, “Do Chairs Exist?”, Vsauce (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/
fXW-QjBsruE.

 Thanks to Peter van Inwagen for this point.2

 New Oxford American Dictionary.3

 This entire seventh argument is extremely reduced from Peter van Inwagen, Material Beings (Cornell University 4

Press, 1990).

 The clarifications in this paragraph are from van Inwagen, Material Beings.5

 One might object, “You lost me at ‘ordinary objects do not exist’. What are these ‘ordinary objects’ that you speak 6

of that do not exist?” Well, do you believe in a flat earth? No? Then what is this ‘flat earth’ that you speak of that 
does not exist? Oh, it’s just an “inaccurate description” of something that does exist? Bingo. The terms tables and 
chairs are inaccurate descriptions of some thing(s) that do exist. They are inaccurate in the sense that (on my view), 
they appear to describe single objects but in fact describe many objects.

 In case anyone thinks I am contradicting myself in these two sentences (by saying that something is a wave but 7

also does not exist), then please refer to the following paraphrase: 

If scientists start saying “electron” to indicate a particle, then I believe that there are electrons so defined. If 
scientists start saying “electron” to merely talk about how multiple things move or are interfered with, then I do not 
believe that there are any electrons so defined. 

 Cort Ammon, https://physics.stackexchange.com/questions/237350/why-cant-an-electron-be-observed8

 This question is inspired by Kane Baker. 9

 This language is from Kane Baker.10
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Abstract Objects 

Abstract objects are objects such as numbers, colors, shapes, equations, sets, propositions, 
properties, relations, ideals, events. Abstract objects are usually not in space or time, and they 
usually do not influence or causally interact with other objects (although there are exceptions). 

1. Anti-Realism 

I hold to anti-realism about abstract objects: they do not exist. Even if two objects are on a table, 
the number two does not exist. Even though it is correct to say “2+2=4”, those numbers and 
equations do not exist; one is correct because one is, in a logically consistent way, abstracting 
from actual states of affairs—e.g., that having two apples and then taking two more means 
having four apples. Even though in a conceivable world in which nothing exists, it is the case 
that nothing exists, the proposition “Nothing exists” does not exist. Even if I am hungry, I do not 
possess the property of hunger. Even if I am taller than my friend, there is no taller-than relation 
between us. Even using abstract objects as nouns in a sentence does not commit the user to their 
existence: “My favorite number is seven” doesn’t commit me to the existence of seven any more 
than “My favorite mythical beast is the dragon” commits me to the existence of dragons. 

Anti-realism enjoys at least two advantages over realism: First, it accounts for reality just as well 
as realism does, but involves fewer commitments. Second, it avoids a theological problem: it 
seems that some abstract objects, like the number one, couldn’t be created by or dependent on 
God. After all, the very concept of a single God presupposes the idea of the number one, and so 
it makes no sense to say that God creates or explains the number one. But then if the number one 
exists, God is not ultimate, since there are things that are not explained by God. So it seems 
better for the theist to say that the number one does not exist. 

This is especially true if one claims that God created abstract objects. For example, power is an 
abstract object. Suppose that power exists ultimately because God created it. In such a case, God 
needs some sort of power in order to create things. But if that’s right, then God needed power in 
order to create power! But that means that power existed prior to God creating it, which means 
that power existed before power existed! This generates a contradiction.  1

2. Arguments for Realism 

One might object that on anti-realism, most thinking, talking, and reading is meaningless, since 
“objects of the mind”, “objects of speech”, and “meaning of books” do not exist.  But this seems 2

incorrect, since surely souls can think and talk about things that do not exist. Thinking about a 
unicorn does not commit one to thinking that either unicorns or “objects of the mind” exist. 
Similarly, in order to read, one need not interact with an abstract object called “the meaning of 
the book”; one need only interpret the physical scribbles that one sees. Similarly, it is meaningful 
to say things like “There is goodness in the world”, because what one means is not “The abstract 
object called goodness exists”, but rather “Good things exist in the world”. Similarly, it is 
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meaningful to say things such as “You and I have a disagreement”, because what one means is 
not “The abstract object called disagreement exists”, but rather “You and I disagree”.  3

One might object that on anti-realism, there is no difference between thinking rightly and 
thinking wrongly, since good and evil do not exist.  But this isn’t right. There is a difference 4

between thinking rightly and thinking wrongly. 

Craig and Moreland present two arguments for realism.  First is the predication argument. Craig 5

and Moreland consider two statements such as “Brick 1 is red” and “Brick 2 is red”. They argue 
that whereas the realist can easily account for the unity of the class of red things (by saying that 
each member exemplifies redness), the anti-realist cannot do so. But this is unpersuasive, since 
the anti-realist can simply say that Brick 1 and Brick 2 are unified because they are both red. The 
realist might say that the anti-realist cannot account for how all the bricks are red. The anti-realist 
can account for how all red bricks are red by appealing to concrete objects such as photons and 
retinas (and how they behave). 

Second is the properties-of-properties argument. Craig and Moreland argue that the anti-realist 
cannot account for the truth of statements involving properties of properties, such as “Red is a 
color” (i.e., the property of redness has the property of being a color). But this seems wrong. 
Although it is literally false to say “Red is a color” (because neither red nor colors exist), that 
statement is clearly true in a non-literal way. Perhaps it can be translated to something like “If a 
soul experiences red-ly, it experiences colored-ly”.  And even if we can’t always make 6

translations like these, one is still not committed to the existence of abstract objects. Perhaps 
humans are so limited in their cognitive and linguistic skills that they simply lack the capacity to 
talk without the use of abstract objects. The mere linguistic indispensability of abstract objects 
does not imply their metaphysical existence.  7

3. Truth Deflationism 

If truth is a property of propositions, then the anti-realist will deny that truth exists. At this point, 
it seems that the anti-realist should take a deflationary view of truth, where talk about truth and 
falsity reduces to talk about how things are; saying that the proposition “The cat is on the mat” is 
true just reduces to asserting that the cat is on the mat. There are multiple objections to 
deflationism,  but it is hard to see how they are persuasive for the anti-realist. 8

 I owe this point to Kenneth Boyce. 1

 Thanks to Bradford Thornton for this objection. 2

 One might object that anti-realism is more complicated than realism, because of all the extra work it takes to 3

describe and translate ordinary sentences. But as Joshua Rasmussen points out, “the complexity of a hypothesis 
flows from the quantity of basic components within it, not the quantity of words used to express it”, in Rasmussen, 
How Reason Can Lead to God (InterVarsity Press, 2019), 63.

 Thanks to Bradford Thornton for this objection. 4
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 J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (2nd edition, 5

Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017), 192-196.

 The fact that the anti-realist’s literal meanings are awkward in 21st-century English does not, at least to me, count 6

at all against anti-realism.  

 William Lane Craig, in “EPS Panel Discussion | ‘Craig's Nominalism and the Atonement’”, ReasonableFaithOrg 7

(YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/poPTEHws9Qo. 

 Daniel Stoljar and Nic Damnjanovic, “The Deflationary Theory of Truth”, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 8

(2010), https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/truth-deflationary/. 
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Time 

Time is a topic which I am not equipped to address. So rather than an authoritative introductory 
essay, this is merely a brief collection of thoughts about the following five questions: 

1. What is time? 
2. Does time have a direction? 
3. Is there an absolute present? 
4. Is the passage of time continuous? 
5. What does it mean to be temporal?  

1. What Is Time? 

Time is clearly not an ordinary object like a table or chair. Rather, it seems that we use the word 
time as a way to describe one of the most obvious features of reality: things don’t merely exist—
they persist. I existed yesterday, and I exist now. I have persisted. In addition, things change. I 
was on my bike, but now I am not on my bike. I have changed in some way. 

We can use the term moment to describe a certain way things are.  There is a moment in which I 1

am on my bike. There is a moment in which I am not on my bike. These two moments are 
contradictory, and so they cannot be the same moment. Therefore, they must be different 
moments. So there are multiple moments, and it seems that they are arranged in a linear series. 
Given all this, we can define time as “the dimension along a series of moments”.  2

2. Does Time Have a Direction? 

A series of moments allows for some things to be between other things. The moments with 
George Washington are between the moments with Caesar and the moments with Ronald 
Reagan.  We can now add an additional, obvious belief: time has a direction. It seems that this 3

direction generally corresponds with explanatory priority: time is directed from the explanatory 
prior to the explanatory posterior. And so something is earlier if it is farther in the explanatory 
prior direction, and something is later if it is farther in the explanatory posterior direction. Now 
we can say that the moments with George Washington are later than the moments with Caesar 
and earlier than the moments with Ronald Reagan. 

3. Is There an Absolute Present? 

There are two types of statements involving time. The first type are tenseless statements: 
“Reagan becomes president in 1981”, or “Reagan becomes president after Caesar dies”. The 
second type are tensed statements: “It is 1 PM”, or “Reagan became president in the past”. 
Tenseless statements do not assume that there is an absolute present. Tensed statements do 
assume that there is an absolute present. 
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To understand the idea of an absolute present, ask yourself: “Is it an absolute truth that Reagan 
became president in the past?” One might say Yes: it is an absolute truth that Reagan became 
president in the past. Nothing needs to be added or qualified—it is just true. The absolute present 
is 2023 or later, and so 1981 is in the absolute past. This is a dynamic view of time, since things 
really do change—figuratively speaking, the absolute present is constantly moving forward. 

One might say No: it is true only relative to us. From our perspective, Reagan became president 
in the past. But from the perspective of someone in 1979, it is false that Reagan became 
president in the past. The statement that is absolutely true is “Reagan becomes president in 
1981”. And so time is just like another dimension of space. There is no location in space that is 
here independent of anyone’s perspective. The word here simply refers to whatever location the 
speaker is at. Similarly, there is no moment of time that is now independent of perspective. The 
word now simply refers to whatever moment the speaker is at. This is a static view of time, since 
things don’t really change—there are just different things located at different moments. 

I do not have the resources to discuss whether there is an absolute present, but I may do so in the 
future. For now, I register my intuition that there is an absolute present—it seems to be the 
commonsense view. 1980 is really in the past, not just for me, but in the past “full stop”, 
independent of anyone’s perspective. One of my most basic intuitions is that time really does 
pass; things really do change, and I haven’t yet received a defeater for this.  

This doesn’t mean I find every argument for the tensed view persuasive. One such argument is 
that some tensed statements are true but cannot be reduced to tenseless statements. For example, 
suppose I know the tenseless fact 〈I need to leave at noon for the concert〉. How am I supposed to 
know whether I should leave or not? It seems impossible for me to know this, unless I also know 
what the absolute present time is. I need to know the tensed fact 〈It is noon〉 in order to know that 
I’m supposed to leave. Since this tensed fact is informative, it is true. But if there are true tensed 
facts, then tensed facts accurately describe reality, and so the tensed view of time is correct.  4

I used to accept this, but now I don’t. I don’t need to know the tensed fact 〈It is noon〉 in order to 
be motivated to timely action. I merely need to believe that 〈It is noon〉 to be motivated to act. 
The mere belief (or intuition) is sufficient. If I believe that 〈It is noon〉, then I will be motivated 
to get up and leave so that I don’t miss the concert. If the passage of time is an illusion, then what 
I take to be the tensed fact 〈It is noon〉 in reality reduces to the tenseless fact 〈It is noon at the 
time of this thought〉, even if I’m unaware of this reduction. And the term 〈this belief〉 need not 
mean the tensed term 〈the belief that I have now〉; it can tenselessly pick out a particular belief of 
mine from along the timeline. 

We can draw an analogue with space. The mere belief that “The concert is across the street” is 
sufficient to motivate me to move across the street, because if I just stand still, I won’t make it to 
the concert. This doesn’t imply the existence of a “here” independent of perspective. My belief 
reduces to “The concert is across the street from my perspective”. Similarly, the mere belief that 
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“The concert is in five minutes” will inform me that I need to go to my concert in five minutes. 
This doesn’t imply the existence of a “now” independent of perspective. My belief reduces to 
“The concert is in five minutes from my perspective”. 

4. Is the Passage of Time Continuous? 

Do things change in discrete, finite increments of time? Does reality run at, say, a quadrillion 
frames per second? Or is change continuous, such that any motion can be divided indefinitely 
into shorter and shorter segments—between any two moments, there is another moment? 

I changed my view from discrete to continuous time.  If time is discrete, then at least some 5

moments would have a finite duration. For example, if reality runs at a quadrillion frames per 
second, then it takes a quadrillion moments to fill up one second. Assuming that all moments 
have equal duration, each moment is exactly one quadrillionth of a second long.  But this idea of 6

a moment having a duration is very odd. Does reality just sit there for one quadrillionth of a 
second, and then suddenly jump to the next moment? What makes reality jump to the next 
moment? Why does it jump consistently every quadrillionth of a second, instead of faster or 
slower? This is arbitrary. In addition, it is logically possible for something to happen halfway 
through a moment with a positive length. Since it’s logically possible, why wouldn’t it also be 
metaphysically possible? It seems that for any duration, it is metaphysically possible for 
something to happen halfway through it. But that means that time is continuous. 

A second argument for continuous time is that discrete time involves constant teleporting. If an 
object is in motion, but it can only move in an instant once a new discrete moment of time 
elapses, then the only way for that object to get anywhere is for it to teleport to the new location! 
But surely all objects are not constantly teleporting. The discrete temporalist can avoid the 
teleportation charge by saying that space is also discrete, but now they have reduplicated the 
problems discussed in the previous paragraph, but for space. So it seems best to say that time and 
space (and motion) are continuous. 

One might object as follows: On continuous time, every segment of time contains an infinite 
number of moments. That means that each of these moments has a duration of zero. Now, in 
order to have change, you need moments that are successive—i.e., right next to each other, so 
that the second moment happens right after the first. But if two successive moments both have a 
duration of zero, then the second moment happens zero seconds after the first moment, which 
isn’t really “after” at all—it’s just at the same time as the first moment, and so those two 
moments are actually simultaneous. So continuous time implies that moments are both 
successive and simultaneous, which is a contradiction. 

I reject both horns of the dilemma. No two moments are either successive or simultaneous. This 
is because on continuous time, no two moments are right next to each other, because there is 
always another moment between them. For any two moments, there is a third moment between 
them.  And so it is impossible for any two moments to be either successive or simultaneous. 7
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Sure, some moments are after or before other moments, but no moments are directly after or 
before any other moments. And so I reject that successive moments are needed to have change.   8

4.1. Implications of Continuous Time 

If time is continuous, then it seems a few other things must be continuous as well: 

• Motion and Space. These were already discussed above and will not be repeated. One might 
ask, “If motion is continuous, then how can two different objects move at different speeds?” 
Well, they just do! There’s not much else to say. Suppose that two particles are traveling at 
constant speeds: the first at 1 m/s and the second at 2 m/s. Within any interval of time, no 
matter how short, the second particle moves twice as far as the first particle. 

• Causation. Within time, there is never any direct causation. If any state causes some later state, 
then there is always some state in between them; and so causation is always indirect. Causation 
is then in a sense continuous: no matter how much you zoom in, you can always find causes 
and effects that are closer together; there will always be intermediate causes between any cause 
and its effect. Of course, if we carve up time into discrete, finite, successive events, we can 
speak as if there were direct causation among those events. But of course, such boundaries are 
merely artificial: in reality, there are no discrete, finite, successive events. 

• Free Will. Since temporal causation is necessarily indirect, even temporal persons with free 
will cannot directly cause anything. Here is a sketch of a model of indirect free will, which I 
call the “two-windows” model: if I’m in a situation where I can act freely, then there is a finite 
duration of time in which I am able to choose between multiple options, and there is a finite 
duration of time in which I intentionally make the choice. I call these durations the “window of 
opportunity” and the “window of decision”. These don’t have to be discrete or successive; they 
could be overlapping. As far as I can tell, this is good enough for freedom. 

• Indeterminacy. Certain indeterministic processes might be continuous. Imagine a particle 
taking a winding path through space. For any segment of that path, there is some probability 
that the particle could have strayed from its path. Now, as you zoom in to shorter and shorter 
segments, the probability of straying gets smaller and smaller (in addition to, perhaps, the 
amount by which it could stray, which could simply be the maximum number of degrees by 
which it could change directions). If you zoom all the way in to any particular instant (i.e., a 
“segment” of length zero), then the probability of straying is zero. 

One might object: Consider a computer that can randomly generate any natural number. Such a 
generator would need to consider an infinite number of numbers before selecting one. That 
would require infinite computing power, which would either require an infinitely dense computer 
(impossible) or an infinitely large computer wherein the speed of information is infinite 
(impossible). But then surely it’s impossible for a particle to select from an infinitely fine-
grained range of directions to move. Such a particle would require infinite computing power. 
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This is super interesting, but I don’t find it persuasive. The number generator would need infinite 
computing power because computers by nature process things discretely—namely, with ones and 
zeroes. It would, of course, take an infinite number of ones and zeroes to represent every natural 
number. But I don’t see why a particle would need to “process things discretely”, and so I don’t 
see why a particle needs infinite power to move in one of an infinite number of directions. 

5. What Does It Mean to be Temporal? 

Given my definition of moment as simply a description of how things are, it seems that 
everything is part of a moment. So if we defined temporal as “being within a moment”, then 
everything would be temporal. But this seems wrong, since surely some things are not temporal, 
if they exist at all: numbers, equations, logical laws, and perhaps God. 

So rather, I define temporal as “being within a moment that is within a series of moments”. The 
moments in such a series are linearly connected to each other in some way—perhaps by 
explanatory relations. So since I exist within the present moment, and the present moment is 
within a series of moments, then I am temporal. The number seven, if it exists, is within a 
moment (since it is part of how things are). But that moment is not within a series; it is isolated. 
And so the number seven—as well as all the other abstract objects, if they are also within 
isolated moments—is timeless. 

 Adapted from M. O. Fiocco, “What Is Time?”, Manuscrito 40 (2017): 56, who, according to R. T. Mullins, defines 1

a moment as “the way things are but could be subsequently otherwise”. See Mullins, “The Divine Timemaker”, 
Philosophia Cristi 22.2 (2020): 215.

 As I’ve defined them, time and moments are abstract objects, and so on my view, neither of them exists. All talk 2

about time and moments ultimately reduces to talk about the objects themselves that persist and change. So “Reagan 
existed in some past moment” reduces to “Reagan existed”. Similarly, “The moment containing Washington 
explains the moment containing Reagan” reduces to “Washington explained Reagan”. (Strictly speaking, we don’t 
say that Washington explains Reagan, since Washington no longer exists.)

 Kristie Miller, in Ryan Mullins, “Ep. 82 The Arrow of Time with Kristie Miller”, The Reluctant Theologian 3

Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2021).

 See William Lane Craig, Time and Eternity (Wheaton: Crossway, 2001), 116f. One might object that I need only 4

know “It is noon when this statement is uttered or thought of”. But this seems just be a tensed fact, since the phrase 
“this statement” just seems to mean “the statement that is being uttered now”.

 Of course, since I do not think time exists, saying “time is continuous” translates to “things change continuously”.5

 Even if it’s false that all moments have equal duration, at least some of those moments would still need a duration 6

so that they can all add up to one second.

 (x)(y) [x ≠ y] → (∃z) ϕ(z, y, x), where ϕ(z, x, y) means “z is temporally between x and y”.7

 In any case, I’m an anti-realist about moments; these are just human concepts where we mentally “freeze-frame” 8

the world to help us think about change.
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The Past and Future 

1. Do the Past and Future Exist? 

On eternalism, the past and future are just as real as the present—things that are three seconds in 
the future are just as real as things that are three inches away. On presentism, only present things 
exist—the past no longer exists, and the future does not yet exist. My grandfathers used to exist, 
but now they do not exist in any sense (assuming that people cease to exist when they die).  1

Let’s examine these two views. Suppose first that there is no absolute present. In that case, 
presentism can’t be correct, because presentism asserts that there is a present moment. On the 
other hand, eternalism fits nicely with a dynamic theory of time. 

Now suppose that there is an absolute present. If we combine that with eternalism, we can 
illustrate the passage of time by imagining the four-dimensional spacetime as a block, and 
imagining a spotlight that illuminates only a single moment—i.e., a three-dimensional slice—of 
spacetime. The spotlight is constantly moving to later and later moments. This is called the 
moving spotlight view. 

This view has at least two problems. First, it entails that there are people in the past who think 
they are in the present. Reagan exists in 1980 and thinks that he is in the present. But he is 
wrong, since he is in the past. In fact, almost everyone throughout history is wrong, since almost 
every person is in either the past or the future. But then how do we know that we aren’t in the 
past or the future? The moving spotlight view seems to motivate us to think that we aren’t in the 
present, which is very counterintuitive. Surely if there is an absolute present, we’re in it! 

Second, the moving spotlight view implies that the spacetime block itself is changing. In 1980, 
spacetime was such that its “1980 slice” is present, but now, that same 1980 slice is past. So that 
slice of spacetime has changed from being present to being past. But now we can describe 
spacetime in two ways: we can describe how it was when 1980 was present, and we can describe 
how it is when 1980 is past. These two descriptions are contradictory, and so the only way they 
can both be true is if they are true at different moments. But it makes no sense for them to be true 
at different moments, since spacetime is composed of all the moments! Spacetime cannot be 
located at a single moment if spacetime is defined as the collection of all the moments.  2

On the other hand, presentism fits nicely with a dynamic view of time. So if there is an absolute 
present, it seems we should adopt presentism. I accept presentism for four reasons: (1) I already 
have intuitions toward a dynamic view of time. (2) I have the strong intuition that I persist 
through time. I used to exist, and I still exist now. On dynamic presentism, this is correct. But on 
static eternalism, it is wrong, since I am really just a static four-dimensional subset of the four-
dimensional spacetime. I am a spacetime worm that is extended through time and space. So it’s 
not true that I used to exist—instead, earlier time-slices of me exist at earlier moments of 
spacetime. This is very counterintuitive. (3) I have the intuition that the past and present just 
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don’t exist. My future children (if I have any) simply don’t exist yet, in any sense. (4) If one 
believes in explanation, then static eternalism might seem odd. It seems odd to have a static, 
four-dimensional block with static explanatory relations streaking through it from one end to the 
other. It seems more natural to think of temporal explanatory relations arising as objects 
dynamically change and affect each other, and this fits with dynamic presentism. 

2. Symmetry of Tense 

As Alex Malpass points out, logical tense is symmetrical—i.e., for every tensed proposition, 
there is a “mirror” proposition with the exact opposite tense.  For example: 3

• 〈x happened〉 is the exact opposite of 〈x will happen〉. Simple past tense and simple future tense 
are exact opposites of each other. 

• Future perfect tense (e.g., 〈x will have happened〉) also has a mirror opposite, but contrary to 
first glance, it is not past perfect tense. To me, the proposition 〈x will have happened〉 means 
the following: 〈There will be a moment after x happened〉. Now, some people try to mirror this 
statement by inverting only the first half of it: 〈There was a moment after x happened〉. This 
gives you the past perfect tense. But surely this is not the mirror of the original statement, since 
only the first half has been inverted. A true mirror of the statement would invert both halves! 
Therefore, it seems the opposite of the original statement is really the following: 〈There was a 
moment before x happened〉. 

With that clarification out of the way, we can turn to the question: can we use this symmetry of 
tense to speak about the past versus the future? For example, suppose that time has no beginning 
and no end; both the past and the future are eternal. In this case, the following proposition is 
obviously true: 〈An infinite number of days passed before today〉. But what about the 
proposition: 〈An infinite number of days will pass after today〉? 

William Lane Craig argues that this second proposition is false. Craig says that an infinite 
number of days will never pass; the number of days passed after today will always be finite. 
There will never be a moment at which the number of days passed after today is infinite.  4

But as Alex Malpass, Joe Schmid, and (I believe) Wes Morriston have pointed out,  it looks like 5

Craig is switching from future perfect tense to simple future tense. Sure, there will never be a 
moment at which the number of days passed after today is infinite. But that’s just to deny the 
future perfect tense proposition 〈An infinite number of days will have passed after today〉. But 
that’s a different proposition from the simple future tense proposition 〈An infinite number of 
days will pass after today〉! I see no reason to think that the falsity of the former implies the 
falsity of the latter. Given the symmetry of tense, and the obvious truth of 〈An infinite number of 
days passed before today〉, it seems to me that we should also accept the truth of 〈An infinite 
number of days will pass after today〉, assuming that the past and future are both eternal. 
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This is not so bizarre when I think about it. For example, I believe that if Christianity is true, then 
I will be in heaven forever. For me, the proposition 〈I will be in heaven forever〉 translates to 〈I 
will be in heaven for an infinite number of days〉. The fact that it is false that 〈I will have been in 
heaven for an infinite number of days〉 does nothing to count against the truth of the simple 
future tense proposition. Sure, in everyday language, a simple future tense statement implies the 
future perfect tense analogue (especially since we usually only talk about finite durations). But 
here we are dealing with technical language, and so it seems to me that we should accept that 
positive simple future tense—understood as the mirror opposite of simple past tense—can be 
applied to an endless future. An infinite number of days will pass after today—but it will just 
take infinitely long for that to happen!  6

3. Objection to an Infinite Future 

One might object as follows: 

1. If an infinite number of days will pass after today, then it is possible to start now and 
build an infinitely tall block castle, one block per day. 

2. It is not possible to start now and build an infinitely tall block castle, one block per day. 
3. Therefore, it is false that an infinite number of days will pass after today. 

I reject either (1) or (2), depending on what is meant by the word build. If build implies getting 
to a point where the project is completed, then I would reject (1): mathematically, a process that 
begins now but is infinitely long does not have a final boundary, and so it is impossible to reach 
the final boundary of such a process, even if you have an infinite amount of time. 

But if build merely means “putting together every part of”, then I would reject (2): if it’s true that 
you will forever continue to place one block per day, then you will place every block of the 
castle. No block will be left out. And if you will do so, then you can do so; and if you can do so, 
then it’s possible to do so. 

One might object that separating those two meanings of build is contrived. But I don’t think so. 
Sure, for finitely long tasks, the two meanings entail each other: if you will get to a point where 
the project is completed, then you will put together every part of the project; and if you will put 
together every part of the project, then you will get to a point where the project is completed. But 
this is not so for finitely long tasks. If you will put together every part of the project, that does 
not imply that you will get to a point where the project is completed. 

4. Metaphysical Symmetry 

Now, does the symmetry of tense imply a metaphysical symmetry between the past and the 
future? Clearly not. Someone could be a growing block theorist. However, Schmid, Malpass, and 
Morriston argue that one of Craig’s arguments against an eternal past cuts equally well against an 
eternal future, which would be bad for Craig’s view of the afterlife. 
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Craig argues that an actual infinite (a set of items that can be paired one-to-one with the natural 
numbers) cannot exist. Since, for Craig, an infinite series of past days counts as an actual infinite, 
the conclusion is that the series of past days cannot be infinite. Therefore, time had a beginning. 

Now, Malpass et al. argue that, on Craig’s view, the future also counts as an actual infinite, and 
so therefore Craig’s argument implies that the future cannot be infinite either; time will have an 
end. One might reply on Craig’s behalf that since the future doesn’t exist, it cannot count as an 
actual infinite. But this won’t work, since Craig is a presentist: for him, the past doesn’t exist 
either, and yet it would count as an actual infinite if it were eternal. 

Craig’s response (as I interpret it) is to say that only things that are either actualized or have been 
actualized can add up to an actual infinite.  The present and the past fit this criterion, but the 7

future does not, since it has not been actualized. Therefore, for Craig, an eternal past does count 
as an actual infinite, whereas an eternal future does not. Assuming that this criterion is legitimate, 
I think this works. So it seems that the deciding factor is whether this criterion is legitimate.  8

 The growing block view states that the present and past exist (but not the future). The shrinking block view states 1

that the present and future exist (but not the past). Both of these views fall prey to the moving spotlight problems.

 This is my version of John McTaggart’s Paradox. One might argue that the different spacetimes are merely four-2

dimensional slices of a five-dimensional spacetime. Apart from the extravagance of this claim, it does not solve the 
problem. For if someone takes a moving spotlight view about five-dimensional spacetime, that implies that five-
dimensional spacetime is itself changing, because it contains four-dimensional slices that are changing from present 
to past. This recurs no matter how many dimensions we add. See Craig, Time and Eternity, 144f.

 Alex Malpass, in Cameron Bertuzzi, “Did the Universe Begin to Exist? William Lane Craig + Alex Malpass”, 3

Capturing Christianity (YouTube, 2020), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uWo9qU2dhpQ.

 See William Lane Craig, “Does This Fix the Kalam Cosmological Argument?”, Reasonable Faith Podcast (Apple 4

Podcast, 2023), https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/does-this-fix-the-kalam-cosmological-argument/
id252618197?i=1000625939714.

 See e.g., Malpass and Morriston, “Endless and Infinite”, The Philosophical Quarterly 70.281 (2020): 830-849. 5

https://r.jordan.im/download/philosophy/malpass2020.pdf. 

 Thanks to Jeremy Kidd for discussion on this. 6

 See William Lane Craig, “Does This Fix the Kalam Cosmological Argument?”, Reasonable Faith Podcast (Apple 7

Podcast, 2023), https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/does-this-fix-the-kalam-cosmological-argument/
id252618197?i=1000625939714.

 See also Joe Schmid, “An Endless Future is an Actual Infinite”, Prosblogion (2023), https://prosblogion.com/8

2023/01/10/an-endless-future-is-an-actual-infinite/.
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The Open Future 

For a future event to be open is for there to be no fact about whether it will happen or fail to 
happen. If it is open whether I go to Chipotle, there is no truth about it—it’s not true that I will 
go to Chipotle, and it’s not true that I will end up not going to Chipotle. By contrast, if I am 
determined to go to Chipotle, then that event is closed—I will go to Chipotle. 

For the future as a whole to be open is for there to be at least some future events that are open. 
The open events are those described by future contingents, and the closed events are those 
described by future necessities. A future contingent (FC) is a future-tense statement that is not 
entailed by the present and the past—for example, the statement “I will go to Chipotle” is a 
future contingent just in case things could go either way: I could end up going there, or I could 
end up staying home. A future necessity is a future-tense statement that is entailed by the present 
and the past—for example, if God exists and it’s impossible for God to stop existing, then the 
statement “God will exist tomorrow” is a future necessity—it must come to pass. 

For open futurists, all future necessities are true, and all future contingents are not true. That 
gives us two options for future contingents: either they are false or neither true nor false. As 
Patrick Todd points out, there’s no good reason to verge from classical logic here, and so it’s 
better (not to mention simpler) just to say that all future contingents are false. 

1. Rhoda’s Argument for an Open Future 

I summarize Rhoda’s argument as follows (let a contingent event (CE) be an event that was not 
entailed by anything that happened before it): 

1. Every CE involves two logical steps: an open state and a closed state. 
2. If (1), then every CE changes from open to closed at a certain time. 
3. If every CE changes from open to closed at a certain time, then the future is open. 
4. Therefore, the future is open. 

(3) seems quite reasonable. If some event goes from open to closed, the only non-arbitrary time 
for that to happen is when the event happens. So before the event happens, it is an open question 
whether or not it will happen; but once the event happens, that question is closed. If this is the 
case for every contingent event, then before any contingent event occurs, it is open. Therefore by 
definition, as long as there are future contingents, the future is always open. 

(2) is obvious. There are only two alternatives to (2). The first is that an event is both closed and 
open at the same time, which is a contradiction. The second is that an event goes from closed to 
open, which doesn’t make any sense. Once it has been decided that an event happens, it makes 
no sense for reality to somehow “lose” that fact. 
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(1) is the crucial premise. It does seem intuitively plausible that if there is a genuine possibility 
for an event to either happen or not happen, then reality can be divided into two logical steps: (i) 
a state where it is open as to whether that event happens, and (ii) a state where it is closed as to 
whether that event happens. Indeed, perhaps this is the key difference between determinism and 
indeterminism: on determinism, there are only closed states; whereas on indeterminism, the 
genuine possibilities are grounded in the initial open, unresolved states of certain situations such 
as free choices and quantum scenarios. 

Although I lean toward an open future, I am not convinced of (1). I don’t see why indeterminism 
requires open states like these. Conceptually, indeterminism requires only that certain situations 
can go one way or another, and I think this can be accounted for by the inherent powers of 
objects without needing to appeal to open states. 

2. Todd’s Argument for an Open Future 

A counterfactual, for the purposes of this document, is a conditional statement in the subjunctive 
mood, positing a situation that has never obtained, and then stating what would happen in that 
situation—for example, “If Caesar were alive today, he would conquer America”. A 
counterfactual contingent (CC) is a counterfactual whose situation allows for a range of 
outcomes—for example, “If I were rich, I would buy a Mercedes” is a CC just in case that 
situation could turn out where I would buy a Mercedes, and that situation could also turn out 
where I don’t—perhaps I would have free will and could choose either way. 

Let us assume for the sake of simplicity that the future does not exist. In this case, one can see 
that FCs and CCs are closely related. Both make claims about things that have not happened. 
Both make claims that could eventually be confirmed or disconfirmed. (If I get rich and buy a 
Mercedes, then the CC above is confirmed.) And if all FCs and CCs are false, then the future is 
open. So the question is: are FCs and CCs true or false? 

I think they are all false, for two reasons. First, it is metaphysically arbitrary or random to say 
that some of these are true and some are false, since there is simply not enough information in all 
of reality to decide their truth.  Patrick Todd gives a parallel example: “In the world of J. K. 1

Rowling, when Harry Potter wakes up in the morning, does he normally put on his left shoe first 
or his right shoe first?”  It would be arbitrary to say that it is one or the other. And so it goes with 2

FCs and CCs. If things really could turn out in a variety of ways, it just seems arbitrary to assign 
different truth values to different FCs and CCs. When I consider a chancy situation (such as a 
free creature about to make a choice), it seems most intuitive that things are open as to how 
things will go—the matter isn’t settled unless and until things actually play out a certain way. 

Second, if we allow for true CCs in particular, we end up with an infinite number of facts about 
every possible free creature, perhaps most of whom do not even exist—e.g., “If a blue-skinned 
man living in Africa were offered to ride in a Volkswagen, he would refuse”. Having this infinite 
list of specified facts makes one’s theory enormously complicated. 
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3. Objections to an Open Future 

Objection 1. Intuitions 

One might object that it just seems that some FCs and CCs are true. For example, it seems at 
least super likely that I will go to bed tonight. And it seems obvious that if I let my mom choose 
between a piece of chocolate cake and a pile of poop, my mom would choose the cake. 

I share these intuitions, but we need to examine these situations more closely. I think it’s likely 
that the poop is so repugnant and the cake so desirable that my mom simply couldn’t choose the 
poop over the cake. In this case, the counterfactual above isn’t actually a CC, since the situation 
couldn’t go multiple ways. If one insists, “No, she genuinely can. She could choose either way”, 
then the intuition that she would choose the cake goes away. It is replaced by a mere probability
—she probably would choose the cake. The same goes for my going to bed. It certainly seems 
likely, but that doesn’t mean it’s true. We might have an emergency and I might not sleep tonight. 
Again, these chancy situations seem genuinely open until things actually play out. 

Objection 2. Language 

People still use FCs and CCs in everyday language, and we surely aren’t talking nonsense. How 
do we explain that? 

In a given case, I think one of four things could be going on. First, perhaps what we say is false 
but still useful. For example, my boss might say, “If you had gotten to work earlier, you 
would’ve gotten more done”. This is useful even though it is false (on my view)—maybe an ax 
murderer was lurking around in the early morning and would have killed me if I had gotten to 
work earlier. Second, perhaps we are really talking about probabilities—when we say that 
something will happen, or that it would happen in a given situation, we mean that it will 
probably happen, or that it would probably happen.  Third, perhaps the statement is not actually 3

a FC or a CC, as in the chocolate cake case above. Fourth, perhaps we are talking about real 
desires or propensities—for example, “If I had known that she liked me, I would have asked her 
out” could be translated to “I had the desire to ask her out”. Fifth, perhaps we are talking about a 
decision that is actually made. For example, the statement, “If I were to go to the ice cream shop, 
I would get vanilla” seems to be a way of saying, “I have (mentally) examined the options in the 
ice cream shop, and I choose vanilla”. 

Similarly, statements such as, “I’ll come with you” often do not seem to be predictions about 
future events, but rather seem to be about present intentions: “I’m planning to come with you”. 
As for statements that are intended to predict future contingent events, I go back to what I 
initially said: If there is simply not enough information in the universe to decide that a FC is true 
or false, it seems arbitrary and random for some FCs to be true and others false. The exact same 
reasoning applies to predictions that contain FCs. So if one already accepts that all FCs are false, 
it is only natural to add that all predictions that contain FCs are false. 
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Objection 3. Confirmation 

What about FCs and CCs that end up being confirmed? If I say, “It will rain tomorrow”, and the 
next day it rains, shouldn’t we say that my prediction was true? Similarly, if I say, “If Trump 
were to run for president in 2024, he would win”, and that ends up being the case, shouldn’t we 
say that my statement was true? 

I think the answer is Yes in a non-literal sense and No in a literal sense. The statement, “My 
prediction was true”, is true in a non-literal sense—namely, in the sense that we can compare a 
copy of the past prediction to the outcome and see that they match up with each other. But that 
doesn’t mean that what I said was true when I said it. Again, my intuitions from the arbitrariness 
argument kick in and tell me that there was simply not enough information in the universe to 
decide that my prediction was true. So strictly speaking, my prediction was false.  4

But it’s crucial to note that my prediction wasn’t false in the sense that we virtually always use 
the word false. What we virtually always mean is that things turn out in a way that contradicts 
the prediction—for example, I say, “It will rain tomorrow”, but then it doesn’t rain the next day. 
It’s situations like these that prompt us to say that someone was wrong, or a liar, or a false 
prophet. This is very different from someone making a prediction, and reality simply not having 
enough information (yet!) to either match up with or contradict that prediction. 

Objection 4. Contradiction 

One might object that denying FCs leads to a contradiction. Suppose I flip a coin in a way that 
forces it to land either heads or tails, but leaves it open as to which side it will land on. And so 
“The coin will land either heads or tails” is a future necessity, but “The coin will land heads” and 
“The coin will land tails” are each future contingents. The person who denies FCs is therefore 
committed to the following three statements: 

1. The coin will land either heads or tails. 
2. It’s false that the coin will land heads. 
3. It’s false that the coin will land tails. 

(2) and (3) together seem to entail that (1) is false, which would be a contradiction. 

But as Patrick Todd points out,  (2) and (3) together do not entail that (1) is false. Instead, (2) and 5

(3) together entail the following statement: 

4. It’s false that either the coin will land heads or the coin will land tails. 

There is no contradiction between (4) and (1), and one can make a parallel scheme to show that 
there is no contradiction entailed by denying CCs.  6
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Objection 5. Spacetime 

One might object that the universe is a four-dimensional spacetime block, and so the future exists 
just like the present does, but merely at a point further along the time dimension. In this case, 
since future situations actually exist, there are facts about how future contingent events play out. 
Of course, the open futurist can simply deny that the universe is a spacetime block, and say 
instead that only the present (and maybe the past) exists. 

Objection 6. Temporal Symmetry 

One might object as follows: If neither the future nor the past exists, and the arbitrariness 
argument succeeds against the future, then it also succeeds against the past, forcing us to 
conclude that the past is open! But the past is obviously not open—there are solid facts about 
everything that has ever happened. Therefore, the future is not open. 

But I think there are three relevant differences between the past and the future. First, the past is 
responsible for the present—the present in a sense “bears the marks” of what happened, even if 
multiple histories could have led up to the present. Perhaps when a rock falls off a cliff, the rock 
takes on the property of having fallen off the cliff. Second, when something happens, it seems to 
me that it somehow gets imprinted into history—perhaps as an abstract object, or as a property of 
the universe as a whole. Third, the past is fixed—we have no power over it—whereas the future 
is non-fixed; it is currently within our power to control and affect the future. And even if we 
accept that there are “free-floating” facts about what happened in the past, it seems like the 
wrong move to add more free-floating facts about what will happen in the future—that would 
make our theory more complicated.  7

 Thanks to Patrick Todd for this point. Note that the objection is not that the truth of counterfactuals would have no 1

explanation—they might be explained by the counterfactual circumstances themselves. See Alexander Pruss and 
Joshua Rasmussen, “Explaining Counterfactuals of Freedom”, Religious Studies 50.2 (2014): 193-8.

 This is a paraphrase from Patrick Todd, in Joe Schmid, “Is the Future Open? | Dr. Patrick Todd”, Majesty of Reason 2

(YouTube, 2023), https://youtu.be/HmrOIqCEvQM.

 I owe this option to Jordan Hampton.3

 One might try to say that my prediction became true when it rained, but this makes zero sense, since it involves 4

changing the past, which I think is impossible regardless of whether the past exists.

 This is from personal correspondence with Todd, although he makes similar points in his YouTube appearances.5
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 To put it formally: 6

W(x) ≔ it will be the case that x 
h ≔ the coin lands heads 
t ≔ the coin lands tails 

1. W(h ∨ t) 
2. ~W(h) 
3. ~W(t) 
4. ~(W(h) ∨ W(t))     from Equiv of Conj 2, 3 

As you can see, there’s no way to derive ~W(h ∨ t) or any other contradiction. 

The exact same logic applies to CCs: 

W’(x) ≔ if I were to flip the coin, it would be the case that x 
h ≔ the coin lands heads 
t ≔ the coin lands tails 

5. W’(h ∨ t) 
6. ~W’(h) 
7. ~W’(t) 
8. ~(W’(h) ∨ W’(t))     from Equiv of Conj 6, 7 

As you can see, there’s no way to derive ~W’(h ∨ t) or any other contradiction. 

And so William Lane Craig surely makes a mistake when he implies that the phrase “It is not the case that” should 
not be used. That phrase is simply equivalent to adding a negation symbol at the beginning of a proposition. This is 
negation at the widest scope. So of course we can use such a phrase. 

Craig also errs in thinking that a statement like “It will not be the case that Bush wins the election” states that Bush 
will lose the election. That statement is consistent with a meteor’s striking earth and killing everybody, in which case 
Bush does not lose the election. 

Craig also advocates using phrases like “It will not be the case that x”. But this is ambiguous. Does it mean W(~x)? 
Or does it mean ~W(x)? 

See William Lane Craig, The Only Wise God (Wipf and Stock, 2000), 61-63.

 I owe the first and fourth points here to Patrick Todd.7
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Arguments for Actual Infinites 

An actual infinite is a collection of at least 0א (aleph-null) members, where 0א is the number of 
natural numbers (1, 2, 3, …). An infinite regress is an actual infinite whose members are 
arranged in a series under some relation, such that for each member, there is a prior member.  1

This relation could be causation, time, grounding, or merely logical ordering. For an infinite 
temporal regress to obtain is not necessarily for all its members to exist at once: some members 
might cease to exist before later members begin to exist. 

One type of infinite regress is one of equal durations of time: for every duration of time, there 
was an equal duration of time before it. This would mean that reality is past-eternal and 
beginningless—reality has always existed with no beginning.  

Another type of infinite regress is one of composition. For example, perhaps molecules are 
composed of atoms, which are composed of quarks, which are composed of even smaller 
particles, and this goes on forever and forever, without ever reaching a fundamental level. 

Another type of infinite regress is one of causation. For example, suppose that a cannonball is 
flying through the air, 5 feet away from the cannon that just shot it out. It is 5 feet away from the 
cannon because earlier, it was 3 feet away from the cannon, which in turn is because even earlier, 
it was 2 feet away from the cannon, which in turn is because even earlier, it was 1.5 feet away 
from the cannon. We can continue backward with diminishing time frames in a way that 
converges on some point in the air and so never gets back to the cannon. (I would say, though, 
that the infinite regress as a whole was caused by the cannon.) 

We can also be specific about the extent of an infinite regress. It might extend infinitely into the 
past, or infinitely in a spatial direction, or it might be squeezed into a finite duration or space. 

In this and the next essay I look at some arguments for and against the existence of actual 
infinites, with a focus on infinite regresses. 

1. Eliminating Circularity of Bruteness 

One might argue that an infinite regress model of reality is better than the two alternatives:       
(1) reality caused itself to exist, and (2) reality has a starting point that exists with no 
explanation. After all, self-causation (or self-explanation, etc.) is extremely counterintuitive, and 
it also seems bizarre for something to exist with no explanation whatsoever. 

I can see the intuitions here, but this isn’t entirely persuasive. On a theory where reality has an 
unexplained foundation, maybe we can say something about that foundation that removes the 
mystery of its existence—maybe we can make sense of the idea that it doesn’t or even couldn’t 
have an explanation or cause. And the foundation can provide a satisfying explanation for the 

119



finite regress that stretches back to it. But with an infinite regress, there is no such foundation; 
and so for me, the mystery as to why the entire infinite regress exists is heightened. 

2. Arbitrariness of a Beginning Point 

Another argument, adapted from Michael Huemer, is that any sort of beginning to the universe is 
arbitrary. If we say that the universe is 13.8 billion years old, then it would be simpler to say that 
the universe is only 6 billion years old, since that shaves off 7.8 billion years of history. It would 
be simpler still to say that the universe is only 5 minutes old, for the same reason. But if we keep 
going like this, we’ll end up saying that the universe is only a split second old, and we’d keep 
having to push the beginning of the universe later and later as time passes, to make sure that our 
theory is as simple as possible. This is obviously absurd and wrong. So the only non-arbitrary 
option is to say that the universe or reality is infinitely old. 

But this is not persuasive, since the younger universes have issues that seem to outweigh the 
simplicity benefits,  and we postulate 13.8 billion years because that best accounts for the data of 2

modern science; so 13.8 billion years is not an arbitrary number. 

3. Continuous Time or Space 
 
One might argue that if time is continuous, then actual infinites exist. If time is continuous, then 
the following non-overlapping durations of time elapse in order: a second, a 1/2-second, a 1/4-
second, an 1/8-second, and so on. This is an actually infinite number of non-overlapping 
durations of time that elapse sequentially, and that collectively have a duration of two seconds. 
Similarly, if space is continuous, then we can select an actually infinite number of increasingly 
small non-overlapping volumes of space that collectively occupy some non-zero finite volume. 
 
Now, I’ve argued in “Time” that time and space are continuous. But I don’t think that this entails 
the existence of actual infinites. “Durations” and “volumes” are abstract objects, and I don’t 
believe that any abstract objects exist. So this argument is not persuasive. 

4. Numbers 
 
One might argue that numbers exist. It would be bizarre and arbitrary for only some numbers to 
exist and not others; so if some numbers exist, then they all do. But if all numbers exist, then—
since there is an infinite number of numbers—actual infinites exist. Now, I’ve argued in 
“Abstract Objects” that numbers do not exist, so this isn’t persuasive to me. 

 Here is my formal definition: Let x and y be elements of an ordered series. Let ϕxy mean “x is earlier in the series 1

than y is, and y is not earlier in the series than x is”. 

An infinite regress is a ordered series of elements such that (y)(∃x) ϕxy · x ≠ y.

 See Bandy, “Theories”. 2
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Arguments against Actual Infinites 

1. Ultimate Source 

One might argue that an infinite regress of elements is impossible because there is no original 
source of the elements; there are only derivative elements. Derivative elements cannot exist 
without an ultimate source. But this argument is unpersuasive; it is simply not clear to me that 
derivative elements require an ultimate source. It seems enough for each derivative element to 
have some source, and an infinite regress satisfies this. 

2. Complexity 

Even if infinite regresses cannot be ruled out, one might worry about the complexity of an 
infinite regress. It does, after all, involve an actually infinite number of members and explanatory 
relations. As Graham Oppy has said, “No matter how far back you go, there’s still an infinite 
amount of stuff before that”.  On the other hand, one might prefer infinite regresses because they 1

can avoid circular explanation and unexplained members, since every member in an infinite 
regress is explained by the one prior to it. But to me, it seems clear that we should not believe in 
an infinite regress due to the enormous explanatory cost—the cost of infinity seems to swamp 
whatever cost there is of having a first member. 

3. Information 

Imagine you have a math textbook, complete with lessons and exercises, and you ask where it 
came from. Your teacher says that it was copied from an earlier copy of the book. You ask where 
that copy came from. Your teacher says that it was copied from an even earlier copy. You ask 
where the original book came from. Your teacher says that there was no original book—the 
copies just keep going back and back forever.  The weirdness of this scenario is that the book 2

contains information—symbols that represent human concepts. It seems counterintuitive and 
bizarre to think that such information had no origin. 

Now, I do think such a situation is impossible, but I don’t think the infinite regress has much to 
do with it. What seems impossible is that the complex, clearly designed information of the book 
exists with zero explanation, regardless of whether there was an infinite regress or not. And so is 
the universe akin to such a textbook? Does the universe contain clearly designed information? I 
tend to think it does, and I discuss this in “Fine-Tuning Arguments”. 

4. The Infinite Bookshelf 

Imagine a bookshelf containing 0א books (Book 1, Book 2, Book 3, …). If you remove all the 
odd-numbered books, the number of books remains the same. But if you remove all the books 
after Book 3, only three books remain, even though you removed the same number of books as 
when you removed all the odd-numbered books.  Such a bookshelf surely impossible. Thus: 3
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1. If an actual infinite is possible, then the infinite bookshelf is possible. 
2. The infinite bookshelf is not possible. 
3. Therefore, an actual infinite is possible. 

(1) seems wrong: perhaps an infinite bookshelf is impossible due to physical or metaphysical 
constraints that don’t plague other types of actual infinites. For example, the bookshelf might be 
problematic because all the members of an actual infinite are existing at once, which is not 
necessarily the case for an infinite regress. I’m not sure about (2). Such a bookshelf is clearly 
bizarre and I don’t believe one exists. But I don’t see why it’s logically impossible. 

5. Successive Addition 

1. An actual infinite formed by successive addition cannot exist. 
2. An infinite temporal regress is an actual infinite formed by successive addition. 
3. Therefore, an infinite temporal regress cannot exist. 

(1) won’t be persuaded by someone who already disagrees with it. One might argue that in order 
to build an actual infinite by successive addition, there needs to be a final addition to the set.  But 4

this seems wrong, since maybe one can add members faster and faster (e.g., after a 1/2-second, 
then a 1/4-second, then an 1/8-second, etc.) and so build an actual infinite within a finite duration 
and without a final addition.  And anyway, a past-infinite series of days does feature a final 5

addition: yesterday was the final addition! 

One might object: If the past is infinite, then yesterday and the day before that are both “Day 
Number 0א”, which implies that they are the same day. But they are not the same day, and so the 
past is not infinite. I reply: It is mistaken to say that two things are identical merely because the 
labeling system you use spits out the same label for both of them. We can use a different labeling 
system: “Day Number 1st-to-last” and “Day Number 2nd-to-last”.  6

One might object: An infinite past is impossible because you can’t count up from one to infinity.  
One is a finite number, and infinity is… well, something else. I reply: I see no relevant similarity 
here. What I do see is a relevant difference: Counting up from one to infinity requires crossing 
over from finite numbers to infinity. But an infinite past is not like this: The universe never 
crosses over from being finitely old to being infinitely old. It was always infinitely old. 

(2) seems wrong, at least to someone who believes that time is continuous and so that the past 
was formed by continuous accretion rather than by successive addition.  7

6. Probabilities 

Imagine an infinite number of fair, indeterministic coins, arranged in a row,  that are all tossed at 8

the same time. How will they land? Well, think of any infinite permutation of faces: HHHHH…, 

122



TTTTT…, HTHTH…, or any other permutation, even a random one. The probability of any 
particular permutation is 0.5∞, which equals 0. Now, a probability of 0 normally means that the 
permutation cannot happen. But one particular permutation must happen, since we stipulated that 
each coin must land on one of its faces. And so we have a contradiction: 

1. The probability of any particular permutation is zero.  9

2. If the probability of a permutation is zero, then that permutation cannot happen. 
3. One particular permutation must happen. 

There seem to be four options to avoid the contradiction. The first option is to be a determinist: a 
particular permutations has been determined, and so its probability is not zero, and so (1) is false. 
The second option is to be a finitist about how many objects there can be: there can’t be an 
infinite number of coins, so there can’t be a situation in which the probability of any particular 
permutation is zero, and so again (1) is false. Now, these first two options seem heavy-handed. It 
seems like overkill to adopt a sweeping metaphysical theory like determinism or finitism just to 
avoid one type of logical problem. There is nothing inherently contradictory about indeterminism 
or infinitism, and so it seems too quick to reject either of them purely on logical grounds. 

The third option is to say that there can’t be an infinite number of indeterministic outcomes, and 
so there can never be a situation in which (1) is true. But this option leads to clearly wrong 
consequences. Imagine that I have a single coin, which I flip every day, infinitely into the future. 
This will generate an infinite permutation of faces. The probability of any particular permutation 
is zero. But one particular permutation must happen. And so we have the same problem. And this 
isn’t limited to coin tosses: this applies to any endless sequence of indeterministic events. What 
can the third option proponent say? That at some point, the universe suddenly becomes 
determined? That everyone suddenly loses their free will and all random processes cease? This is 
arbitrary on top of being clearly wrong. This problem doesn’t go away even on open futurism: 
Even if, for every future toss, it is false that the coin will land heads and it is false that the coin 
will land tails, it is still true by necessity that every coin will land either heads or tails, and so 
some permutation or other must happen. 

Plus, these first three options seem to put the problem out of sight rather than avoid it. Even if we 
declare that infinitism and indeterminism are metaphysically impossible, the infinite coin toss is 
still perfectly conceivable, and yet it unexpectedly generates a logical contradiction. I don’t see 
how any metaphysical adjustments will help here. And so the fourth option is to rethink what 
probability entails in infinite cases. Suppose that indeterminism is true and that reality won’t 
become determined at some point in the future. Now, (3) is true by stipulation. And (1) is true: if 
we increase the probability of any permutation, then the sum of all the individual probabilities 
would exceed 1. So we need to reject (2). Sure, in ordinary finite cases, a probability of zero 
entails that something won’t happen. But why think that this holds in infinite cases? After all, in 
infinite cases, every possible outcome has a probability of zero, and yet they are all possible 
outcomes! Imagine a stray particle that must move, but could move in any direction: north, or 
west, or south-east, or north-north-west, or any other direction, no matter how specific. (This 
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works even if some arbitrarily selected regions of directions are more likely than others.) The 
probability that it will move in any particular direction is zero, but it must move in some 
direction. And so it seems to me that in cases involving an infinite number of possible outcomes, 
a probability of zero doesn’t mean that a given outcome is impossible. 
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7. The Messenger Paradox 

7.1. The Past Messenger Paradox 

Suppose that a paper is passed through a chain of 0א messengers, each existing at a different time 
in the past. When any messenger receives the paper, he writes on it if and only if it’s blank, then 
passes it forward. Now, the paper is never blank, because no messenger ever passes forward a 
blank paper, which means no messenger ever receives a blank paper. But the paper is always 
blank, because if it did have something on it, that would imply that some messenger wrote on it, 
which means they had received a blank paper, which, as we saw, never happens. So the paper is 
never blank and always blank.  And so the argument goes: 10

1. If an infinite regress is possible, then the messenger paradox is possible. 
2. The messenger paradox is impossible. 
3. Therefore, an infinite regress is impossible. 

(2) is clearly true, since the messenger paradox (MP) involves a contradiction. But why might 
one affirm (1)? One might suggest a patchwork principle or recombination principle: if some 
series of seconds S is possible, and some situation P is possible, then a world is possible in which 
P is pasted to every second of S.  For example, suppose that S is a past-infinite series of 11

seconds, and P is the event of a person’s picking up a piece of paper, writing on it if and only if it 
is blank, and then passing it to someone else. According to recombination, if both S and P are 
possible, then it is possible to have a world in which P is pasted to every second of S. And of 
course, this is the messenger paradox. So if recombination is right, then we should accept (1). 

But what is meant by possible? Suppose that it means metaphysically possible. Now, suppose 
that someone believes that an infinite regress is metaphysically necessary. In other words, reality 
is past-eternal: no matter how far back you go in any possible world, you can still go back 
further. On this view, (1) is false: an infinite regress is possible but the MP is impossible, since 
every possible world contains an infinite regress but no possible world contains the MP.  12

Now suppose that possible just means not entailing a contradiction. Again in this case, (1) is 
false: an infinite regress does not entail a contradiction, whereas the MP does. The defender of 
(4) might say that since the MP involves a contradiction, one of its elements (the regress, the 
messengers, the paper, etc.) must also be contradictory. But this is clearly wrong: clearly, the 
contradiction arises from pasting the messenger setup into an infinite regress. 

7.2. The Future Messenger Paradox 

I have realized that the MP is a type of Infinite Liar Paradox. As I discuss in “Reference 
Paradoxes”, a contradiction arises when you have an infinite regress of propositions in which 
each proposition is truly if and only if all the previous ones are false. Now, one might say that the 
best way to avoid the contradiction is to say that infinite regresses are impossible. But this seems 
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like overkill. All you need to say is that an infinite liar setup is impossible: you can’t have an 
infinite regress that contains the 〈each proposition is truly if and only if all the previous ones are 
false〉 element. That doesn’t mean you can’t have an infinite regress by itself!  Just because two 13

things are jointly impossible doesn’t mean that either of the things individually is impossible. 

Because of that, the MP can be modified to apply to infinite progress.  Suppose that a paper is 14

passed through a chain of 0א messengers, each existing at a different time in the future. When 
any messenger receives the paper, he writes on it if and only if no one after him will write on it. 
Then he passes it forward. 

Will the first messenger write on it or not? If he does, then no one after him will write on it. But 
that means no one after the second messenger will write on it. But that means the second 
messenger will write on it. So the second messenger both will and will not write on it. And if the 
first messenger does not write on it, then someone after him will write on it. So let’s fast-forward 
to that person, whoever it is. Since this person will write on it, then no one after him will write 
on it. But that means no one after the next guy will write on it. But that means the next guy will 
write on it. So the next guy both will and will not write on it. 

Note that this scenario doesn’t involve backward causation or even backward influence. The only 
odd feature is the logical connections between the present and the future. But those are 
unobjectionable, since you could posit that God or some law ensures that they all obtain. There 
have been cases in my life where I have written on a paper if and only if no one after me will 
write on it (say, I burned the paper afterwards). And so it seems that the future MP works against 
infinite progress just as well as the original MP works against infinite regress. 

But surely infinite progress is not ruled out. Surely time won’t just “run out” one day and come 
to a grinding halt—that doesn’t make much sense on any version of theism or naturalism that I 
know of. But if the future version of the MP doesn’t show that infinite progress is ruled out, then 
the original version of the MP doesn’t show that an infinite regress is ruled out. 

7.3. The Open Future Messenger Paradox 

I discovered that one can avoid a contradiction with the future MP if one believes that the future 
is open and all the messengers are acting freely. In such a case, when the current messenger 
receives the paper, whether he writes on it depends on the meaning of the condition: “… if and 
only if no one after him will write on it”. That could mean one of two things: 

(A) … if and only if it is false that at least one person after him will write on it. 
(B) … if and only if everyone after him will leave it blank. 

In the case of (A), the proposition 〈At least one person after him will write on it.〉 is a future 
contingent, since things could turn out differently: another possible outcome is that no one after 
him writes on it.  If the future is open, then all future contingents are false, which means it’s 15
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false that anyone after him will write on it. Therefore, the current messenger will write on it. And 
this same logic applies to the next messenger and every messenger after that. Therefore, every 
messenger writes on the paper, and there is no contradiction. 

In the case of (B), the proposition 〈Everyone after him will leave it blank.〉 is false because it is a 
future contingent, which means that the current messenger will not write on it. And this same 
logic applies to the next messenger and every messenger after that. Therefore, no messenger 
writes on the paper, and there is no contradiction. 

 Graham Oppy, in Alex Malpass, “Episode 19, Graham Oppy & Joe Schmid on Oppy vs Loke (debate review)”, 1

Thoughtology (YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/Ozuq4U1FV5s?t=3146.

 As far as I know, this example is ancient.2

 The infinite bookshelf example and argument and the successive addition argument are adapted from William Lane 3

Craig, The Kalām Cosmological Argument (London: Macmillan, 1979), 69, 82-87, and 103-104.

 Adapted from Craig, Kalām, 104, who expresses the principle with talk of having to pass through an “immediate 4

predecessor” of the final state.

 Graham Oppy, “Reply to Professor Craig”, Sophia 34.2 (1995): 15-29 demonstrates a mathematically possible way 5

to transform this supertask into an infinite regress.

 Now, this labeling system makes it impossible to label any day in the future, since any day in the future would be 6

called “Day Number Infinitieth-to-Last”. But that’s hardly an argument that time must end one day.

 I owe this response to Graham Oppy. 7

 The idea of an infinite number of coin tosses is inspired by Wade Tisthammer’s post, https://www.maverick-8

christian.org/2021/09/can-infinite-sequence-of-coinflips-come.html, although he has the series of tosses stretching 
back into the past.

 One can imagine bizarro cases involving an infinite number of possible outcomes, but where every possible 9

outcome has a non-zero probability. For example, the probabilities could be 1/2, 1/4, 1/8, 1/16, ….

 Adapted from Rob Koons, in Cameron Bertuzzi, “New Evidence that the Universe Began to Exist (with Dr. Rob 10

Koons)”, Capturing Christianity (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/0X6ism4-KKw.

 Adapted from David Lewis, mentioned by Rob Koons, “New Evidence”.11

 One way to flesh this out would be to adopt a branching theory of modality such as described by Alex Malpass, in 12

Joe Schmid, “Is the Past Finite? | Dr. Josh Rasmussen & Dr. Alex Malpass”, Majesty of Reason (YouTube, 2021), 
53:30, https://youtu.be/1F7x-XXgds8.

 This was discussed in Joe Schmid, “Grim Reapers, Causal Finitism, and the Kalam | Dr. Alex Malpass”, Majesty 13

of Reason (YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/uoTMs-kMny4.

 I owe this idea to Joe Schmid.14

 Yes, the probability of this outcome is zero, but I argued earlier that that doesn’t mean that it’s impossible. But if 15

I’m wrong and 〈At least one person after him will write on it.〉 is a future necessity, then the current messenger will 
not write on it, because it’s not false that at least one person after him will write on it. But this same logic applies to 
the next messenger and every messenger after that, which means that no messenger writes on the paper, even though 
it’s a future necessity that one person after the first messenger will write on it. So if my view about probabilities is 
wrong, then we are back to contradiction if we use (A), even assuming an open future and messengerly freedom.
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ETHICS 



Morality 

1. Moral Theories 

A moral theory is a set of moral beliefs. An elegant moral theory is one that uses a small number 
of general principles (as opposed to a hodgepodge of specific beliefs). A useful moral theory is 
one that covers a wide range of cases. An intuitive moral theory is one that harmonizes with our 
moral intuitions. Any moral theory should be evaluated based on these three criteria.  1

It’s easy to come up with an elegant and useful theory—for example, “Whatever you do is okay 
if and only if you think it will have good consequences”. That single principle entails a moral 
fact about every act, and so the theory is very elegant and useful. However, it is counterintuitive. 
Surely it’s not okay to murder your child, even if you think it will have good consequences. 

It’s not so easy to come up with a completely intuitive theory. We would have to evaluate every 
single moral case, many of which are unclear. But even if we do that, we are left with a 
hodgepodge of unconnected moral beliefs. Unless we can find a few general principles to link all 
the beliefs together, we are stuck with an intuitive and useful but inelegant moral theory. 

One might say that our general principles should simply be “Every action that God approves of is 
permissible”, “Every action that God commands is obligatory”, and “Every action that God 
disapproves of is prohibited”. But this theory is useless because it doesn’t cover any cases at all; 
it doesn’t say anything about exactly what God approves of, commands, and disapproves of. 

2. A Moral Realist Theory 

Moral realism is the view that there are moral facts: some things really are good or evil, right or 
wrong. According to my theory, morality is based on positive and negative experiences—well-
being, flourishing, and fulfillment versus suffering, misery, and futility. Such states have 
descriptive moral properties: negative states are evil, and positive states are good. These 
properties come in a range: the more intense the well-being, the morally better the state is; and 
the more intense the suffering, the morally worse the state is. 

These moral properties bleed into situations involving intentions, where an intention is a desire 
plus planning or action to bring about that desire. Situations where people intend the well-being 
of minds are good, and situations where people intend the suffering of minds, or do not care 
about minds, are evil. (I use the term minds to include all conscious beings, including humans, 
animals, and divine beings.) Some situations are mixed. Imagine a situation involving personal 
sacrifice for others. It involves evil because of the suffering and loss, but it involves good 
because the sacrifice is aimed at the well-being of others. 

The intentions themselves also take on these descriptive moral properties, as well as prescriptive 
moral properties: evil intentions are wrong, neutral intentions are permissible, and good 
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intentions are either obligatory or supererogatory. So an intention to torture everyone is not only 
evil but also wrong, which is another way of saying that one shouldn’t have it. These descriptive 
and prescriptive properties hold even if an actor isn’t aware of them or doesn’t agree with them. 
So even if someone thinks that it is permissible for them to torture everyone, it is not permissible 
for them to torture everyone. They are simply mistaken. 

It seems that if moral realism is true, then what I’ve said so far is surely true.  Morality is surely 2

based on internal experiences of well-being versus suffering. What else could it be based on?  3

Any other standard is arbitrary, and morality is surely not the sort of thing that can be arbitrary.  4

One might wonder: how do we define good? Some argue that goodness should be defined in 
terms of other things, such as love, care, and compassion.  This seems wrong. I take the sentence 5

“Love, care, and compassion are good” to be informative. If we define goodness as “love, care, 
and compassion”, then the aforementioned sentence translates to “Love, care, and compassion 
are love, care, and compassion”, which is completely uninformative. So goodness should not be 
defined in terms of other things; it is best understood as primitive.  

2.1. Objections 

1. What about cases where the perpetrator is confused or mentally ill? Answer: A person can 
commit moral acts only to the extent that she is conscious, intentional, and in her right mind. So 
confusion or mental illness blocks someone from committing moral acts. Of course, there may be 
moral consequences, but the acts themselves are not moral or immoral. 

2. What about trade-offs between personal desires and the wellbeing of others? For example, 
there are children starving to death in undeveloped countries. If we don’t give away our money 
to them, we are prioritizing our personal desires over their wellbeing. And yet most people think 
it is permissible to keep our money for ourselves. And what about trade-offs between helping one 
person versus helping another person, if those two goals are incompatible? Answer: These cases 
are difficult and we need to think carefully about each one. I don’t know what else to say. So 
maybe my theory is not as useful as it could be. 

3. What about cases where someone isn’t aware that what they’re doing is wrong? Suppose that 
abortion is wrong. How can we hold someone responsible for having an abortion if they didn’t 
know it was wrong? Answer: I never said that certain actions are inherently wrong. It’s about the 
intentions. So I think that whether a specific abortion is okay depends on whether the mother is 
seeking the well-being of minds versus seeking their suffering. 

Plus, I don’t think we should hold anyone responsible for anything, in the sense of retributive 
punishment. (See the last page of my essay “The Atonement”.) But if someone wrongs someone 
else, then they need to make it up to them, regardless of whether they knew it was wrong. 
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4. What about cases where one thinks that killing one’s neighbor is the best thing for her, since 
one thinks that she will go to a positive afterlife? Answer: In most cases, murder is wrong for 
obvious reasons, such as the pain it causes to the victim and to her loved ones. And lots of us 
aren’t 100% sure that the victim will go to a positive afterlife, so there is a chance that killing her 
will simply deprive her of whatever goods in this life she might have experienced otherwise. 

But what about an “ideal case”, where the victim has no loved ones, the murder is painless, and I 
am 100% certain about the positive afterlife? Well, consider the following case: Suppose that I’m 
100% certain that if I press a button, my hermit neighbor will suddenly be transported to 
Sweden, the best place on earth, and will go on to live an amazing, fulfilling life there, and that 
no one will feel any sense of loss that she was taken from her previous life. It seems to me that it 
is permissible for me to press that button. Now, what is the relevant difference between that and 
the “ideal case”? It seems to me that there is none. So yes—and I recently changed my mind 
about this—I think it’s okay to kill someone in such an ideal case. Now of course, if it turns out 
that there is no positive afterlife, then the victim’s death is probably morally evil because she was 
probably deprived of a decent life. But that doesn’t mean that the killer’s intention was wrong. 

5. One might object against this sort of “internalist” view, where all that matters for morality is 
whether the actor is seeking the well-being or suffering of others. Shouldn’t morality be 
independent of that? Answer: I already said that descriptive moral properties are independent of 
that. As for prescriptive moral properties, I find it hard to see how things could be any other way 
than what I’ve laid out. You don’t think that stepping on cracks in the sidewalk is wrong, do you? 
Well, what if, unbeknownst to you, every time you step on a crack in the sidewalk, that causes 
five million children to suffer. Are you doing something wrong? Obviously not! Why? Because 
you have no idea that you are causing that suffering. You are not seeking that suffering. And so it 
goes in every case: prescriptive morality is based on intentions.  

6. Realists say that our moral intuitions give us evidence for moral realism. It is just intuitively 
obvious that certain features of the world have moral properties. For example, it just seems 
obvious that the Holocaust was evil. 

The anti-realist might resist this by saying that our moral intuitions originated through unguided 
evolutionary processes that are not expected to produce reliable intuitions; therefore, we cannot 
assume that our moral intuitions are reliable. The realist can respond by pointing out that on the 
anti-realist’s view, the rest of our faculties (vision, hearing, induction, etc.) also came from 
unguided evolutionary processes that are not expected to produce reliable intuitions. 

At this point, the anti-realist has two options. First, they can bite the bullet and accept that the 
rest of our faculties also cannot be assumed to be reliable. Second, they can argue that some of 
our other faculties (vision, hearing, induction, etc.) are beneficial to survival; people who sense 
nearby predators will survive more often than people who fail to sense nearby predators. 
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But how does the anti-realist know all of this? They are making claims about how the world, 
evolution, and survival all work. If the anti-realist is allowed to do that, then the realist is allowed 
to make claims about how morality works.  6

3. A Moral Anti-Realist Theory 

Moral anti-realism is the view that there are no moral facts: ultimately, nothing is good or evil, 
right or wrong. (This is not the same as moral relativism, on which there are moral facts that are 
simply relative.) Moral language reduces to statements about what the speaker cares about. For 
example, saying, “Child torture is evil” translates to “I desire for child torture not to happen”. 

To the realist, this might seem superficial. However, the realist also presumably desires for child 
torture not to happen. So the realist and the anti-realist are on the same page there. The only 
thing that the realist adds is an abstract moral law. In addition, it’s important to note that even 
though the anti-realist doesn’t think child torture is evil, she doesn’t think that child torture is 
good or even neutral either. The anti-realist simply doesn’t believe in any moral facts. And she 
doesn’t need to: whenever she makes decisions, she considers how it will affect herself and 
others. There’s no need to bring abstract universal laws into the decision-making process. 

One reason to be an anti-realist is this: When you think deeply about moral facts, they become 
difficult to understand, at least to me. What does it mean for something to be morally good? 
There seems to be no answer. Most people already think that a state of well-being, flourishing, 
fulfillment, harmony, love, peace, joy, and kindness feels positive to those experiencing it. So it 
seems we are not adding anything substantive or useful if we add that such a state is good. 

A second reason is this: Once you realize the people, animals, interests, and causes that you care 
about, what more is there to add? What does it accomplish to add on a bunch of abstract moral 
facts? If they match up with what you already care about, then that won’t accomplish anything; 
you’ll continue to keep pursuing and fighting for the things you care about. 

Now, if they contradict what you already care about, then that also won’t accomplish anything. 
Suppose I found out that living in communities is morally wrong, and that I am obligated to take 
my family and go live in the wilderness. Now first of all, I doubt that it’s even possible for me to 
“find out” something like this—how would that work? By seeing it written in the stars?  

But let’s suppose I was convinced that I should take my family into the wilderness. This 
wouldn’t change anything. I care about living in communities and having friendships with 
people. If I found out that doing so was wrong—whatever that means—that wouldn’t make me 
stop caring about living in communities and having friendships. Plus, it would give me zero 
motivation to abandon my friends and take my family into the wilderness. 

Similarly, suppose I found out that it is morally permissible for parents to beat their children to 
death. Again, this wouldn’t change my attitude or behavior. I care about children and I don’t 
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want them to be beaten. Children matter to me. Learning that children don’t matter “to the 
universe” would do nothing to stop me from caring about children and trying to support them. In 
general, learning that certain things are “moral” or “immoral” provides no motivation to act or 
change my behavior, any more than being told that something is illegal in some irrelevant 
country. For me, what provides motivation is learning how my actions help or harm others. 

As another angle, some anti-realists think that moral language is inherently only about personal 
cares and desires. If you tell such an anti-realist that certain things are “good” and “evil” 
independent of anyone’s perspective, she will just be confused: it makes no sense for something 
that is inherently only about personal desires to be imposed on the universe as a whole. What are 
you even saying? Are you saying that although she thinks that children matter, the universe 
disagrees with her and thinks that children don’t matter? That’s hardly motivating. She’ll just 
say, “Well, the universe can think what it wants, but I’m not obligated to agree with it. I am 
going to keep on caring about children, regardless of what the universe thinks”.  7

The realist might say that it’s not the universe that the anti-realist disagrees with; it is God that 
the anti-realist disagrees with. Now this might provide motivation: If I find out that doing the 
wrong thing will lead to my getting punished, that certainly motivates me to avoid doing the 
wrong thing. But that seems like a bad reason to be moral, at least for adults. Shouldn’t we 
pursue things because we actually care about them, not just to avoid getting punished?  8

As a final remark, the anti-realist isn’t necessarily close-minded on what she cares about; she can 
be open to changing her mind on the basis of new information, ideas, or approaches. But the anti-
realist will probably not be able to compromise on certain basic desires, such as the well-being of 
her loved ones. But of course, neither will most realists. 

3.1. Objections 

The realist might object that the anti-realist is just selfish. But obviously, this is wrong. The anti-
realist might care about other humans and animals for their own sake. The realist might say that 
for the anti-realist, all of this really just boils down to selfishness. But now the realist is 
pretending to read other people’s minds. We can safely dismiss unsupported claims like this. 

This objection also makes me wonder why realists feel motivated to help others. Are they 
motivated by an abstract, undefinable law? That seems odd. Surely it makes more sense to be 
motivated by the fact that other people are suffering and need help. If I were to become an anti-
realist, I would still want everyone to behave in accordance with what I laid out in Section 2; 
after all, I would still care about those things, even if I stopped believing in abstract laws. 

The realist might object by saying, “But really—child torture is wrong! Isn’t that obvious?” Well, 
obviousness depends on the person, and on how you state your ideas. It is not obvious to some 
people that there are abstract, universal laws that supervene on certain physical or psychological 
situations. Now, the wrongness of child torture is certainly obvious to me, but I spent the first 
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twenty-two years of my life in situations where moral wrongness was assumed and ingrained 
into my way of thinking. When I reflect on the statement “Child torture is evil”, it threatens to 
just boil down to how people care about children and how people hate it when they suffer, 
because people know how it is to suffer and people wouldn’t wish that on children. 

 Some say that the general principles of a moral system explain all the other propositions within the system; a moral 1

system is a hierarchy where the general principles are fundamental and the other propositions are derivative. Others 
say that the general principles do not explain the other facts but merely entail them; the general principles are not 
any more fundamental than the other propositions, but they are chosen for convenience. 

There is also the question of where the moral system comes from. A theistic stateist believes that the moral system is 
grounded in God or a command of God. A universe stateist believes that the moral system is grounded in some state 
in the universe (such as sensations, or intentions, or biological situations), but is not necessarily reducible to those 
states. A moral fundamentalist believes that the moral system does not have a non-moral ground; either it is not 
explained by anything, or it is explained by the fact that it is necessary (which in turn does not have an explanation).

 One might think it is easier to be confident about morality if there is a physical, written source that reports moral 2

facts. But this seems wrong. One can have a direct revelation or internal awareness of morality that is just as 
persuasive as a physical, written source. If one can doubt the revelation, one can doubt the written source. One might 
think it is easier to persuade people of moral realism if there is a written source that reports moral facts. But this also 
seems wrong, since people can simply disagree with that source.

 I don’t find biological or natural law explanations of morality intuitive. The fact that something evolved a certain 3

way seems to have no bearing on what we should or should not do, especially given how random evolution is.

 What about homosexual intercourse (HI) or premarital sex (PS)? This prompts me to distinguish between absolute 4

moral facts and non-absolute moral facts. An absolute moral fact is one that holds in every case. For example: 
murder, rape, and child torture are absolutely wrong; they are wrong in every case. A non-absolute moral fact is one 
that is true only in some cases. For example: shooting someone with a gun is sometimes wrong but sometimes okay. 

With this in mind, HI and PS are surely in a different class than things like murder, rape, or child torture. If HI and 
PS are absolutely wrong, then it’s surely not because of the principles I’ve laid out; it would be because of some 
other reason, such as a decision by God. Perhaps God has the power and prerogative to create new absolute moral 
obligations, if God has a good reason to do so. (Thanks to Dane Rich for this point.) 

Perhaps this is right. But one might doubt that even God can just create new absolute moral facts. Absolute morality 
seems like the sort of thing that is fundamental and necessary. And so one might argue: 

1. Anything that is absolutely wrong is necessarily wrong. 
2. Homosexual intercourse and premarital sex are not necessarily wrong. 
3. Therefore, homosexual intercourse and premarital sex are not absolutely wrong. 

Regardless of this argument, my personal tentative view is that both HI and PS are sometimes okay; it just depends 
on how well one is following my moral theory.

 Jeremy Koons, in Alex Malpass, “Episode 18, Jeremy Koons, On the Euthyphro Dilemma”, Thoughtology 5

(YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/sPMrIlxN0A4.

 Kane Baker, “AMA Responses, Part 2”, Kane B (YouTube, 2023), https://youtu.be/tyBspSAaMT0.6

 Thanks to Kane Baker for this entire second reason. See Kane Baker, “What really matters doesn’t matter to me”, 7

Kane B (YouTube, 2022), https://youtu.be/yBTUALugw3A.

 In addition, it’s at least conceptually possible for anti-realism to be true even if God exists, so long as we don’t 8

build morality into the concept of God. We can just say that God is perfectly and eternally loving. This seems 
problematic, though, since it just seems arbitrary for God to be loving as opposed to hateful.
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THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 



Cosmological Arguments 

Cosmological arguments for theism have two stages. Stage 1 argues that reality or the universe 
requires a foundation or cause. Stage 2 argues that the best candidate for such a foundation or 
cause is God. I have seen five main versions of Stage 1: 

• Contingency arguments contend that everything that is contingent requires an explanation, 
and so there is a necessary foundation of all contingent things. 

• Kalām arguments contend that the universe had a beginning in time and therefore requires an 
external cause or explanation. 

• First-cause arguments contend that the causal or explanatory network of reality cannot 
regress infinitely, nor contain a loop, and so it must have a first member. 

• Grounding arguments contend that history—the temporal sequence of causes and effects—
stands in need of an explanation, and so there must be a non-causal ground to that sequence.  1

• Complexity arguments contend that everything that is complex or arbitrarily limited requires 
an explanation, and so there is a simple foundation of all complex objects.  

• Brute-fact arguments contend that every brute fact needs an explanation, and so there is a 
foundational being that is free of brute facts. 

I have seen two main versions of Stage 2: 

• Powers reasoning tries to establish that the initial foundation or cause has God-like powers. 
• Elimination reasoning looks at all the different candidates for an initial foundation or cause 

and tries to rule all of them out except for a mind that has free will. 

How much you accomplish in Stage 1 can vary widely. You might achieve something very close 
to theism in Stage 1 alone and so not have much work left to do in Stage 2. Or you might only 
achieve a first cause in Stage 1 and so have a lot of work left to do in Stage 2. In this essay, I 
glance at (1) my own contingency argument, (2) a “Complexity Skepticism” argument adapted 
from Rob Koons, and (3) a brute-facts argument that I think is mistaken. 

1. My Contingency Argument 

1. Every plurality of contingent objects is dependent on another object. 
2. If every plurality of contingent objects is dependent on another object, 

    then a necessary object exists. 
3. If a necessary object exists, then God exists. 
4. Therefore, God exists. 

Premise 1 

If premise (1) is false, there is at least one plurality of contingent objects that is not dependent on 
another object. Logically, such a plurality must be one of two types of networks: 
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• Type A: A network of contingent objects where every member is dependent on another 
member, but the network as a whole is not dependent on anything else. 

• Type B: A network of contingent objects that contains at least one member that is not 
dependent on anything else. 

Type A Networks. There seem to be two problems with a Type A network. First, topologically, a 
Type A network must either involve a loop or an infinite regress, both of which I’ve argued are 
problematic.  Second, as Joshua Rasmussen argues, a Type A network seems to involve a 2

construction error.  Imagine a single dependent object—it is the type of object that needs to 3

depend on something else; it can’t just exist independently. Now imagine that we add a second 
dependent object. Now, it seems that these two objects are collectively still dependent. It’s not as 
if the need for an explanation disappears just because we added another object. After all, all the 
objects in the plurality are the types of objects that need to depend on other objects. 

Surely this doesn’t change no matter how many more objects we add, and no matter whether we 
wrap them into a loop or stretch them into an infinite regress. No matter how many red pixels 
you add to a canvas, you won’t get a blue piece of art; similarly, no matter how many dependent 
objects you add to your network, you won’t get an independent network. All we’re doing is 
adding more objects that themselves need explanations, and so the total plurality of objects, 
collectively, must be dependent on something. If this is right, then a Type A network is ruled out. 

Type B Networks. One might object to a Type B network because the independent, contingent 
member raises a unique mystery. If an object is contingent, it could have failed to exist. So why 
does it exist? Why is it the way it is? It seems counterintuitive for there to be no explanation at 
all. On the other hand, necessary objects could not have failed to exist; their nonexistence is 
impossible, and so it is supposedly less of a mystery why a given necessary object exists. But this 
reasoning is not persuasive. Consider my paraphrase of an anecdote by Tomas Bogardus: 

One time, when my daughter sneezed, I said, “Bless you!” My daughter asked, 
“Why did you say, ‘Bless you’?” I responded, “Oh, everyone says bless you!” But 
she just gave me a blank stare. She asked, “Why does everyone say bless you?” 

Surely the question would remain if Bogardus had said, “Everyone necessarily says bless you!” 
If something is already mysterious or question-raising, nothing is solved by saying that it is 
necessary. Positing necessity doesn’t seem to help remove the mystery of why something exists. 
For some people, necessity makes the mystery worse!  This is especially true if we remember 4

that we’re talking about metaphysical necessity, which some people just slap onto any object 
they want without really demonstrating why that object should be metaphysically necessary. 

But there does seem to be an internal problem with Type B networks. If the foundation of reality 
is contingent, it could have been different: reality could have had a number of different starting 
points—and for no reason, since every one of those possible foundations would be unexplained 
by definition! That seems unnecessarily complex and fragmented. On the other hand, if the 
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foundation is necessary, then there was only one possible foundation, and this necessary 
foundation unifies all the different ways reality could have played out. And so it seems slightly 
better to affirm (1) and say that the plurality of all contingent objects has a necessary foundation.  

Premise 2 

This premise is easily provable. Suppose that every plurality of contingent objects is dependent 
on another object. This means that the plurality of all contingent objects is dependent on some 
other object. Now, this other object is either contingent or necessary, since those two types are 
mutually exhaustive. But it can’t be contingent, since we’ve already specified that this object is 
not part of the plurality of all contingent objects. Therefore, this object is a necessary object. 

Premise 3 

On to Stage 2. Now, either the necessary object (here I’m using the word object for simplicity’s 
sake; it could also be a plurality) is physical or non-physical. If it is non-physical, it would still 
have to be concrete—it couldn’t merely be an abstract object like a number, set, logical law, or 
mathematical function—since only a concrete object has the power to cause or ground anything. 
Such an object could be mindless or minded. And so we’ve got three candidates: 

• Option A: A concrete, physical object. 
• Option B: A concrete, non-physical, mindless object. 
• Option C: A concrete, non-physical, minded object. 

Option A. One might reject Option A for the following reason: It seems intuitive that the universe 
today is contingent. There are so many features of the universe that could have been slightly 
otherwise, and many features of the universe seem to have been the result of random chance. 
Perhaps all of the universe, then, has always been contingent. After all, it’s just physical matter 
and energy all the way back. Why would it suddenly be necessary once you go far enough back? 

But this is unpersuasive. First of all, the universe could be deterministic and surely our intuitions 
toward contingency would be exactly the same, so I’m not sure how reliable those intuitions are. 
Second of all, even if there is contingency in the present day, that is accounted for perfectly well 
by a naturalistic theory on which the initial state of the universe is necessary, but then random 
chance plays out after that and realizes one of many possible outcomes. 

For me, the only semi-persuasive reason to reject Option A is simplicity concerns, which I 
address in Sections 2 & 3 of “Theism versus Naturalism” and so will not repeat here.  

Option B. One might reject Option B because they think it is just nothing. If something is non-
physical and mindless, then it’s just nothing at all. But this is unpersuasive. Option B includes 
that the object is concrete and has the power to cause or ground the universe. Sure, such an 
object is foreign to everyday concepts, but it isn’t just nothing. 
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One might reject Option B because it supposedly doesn’t explain intelligent design, or morality, 
or consciousness. But this veers off into other arguments for theism. In a proper theory 
comparison, we need to make sure that each argument gets its own turn and doesn’t get double-
counted by being smuggled into a different argument. 

For me, there are two semi-persuasive reasons to reject Option B. The first is that the mindless 
object appears to just randomly generate a universe. If there are no physical properties to this 
mindless object, how could there be random chance? In our experience, random chance only 
arises when there are multiple physical components involved—like a die that has multiple faces 
to land on, or a particle that has multiple directions to travel. If the only thing is a mindless, non-
physical object, I don’t see what enables the random chance. 

It seems more likely that if a non-physical mindless object could produce anything at all, it 
would just produce something deterministic, and random chance would never arise. But in that 
case, contingency would not exist at all, and this cuts against any intuitions we have that at least 
some contingency exists today. On the other hand, if Option C is true and the foundation is a free 
mind, it could freely generate a chosen outcome, and it could also decide whether to create an 
indeterministic or deterministic universe. So Option B seems to restrict us to reject contingency, 
whereas Option C at least leaves contingency open. 

The second semi-persuasive reason to reject Option B comes from Rasmussen’s discussion of 
perfection. It seems that an absolutely perfect object is the simplest, most elegant, most unified 
object conceivable. So if we want something perfect, Option B fails because it delivers an object 
that has some level of power—enough to get the universe started—but zero consciousness, 
agency, or ability to make decisions, and apparently zero moral value. In other words, it may or 
may not be perfect in some respects, but is not perfect in other respects. On the other hand, if 
Option C is true, then the foundation can be perfect in every way—perfect in power, knowledge, 
consciousness, morality, freedom, and every other property for which it is possible to be perfect. 

2. Rob Koons’s “Complexity Skepticism” Argument 

Consider the principle (P) “Everything that is limited has an explanation”.  If P is false, then at 5

least one limited thing is unexplained. So how do we know that our experiences are explained? If 
I have the experience of seeing a car, I normally think that my experience is explained by 
something—namely, the car in front of me. Now, on naturalism, all our experiences are limited. 
So if the naturalist denies P, that opens up the epistemic possibility that all their experiences are 
unexplained. In other words, the naturalist who denies P must admit the possibility that all 
normal experiences—seeing cars, hearing music, feeling pain, etc.—are not explained by the 
external world but rather are unexplained, and therefore are completely random, illusory flukes. 

We cannot tame this problem by saying that such flukes are unlikely. Judgments about the 
likelihood of an outcome can be made only when we have some earlier state that is capable of 
producing that outcome. But for every unexplained fluke, there is no earlier state—the illusion of 
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the car, music, or pain simply comes out of nowhere. So there is no way to say that such a fluke 
is unlikely. Therefore the naturalist who denies P is faced with the possibility that their 
experiences are completely random, illusory flukes. 

But surely our experiences are not completely random, illusory flukes; and surely we do not have 
to worry about this possibility. The naturalist might reject P and say that every limited state has 
an explanation. This avoids the possibility of flukes, but it commits the naturalist to either loops 
or infinite regresses, both of which, I’ve already mentioned, are problematic. 

So it seems we should accept P. What follows? The initial state of physical reality is limited—
whether it is some particles, a singularity, or some quantum state. So if everything that is limited 
has an explanation, then the initial state of physical reality has an explanation. This explanation 
cannot be physical (since it explains the initial state of physical reality), and so it is non-physical. 
And a non-physical explanation of physical reality fits better with theism than with naturalism. 

3. A Brute Facts Argument for Theism 

An analytic fact is something that is true in virtue of the definitions of its terms, or in virtue of 
established logical or mathematical laws. For example, 〈Every person who is a bachelor is 
unmarried〉 is true by definition; 〈1+1=2〉 is true due to established mathematical laws; and 〈p, p 
→ q ⊢ q〉 is true due to established logical laws. Thus, all three of those facts are analytic. By 
contrast, 〈The earth is round〉 is true, but it’s not analytic, since its truth cannot be derived solely 
from the definitions of its terms, nor from established logical or mathematical laws. 

For me, non-analytic facts call out for some sort of explanation, or reason, or something that 
“clears up” why they are true. It makes sense to ask, “Why is the earth round?”, and then to go 
about finding the answer. On the other hand, it seems odd to ask why 1+1 equals 2. There just 
isn’t the same sort of need. It seems that an analytic fact can just be true, and that’s that. 

So what happens when someone posits a non-analytic fact that doesn’t have the explanation, or 
reason, or “clearing up” that we would hope for? What if someone says that the earth is round, 
and that’s that—nothing to figure out? What if someone says that there is a chunk of cheese just 
floating around in space, with no cause? What if someone says that the universe has eternally 
existed, but for no reason at all? Such facts are called brute facts, and they are generally 
recognized as bad for a theory. We try to avoid brute facts because we want to avoid positing 
things that simply raise more questions instead of providing satisfying answers. 

Now, the argument is that theism avoids brute facts, whereas naturalism requires at least one 
brute fact. On naturalism, the foundation of reality is physical: maybe it is the initial singularity, 
or a quantum field, or a plurality of particles; or maybe there is no foundation, but the universe 
has existed eternally. In all of these cases, we have something that is non-analytic. There is 
nothing true by definition, nor by established mathematical or logical laws, about the existence 
of some physical state. What’s more, on naturalism, that foundation has no explanation or reason 
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for its existence. It didn’t come from anything else. It wasn’t necessitated by some law. There’s 
nothing that “clears up” or “removes the mystery” as to why the universe exists. And so 
naturalism is supposedly committed to a brute fact. 

On the other hand, theism supposedly avoids this issue. The foundation of reality is God. God 
doesn’t have an explanation in the ontological sense that there is some prior thing that created, 
caused, or grounds God. But God’s existence isn’t a mystery either. Rather, God’s existence is 
necessary. We can make sense of God’s existence by appealing to the necessity of God’s nature:  6

God must exist, and so it is not a mystery that God does exist. In addition, the fact that God is 
necessary is an analytic fact, since God is simply defined as a necessary being. So neither God’s 
existence nor necessity is a brute fact, and it appears that theism has avoided brute facts entirely. 

But I find this argument unpersuasive, for four independent reasons. First, I’ve argued in 
“Concepts” that definitions are merely artificial concepts that do not really apply to external 
reality. Nothing is a certain way “by definition”, because in the external world, there are no 
definitions. Things just are how they are. Therefore, even if God is necessary, God isn’t 
necessary by definition, and so God’s necessity is not an analytic fact; it is a brute fact. 

Second, I’ve argued in “Concepts” that you can’t build necessity into a concept, because 
necessity is an existential notion, which cannot be part of a concept of an object that may or may 
not exist. So once again, God is not necessary by definition, and so God’s necessity is brute. 

Third, as I’ve explained earlier in this essay, I doubt that positing necessity helps remove the 
mystery of existence. If positing necessity doesn’t remove the mystery of existence, then saying 
that something is necessary doesn’t automatically avoid having a brute fact. 

Fourth, if the theist can say that God’s necessity is true by definition, then the naturalist can say 
that the initial physical state of the universe is necessary by definition. The theist might respond 
that this is ad hoc or implausible, but let’s not shift the goalposts: the argument is that theism 
avoids brute facts better than naturalism, and I’ve just explained why the argument is mistaken.  7

 See Kenneth Pearce’s argument in his debate book with Graham Oppy, Is There a God? (Routledge, 2021).1

 See Bandy, “Circularity” and “Infinite Regresses”. 2

 Joshua Rasmussen, How Reason Can Lead to God (IVP Academic, 2019). See also David Bentley Hart, The 3

Experience of God (Yale: Yale University Press, 2013), 87-151.

 I know that Kenneth Pearce said this somewhere. I think it was in this video. Brian Leftow also said that he argues 4

against necessity explaining actuality in his book God and Necessity (Oxford University Press, 2012). 

 This argument is adapted from Rob Koons, in Joe Schmid, “From Necessary Being to God?…”, Majesty of Reason 5

(YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/bHw61T-zaeQ and in Suan Sonna, “The Best Case for God's Existence - Robert 
C. Koons”, Intellectual Conservatism (YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/kVgbCIJ9Fxo.

 This language is used frequently by William Lane Craig.6

 Thansk for Matt Bilyeu and Jeremy Kidd for extensive discussion of this argument.7
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Fine-Tuning Arguments 

1. The Data of Fine-Tuning 

There are many constants and quantities in the initial conditions of the universe that could have 
equaled a wide range of values, but in fact lie within the unimaginably small range of values 
which make possible the existence of conscious organisms. If one of these values were different 
by an extremely small percentage, the universe would not be able to support conscious 
organisms.  For example, possible universes which possess initial states of entropy low enough 1

to be life-permitting represent only 1/1010123 of the total number of possibilities. In other words, it 
is vastly more probable that the initial state of entropy would have been high enough to prevent 
life from ever existing. To help illustrate the odds, imagine that I think of a random atom in the 
entire observable universe, and I tell you to guess which atom I’m thinking of. Assuming that the 
initial conditions and quantities were left up to chance, the probability of the universe being life-
permitting is incomprehensibly smaller than the probability of your choosing the correct atom. 

2. The Probability of Fine-Tuning on Naturalism 

Since naturalism excludes there being value at the base of reality, there is no reason for the 
universe to prefer a life-permitting universe over any other. Therefore naturalism must say that 
the fine-tuning happened by chance, and so the probability of fine-tuning is incomprehensibly 
small on naturalism. Let us now consider some objections to this: 

1. Differential Life. Some say the existence of life could be more likely than we think, because 
under different constants and quantities, different types of life could exist. But this objection 
fails, because some constants are fine-tuned to allow any structures to exist: the constants could 
have equaled a wide range of values, but if they were only slightly different than they are, there 
would be no structures in the universe at all, or the universe would have imploded after the Big 
Bang. Therefore, the universe is fine-tuned for the existence of any sort of chemical life. 

2. Statistical Certainty. Some say that the probability of the universe being fine-tuned for life is 
100%, since we have only observed one universe, and that universe is fine-tuned for life. But this 
confuses epistemic probability—how strongly we should expect something—with statistical 
probability—how often something has actually obtained divided by the number of the observed 
opportunities. In a world where only one six-sided die has ever been rolled—and it lands on 6—
the statistical probability of getting a 6 is 100%, but this just tells us what happened, not whether 
we should have expected it. When we look at the properties of the die and see that its six sides 
are equal, we can reasonably conclude that we should have expected a 6 at a probability of  1/6. 
Similarly with the universe, scientists have examined its properties and seen that the initial 
constants and quantities seem to have been “put in by hand” rather than required by known laws, 
and so the probability of the universe being life-permitting is incomprehensibly low. 
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3. Cosmic Lottery. Perhaps we should not be surprised at the fine-tuning, just as a lottery winner 
should not be surprised that he won. Improbability does not equal surprisingness. Even though 
the fact that he won was improbable, it is not surprising, because someone had to win. But this 
objection misses the point. It is true that improbability does not equal surprisingness, the 
argument is not that this specific universe is surprising on naturalism; it is that this type of 
universe—the type that produces conscious organisms—is surprising on naturalism, because it 
was incomprehensibly more likely that the universe would have been a life-prohibiting type. So 
the fine-tuning of the universe is more like a series of lotteries where one quadrillion men enter 
and only one woman enters, but she wins every time. This is insanely surprising—people would 
certainly accuse the lottery of being rigged. 

4. Nothing Special. The naturalist might respond that conscious organisms are simply nothing 
special, and so they are no more surprising than random assortments of matter. But this is surely 
wrong. Surely conscious organisms, with their ability to grow, self-sustain, reproduce, perceive, 
reason, love, contemplate, and be creative, are more special than random assortments of matter. 
And surely a universe containing conscious organisms is more special and significant than a 
universe that implodes immediately after its inception. 

5. Different Laws. Some say that under our laws of nature, life-permitting universes are 
extremely unlikely, but under other laws of nature, life-permitting universes could be much more 
likely. If we were to survey every possible set of laws, it might turn out that life-permitting 
universes are, as a whole, not improbable on naturalism. 

But this doesn’t seem to remove the surprisingness of fine-tuning on naturalism. element: Even 
if every other set of laws allowed for a high probability of life, it is still extremely surprising that 
life exists in a universe whose laws determined an overwhelmingly low probability of life. 
Suppose you have two dice. The first is the “Laws” die and has a virtually infinite number of 
sides. The second is the “Constants” die and is a little strange: its number of sides depends on 
what you get when you roll the Laws die. If you roll the Laws die and get a 1, the Constants die 
will have 1010123 sides. But if you roll the Laws die and get anything other than a 1, the Constants 
die will have only one side. Now, whether the Constants die has one side or 1010123 sides, it will 
have exactly one side that says “Life-permitting”. Every other side of the Constants die (if there 
are other sides) will say “Life-prohibiting”. Now, if you roll the Laws die and then roll the 
Constants die, it is unimaginably more likely that you would end up with “Life-permitting” on 
the Constants die. But what seems bizarre is that you would roll a 1 on the Laws die and then roll 
a “Life-permitting” on the Constants die! It seems very surprising that we ended up with the one 
set of laws that made life extremely improbable, and yet still ended up with the existence of life! 

Plus, the objection is plainly false when we consider everyday situations. Suppose that you are 
playing a game of poker, and one player gets 200 royal flushes in a row. Naturally, everyone 
accuses him of cheating. But he responds, “Wait a minute! If the universe had different laws, it 
might be much more likely that I would get 200 royal flushes in a row. So you shouldn’t be 
surprised”. Should you believe him? No, his response would be ridiculous. 

143



6. Arbitrary Improbability. Some say that proponents of fine-tuning are arbitrarily setting limits 
for what should count as “surprising”. What if the chance of life occurring was 1 in only 1 
million? Or 1 in 1 thousand? If different proponents give different answers based on what they 
feel would be surprising, then fine-tuning is just a personal feeling about probability. But this 
objection is unreasonable. Dismissing fine-tuning by saying that a 1 in 1010123 chance is only 
“arbitrarily small” seems like a desperate move. Such a probability is incomprehensibly smaller 
than any probability that we could even imagine experiencing; if the fine-tuning doesn’t need an 
explanation, then no event ever needs an explanation, no matter how bizarre or unlikely it seems. 
Imagine you are teaching a class. One of your students never studies, and he fails every single 
assignment, but then he gets a perfect score on the 100-question closed-book take-home test, and 
in the hallways you overhear him thanking one of his classmates for texting him all the answers. 
Any teacher in their right mind would think this student was cheating, but a consistent denier of 
fine-tuning would simply view the probability of the student’s ignoring their friend’s text and 
then randomly guessing all 100 questions correctly as merely “arbitrarily small”. Such a view of 
the world is absurd. Surely the success of a significant 1 in 1010123 chance is truly surprising. 

7. Survivor Bias. Some say that if the universe were not life-permitting, we wouldn’t observe it,  
since we wouldn’t be alive. That isn’t surprising. And since we are alive, we are observing the 
universe. This is also not surprising. But this objection is irrelevant—premise (1) isn’t about how 
surprising it is that we observe the universe to be life-permitting, given that we are alive; it’s 
about how surprising it is that the universe actually is life-permitting, given naturalism.  2

8. Temporary Fine-Tuning. Some say that perhaps, as we continue to conduct scientific study, the 
apparent fine-tuning will disappear, and we will realize that the presence of life in the universe is 
not very surprising. But this objection sounds like wishful thinking; it is making a bet on data 
that we don’t have. It also seems unlikely for such incomprehensibly radical values to somehow 
be accounted for by more study. Moreover, further scientific study could make the fine-tuning 
appear more extreme. If anything, based on past scientific developments, this seems more likely 
than the possibility of the fine-tuning disappearing. 

9. Puddle Analogy. Imagine a hole in the ground which is filled with water after it rains. The  
edges of the hole fit perfectly with the edges of the water, so that the hole seems fine-tuned for 
the water to exist in the form that it does. Should we be surprised about this? Clearly not, since 
the apparent fine-tuning is merely the result of the water’s morphing to fill the available space. In 
a sense, the water was fine-tuned to fit perfectly within the shape of the hole. In the same way, 
living creatures should not be surprised that the universe seems fine-tuned for life, since in 
reality, life is fine-tuned for the universe. But this objection apparently missed the data that most 
possible universes under our laws do not permit any sort of organized structures or life. 

10. Dangerous World. One might object that the universe is not fine-tuned because it is so 
dangerous to humans; all of space and most of earth is uninhabitable. But this is a red herring. 
The two facts that the universe is often dangerous and that most of it is inhabitable don’t erase 
the data of fine-tuning—the data of fine-tuning is still there. And those two facts don’t show at 
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all that conscious organisms are not surprising on naturalism. If anything, it supports the fact that 
conscious organisms are surprising on naturalism! 

11. Imposed Order. One might object that the appearance of order is an illusion: in reality, the 
universe is not ordered. We construct order in what we see, like when we “see” animals in the 
constellations. But this objection just seems wrong. Is the human brain, which developed through 
millions of years of natural selection, and can host or produce consciousness, no more orderly or 
sophisticated than a pile of dust? This seems crazy. In addition, if the objector is a physicalist, 
then surely they think the human brain is orderly enough to construct order out of the universe! 

12. Necessity. Perhaps the fine-tuning was necessary. But this seems unlikely, for three reasons: 
(i) Why should we think that there was no other way the universe could have developed? 
Scientifically, there is nothing that rules out the universe’s imploding on itself within a second 
after the big bang, or exploding too quickly to allow for any structures—and these two scenarios 
are incomprehensibly more probable than conscious organisms. (ii) The naturalist’s view is more 
costly than views that allow for other possibilities, since she is faced with an enormously 
complex and precise set of initial conditions that all somehow must be how they are, with no 
intuitive reason for thinking that they are even probable.  (iii) The naturalist’s response is anti-3

scientific. Modern science allows for a wide range of different types of universes, so positing that 
the fine-tuning was necessary contradicts the findings of modern science.  4

13. Multiverse or Cosmic Landscape. Perhaps every single possible universe is actually real—
there is an infinite (or very large) number of universes that contain every possible way that the 
fine-tuning could have turned out. Similarly, perhaps the universe itself is so incomprehensibly 
large that it’s likely that conscious organisms arose somewhere in it.  In the multiverse case, the 5

probability of fine-tuning on naturalism is 100%! In the cosmic landscape case, the probability of 
fine-tuning at least could be very high. 

The first response to this is that these theories introduce enormous complexity. The multiverse 
itself is just so extravagant—surely it does internally worse than theism. Similarly, if the universe 
really is large enough to support a high probability for conscious organisms, it would have to be 
unthinkably large—trillions and trillions of light years. 

Second, the cosmic landscape objection, positing only a single universe, still suffers from the fact 
that it was incomprehensibly more likely for the universe to either implode after the big bang, or 
to over-expand and prevent any structures from forming—size doesn’t help in this case. And 
even if it did help, conscious organisms arising’ in the cosmic landscape is still far more probable 
on theism than on naturalism!  6

3. The Probability of Fine-Tuning on Theism 

On theism, there is an elegant principle that, when combined with some reasonable intuitions, 
predicts conscious organisms to a probability that is not very low.  The principle is “The initial 7
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state is perfect”. We can combine this with two reasonable intuitions: “A perfect state would 
involve a being that desires valuable things” and “Conscious organisms are valuable”. Putting 
these three together gives us a high probability that conscious organisms would arise. For 
example, if God has three equally desirable options—create nothing, create a universe with no 
conscious organisms, or create a universe with conscious organisms—then it seems reasonable to 
think that the initial state predicts conscious organisms to a probability of around 1/3. 

The naturalist might object that on theism, God could have created many different types of 
worlds. Since God is omnipotent, surely there were at least 1/1010123 different ways God could 
have created the universe, out of which the vast majority do not include fine-tuning. Therefore, 
fine-tuning is just as unlikely on theism as it is on naturalism.  But as we’ve already seen, all we 8

need are the basic principle of theism and the two reasonable intuitions, and that is enough to 
significantly raise the probability of fine-tuning on theism. 

Hud Hudson objects with the following three “Epistemic Humility Theses”:  9

1. We are in the dark about whether the possible goods and possible evils we know of are 
representative of the possible goods and possible evils that exist. 

2. We are in the dark about whether the necessary connections between the possible goods and 
possible evils we know of are representative of the necessary connections of this sort that exist. 

3. We are in the dark about whether the amount of good or evil that we know exists in a state of 
affairs is representative of the total amount of good or evil that state of affairs manifests. 

According to Hudson, because we are in the dark about these three questions, we are therefore in 
the dark about whether a universe with embodied, conscious life would be more valuable all-
things-considered than a universe without it. Therefore we cannot assign any probability to fine-
tuning given theism. I think this carries some force, but I am not sure about it—whatever 
uncertainty I have about Hudson’s three questions, I still feel that embodied, conscious life 
carries with it many goods and valuable opportunities (such as relationships and societies) that 
would make it better overall than a universe devoid of such life. 

4. Conclusions 

Given that the fine-tuning is incomprehensibly improbable on naturalism, but not very low on 
theism, it appears that the fine-tuning is evidence for theism. Let’s now look at two objections to 
theism that the naturalist might give in light of this. 

1. Internal Problems. The naturalist might accept the argument, but then add that it generates an 
equally strong argument for naturalism: theism takes the external problems of naturalism (i.e., its 
poor power to account for the fine-tuning) and simply converts them into internal problems for 
theism (i.e., the internal complexity required to give a good account of the fine-tuning). 

But this ignores what I said earlier: that theism, paired with two reasonable intuitions— “An 
absolutely perfect state would involve a being that desires valuable things” and “Conscious 
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organisms are valuable”—gives us a high probability that conscious organisms would arise, a 
probability much higher than that provided by naturalism. 

2. Unnecessary Supernatural Being. The naturalist might accept the argument, but then say that 
the presence of a non-physical supernatural being is enough to make theism a poor theory. 
Compare with intelligent design, which is almost universally in disrepute in the scientific 
community. It seems wrong to posit a non-physical, supernatural being when we will probably be 
able to account for the data just fine through science. And even if we won’t be able to, that 
doesn’t mean we should posit a non-physical, supernatural being! 

I think this holds some force, but I see three relevant differences between evolution and fine-
tuning. First, it seems to me that scientists have generally solved the problems presented by 
intelligent design proponents (such as irreducible complexity); whereas I’ve heard that the more 
scientists study the initial constants, the more extreme they seem. Second, however surprising it 
is on naturalism that complex life evolved given the right earthly conditions, it seems far more 
surprising on naturalism that the universe is life-permitting at all. Third, unlike evolution, which 
takes place through a long, widespread, and repetitive process of natural selection, the initial 
constants and quantities seem to have just been “put in by hand” in the universe’s initial state. 

As for the internal disadvantages of positing a non-physical, supernatural being, they need to be 
factored into the entire balanced cumulative case. I do not think they outweigh the external 
problems that naturalism suffers, given fine-tuning. So in conclusion, I think that the fine-tuning 
is strong evidence for theism. 

 Simon Friederich, “Fine-Tuning”, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2021), https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/1

fine-tuning/. 

 Michael Rota, Taking Pascal’s Wager (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 111.2

 The naturalist might respond that making the fine-tuning necessary is simpler because it shaves off possibilities. 3

But whatever advantage this has is outweighed by (i) the complexity costs of the complex initial boundary and (ii) 
the explanatory costs incurred, because this response runs afoul of the fact that science strongly suggests that the 
universe could have failed to be fine-tuned.

 See Kenneth Pearce, in Kenneth Pearce and Graham Oppy, Is There a God? (Routledge, 2021), 62-63.4

 This idea is from Leonard Susskind. 5

 Rota, Taking Pascal’s Wager, 128-134. 6

 This idea is from Kyle Alander’s comments on a Facebook post.7

 I owe this point to Joe Schmid.8

 From Hud Hudson, “A Critical Evaluation of the Fine-Tuning Argument for the Existence of God”, City of 9

Bellingham, Washington (YouTube, 2016), https://youtu.be/w6qWzxKVBko.
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Ontological Arguments 

Ontological arguments reason from the concept of God to the existence of God.  1

1. Anselm’s Ontological Argument 

Anselm of Canterbury’s ontological argument, developed in 1077, is as follows: 

Truly there is a God, … a being than which nothing greater can be conceived. 

It is one thing for an object to be in the understanding, and another to understand 
that the object exists. … Even the fool is convinced that something exists in the 
understanding, at least, than which nothing greater can be conceived. For, when 
he hears of this, he understands it. And whatever is understood, exists in the 
understanding. And assuredly that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, 
cannot exist in the understanding alone. For, suppose it exists in the understanding 
alone: then it can be conceived to exist in reality; which is greater. 

Therefore, if that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, exists in the 
understanding alone, the very being, than which nothing greater can be conceived, 
is one, than which a greater can be conceived. But obviously this is impossible. 
Hence, there is no doubt that there exists a being, than which nothing greater can 
be conceived, and it exists both in the understanding and in reality.  2

Many philosophers have commented on this argument. Virtually no one is persuaded by it, 
although philosophers disagree on where it goes wrong. Here is my formulation of it: 

1. God is that than which nothing greater can be conceived. 
2. It is greater to exist in reality than to exist in the understanding alone.  
3. If (1) and (2), then God exists in reality. 
4. Therefore, God exists in reality. 

(1) seems fine; I see no problem defining God this way. 

(3) is obvious: If it’s greater to exist in reality than to exist in the understanding alone, then a 
God who exists in reality is greater than a God who exists in the understanding alone. And since 
God is that than which nothing greater can be conceived, then it is impossible for God to exist in 
the understanding alone, since then you could conceive of something greater than God! Namely, 
you could conceive of a God that exists in reality. Therefore, the only logical option left is that 
God exists in reality. 

(2) has a ring of truth to it, but upon closer inspection, it seems false. Anselm apparently believes 
in things that exist merely in the understanding. Let’s call such things concepts. Now, I argue that 
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concepts do not exist.  So for me, the comparison that (2) makes is really between things that 3

exist and things that do not exist. So I understand (2) to be saying, “For any x, an existent x is 
better than a non-existent x”. But this is false, because a non-existent x doesn’t exist, and so there 
is nothing there to compare with the existent x. For example, the statement “Pegasi are lesser 
than horses” is false, because Pegasi do not exist. You can’t make a comparison between two 
things if there is only one thing! 

Now, maybe (2) is saying that the concept of an existent x is better than the concept of a non-
existent x. Of course, on my view, this is false (strictly speaking), since concepts do not exist. 
But for the sake of argument, let’s grant that concepts exist. Still, however, (2) seems false, since 
existence is surely not a legitimate feature of a concept. A concept merely describes a thing but 
does not comment on whether it exists. I argue for this in “Concepts” above and so will not 
repeat that discussion here. 

Now, if we grant that (2) refers merely to concepts and also that (2) is true, then (3) becomes 
plainly false: It is surely illegitimate to infer that God exists solely based on an analysis of the 
concept of God. It is erroneous to infer that some x exists solely by examining the concept of x. 
We need to either look for observable data that supports x’s existence, or demonstrate that x’s 
non-existence implies a problem. 

As a final nail in the coffin for (2), many naturalists already do not accept the idea of greatness—
i.e., that something is great independent of anyone’s perspective. If all that exists is matter and 
energy, there is no greatness of any sort. A naturalist who takes this view already rejects (2). 

2. Modal Ontological Arguments 

Modal ontological arguments reason from the possibility of God’s existence to the conclusion 
that God exists. Here is a simple modal ontological argument. Let God be defined as “an 
absolutely perfect, conditionally metaphysically necessary being”.  4

1. It is metaphysically possible that God exists. 
2. Therefore, God exists in at least one possible world. 
3. Therefore, God exists in all possible worlds. 
4. Therefore, God exists in the actual world. 

(2) follows from (1) by definition: A possible world is defined as a way that reality could be or 
could have been. If it is metaphysically possible that God exists, then in some possible way that 
reality could be or could have been, God exists. 

(3) follows from (2), given the definition of God: by definition, if God exists in any possible 
world, then God exists in all possible worlds. So that gets us (3) right away. 
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(4) follows from (3) by basic modal logic. The actual world is one of the possible worlds—since 
reality obviously could be the way that reality actually is—and so if God exists in all the possible 
worlds, then God exists in the actual world. 

(1) can easily be rejected by the atheist, with no cost. The atheist can say that in every possible 
world, God does not exist. And so the modal ontological argument is completely unpersuasive. 
In addition, as far as I can tell, every modal ontological argument, no matter how technical (e.g., 
Plantinga’s and Gödel’s), always involves a premise like (1) that the atheist already does not 
accept, and so it seems that modal ontological arguments, though very interesting and helpful to 
think through, are doomed to be unpersuasive to non-theists. 

 Further reading on ontological arguments: Graham Oppy, Ontological Arguments and Belief in God (Cambridge 1

University Press: 1996).

 Anselm, Proslogion, chapter 2, accessed on https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/anselm-proslogium.asp. There 2

is a glaring typo at the end of this source—it reads, “Hence, there is doubt that there exists a being…”. I have added 
the word “no” before “doubt” to correct this. 

 See Bandy, “Abstract Objects”. 3

 I say “conditionally metaphysically necessary”—which means that “If God is possible, then God is necessary”— 4

since, strictly speaking, I think it’s incoherent to define God as necessary. See Bandy, “Concepts”.
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The Problem of Evil 

I am far from equipped to deal with this problem, either to defend it or to critique it. So in this 
essay I simply try to frame the problem in a helpful, clear-minded way. 

1. The Data of Evil 

The data of evil can be described as horrendous, life-altering suffering that permeates the world 
of conscious beings. I will provide two examples. Below is the first example: 

So let us begin with some moral common sense. The example I’m about to give is 
disturbing, but if the subject of discussion is evil and what, morally, to make of it, then it 
is essential that we have in mind real-life cases. Philosophical positions concerning evil 
that might sound plausible in the abstract need to be tested against reality, whose horrors 
outstrip on a routine basis anything that one might otherwise have imagined was possible. 

One among endless possible examples of a horrific real-life evil is a drunk-driving 
accident that occurred in the early morning hours of July 2, 2005, in Long Island, New 
York. In this accident, a drunk driver traveling 70 miles an hour the wrong way on a 
highway struck a limousine that was carrying six family members home from a wedding 
that had taken place earlier that day. In the crash, a seven-year-old girl, who had been a 
flower girl at the wedding, was decapitated. The limousine driver was also killed on 
impact, and the flower girl’s five-year-old sister, father, and maternal grandparents were 
critically injured. In the minutes that followed, the flower girl’s mother, who had also 
been in the limousine, pulled herself from the wreckage and began searching for her 
family. She knew that her five-year-old daughter was alive because she could hear her 
moans, but as she searched the wreckage she found her seven-year-old daughter’s 
decapitated head. The mother picked it up and clung to it, screaming to her husband that 
“Katie is dead.” In spite of repeated requests by emergency personnel, the mother refused 
to give up her daughter’s head, holding onto it for nearly an hour as she watched the rest 
of her family being cut from wreckage. 

When we examine the world as we might have thought we knew it, we can find no 
circumstance—moral, empirical, or otherwise—that would seem to supply any good 
reason to permit such an event to occur.  1

Below is the second example: 

With torture and extreme trauma comes humiliation. Torture is a situation in which we 
are stripped of all dignity. Frequently, we witness others’ loss of dignity as well. 
Humiliation and guilt thus become intertwined. A father remembers not only his own 
horror and humiliation but also that of his teenage daughter and 9-year-old son, all of 
whom were detained by the military. He was immediately separated from them and given 
a choice—he could either reveal the names of those he worked with and then be reunited 
with his children, or he could refuse to speak and [his children] would be punished. With 
great reluctance, he chose his children and surrendered the names of his friends to his 
captors. Upon doing so, he was brought before his son and his daughter, who had been 
stripped of her clothes. [The narrative continues from the father’s perspective:] 
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I was given another choice; I rape my daughter or the guard does it. I tried to reason with 
them, telling them that she was an innocent child. I pleaded with them not to humiliate 
her, not to hurt her, but instead to rape me, to do with me as they wanted. 

They laughed and repeated the two choices. I looked at my daughter hoping that she 
would tell me what to do. Our eyes met and I knew then that I could not violate my own 
daughter, and that I could not save her from those wretched men. I lowered my eyes in 
shame to keep from seeing my daughter abused. One guard held my face up, forcing me 
to watch this horrible scene. I watched, motionless, as she was raped before me and her 
little brother. When they were through, they forced me to do what they had done to her. 
My own daughter, my son forced to watch it all. How could anyone do that? What kind 
of men are they? What kind of a father am I?  2

Events as horrendous as these have happened frequently for thousands of years. The history of 
humanity is replete with extreme suffering: humans are constantly being damaged, injured, and 
killed by each other, by suicide, by accidents, by disease, and by natural disasters—not to 
mention billions of animals and likely quintillions of insects.  Many creatures’ lives become 3

worse overall, if not miserable, because of horrendous suffering. 

2. The Theories 

Let us now look at two competing theories. The first I will call “Theism”: 

• God exists and is personal, all-loving, and maximally powerful. 
• God desires for all creatures to achieve maximal flourishing and fulfillment. 
• God does not desire for any creature to suffer. 
• God knows the future or at least knows what all the possibilities are. 
• God could have prevented all evil by not creating anything.  4

• The universe has evolved to produce conscious creatures with the capacity for pain.  5

The second theory I will call “Atheism”: 

• There is no God, no supernatural beings, and no supernatural forces. 
• The universe has evolved to produce conscious creatures with the capacity for pain. 

3. Atheism’s Account of the Data 

Let us now see how well these two theories account for the data of evil. It seems that Atheism 
accounts fairly well for the data. Given that we already have conscious creatures with the 
capacity for pain, it is no surprise that creatures go through daily horrendous suffering. That is 
simply what happens in an ecosystem like ours, if no one or nothing is watching over us or 
acting to prevent or minimize pain. Creatures will be hurt, injured, and killed by each other, by 
suicide, by accidents, by disease, and by natural disasters. 
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4. Theism’s Account of the Data 

On the other hand, it seems that Theism accounts poorly for the data. The two examples of evil 
above seem so horrible that it is difficult to imagine an all-loving being allowing them or setting 
up a world where they were possible—God would “have every reason to prevent these evils”.  I 6

do not know any good, loving person who would stand by and watch either of those events 
happen. In case you didn’t grasp the first example, imagine getting in a car crash and finding the 
severed head of your child, or brother, or sister, or parent. Even if that horror led to some good—
efforts against drunk driving, or the drunk driver’s ability to exercise free will, or the dead 
victims going to heaven, or people becoming more compassionate from hearing about it—it 
seems implausible to me that those goods would outweigh the horror of what happened. 

4.1. Epistemic Humility 

The theist could argue for epistemic humility, the view that we shouldn’t expect to know God’s 
reasons for allowing evil.  When an amateur chess player sees a grandmaster make a seemingly 7

irrational move, the amateur simply won’t “have what it takes” to know what the grandmaster is 
up to.  It is even more so for us and God: If God exists, God is infinitely knowledgeable and 8

wise, knowing the exact movements of every particle in the universe and the optimal choice to 
make in every situation. In stark contrast, humans are severely limited in both perception and 
cognition, receiving information about the world through only a stream of sensations and often 
making serious intellectual errors. It would not be surprising if humans were simply unable to 
comprehend God’s total reasons for allowing evil. If this is right, then perhaps we shouldn’t be 
so quick to say that God wouldn’t just stand and watch whenever horrendous evils occur. 

I think that epistemic humility should be embraced to some degree, but I see two problems with 
it. First, it threatens to put us in the dark about God’s desires. If we have no idea why God allows 
evil, then God becomes incomprehensible. I would doubt whether I know what God desires 
about anything. How can we confidently assert that God desires the best for everyone, but then 
turn around and say that we have literally no idea why God allows evil? Second, it seems that we 
should be able to know why God would do one thing or another—if God is perfectly loving, it 
seems that any divine action (or inaction) with respect to us is motivated by God’s perfect love. 
What else would it be? It seems implausible that God’s love for us is hampered by some other 
project that God is pursuing—say, creating artwork with distant stars. 

The atheist Sebastian Montesinos argues that if the theist says that there could be unknown 
reasons God has for permitting evil, then the theist must also say that there could be unknown 
reasons God has for preventing evil. It seems that all of these reasons would just “cancel [each 
other] out and leave us with the known reasons God has for preventing evil”, which means that 
God would be unjustified in allowing evil.  This might be right, but I think that the epistemic 9

humilitist could respond that we can’t assume that the unknown reasons would cancel each other 
out. For all we know, God’s unknown reasons for permitting evil might be more weighty. 
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4.2. Greater Goods 

The theist could also offer reasons that God might have for allowing evil. Consider the good of 
genuine free will that allows for genuine relationships, involves real responsibility, and can affect 
others. Consider also independence, bravery, resilience, lucky breaks, dependence on others,  10

determination, patience, progress, refinement,  empathy, compassion, sacrifice, forgiveness, 11

rescue, and redemption. If God wants to create a world containing this collection of goods, such 
a world will also require a lot of suffering. God doesn’t desire this suffering at all—God wants to 
prevent it. But God’s desire to prevent it is outweighed by God’s desire to have creatures who 
can benefit from the goods listed above and freely enter into a relationship with God.  12

And so unfortunately for now, God will not consistently intervene to prevent evil, by either 
blocking people’s free will or suspending the laws of nature—this would turn the world into a 
fake, unpredictable environment less conducive to the goods listed above. So rather, God adopts 
a limited-intervention policy and generally lets the world run its natural course.  This natural 13

course produces a wide range of qualities of life—some creatures’ lives end up being good 
overall, and other creatures’ lives end up being worse overall. In the end—on my view—
everyone eventually freely enters into a relationship with God; perhaps for some people, this is a 
result of their suffering. And so God permanently redeems all of creation from its brokenness. 

Perhaps such a story is more valuable to God than a “Heaven-from-the-Start” story in which no 
problems are solved, no challenges are overcome, and no one freely chooses to enter into a 
relationship with God. If the redemption story is the best story overall, then it seems God is both 
justified and loving in choosing it over an alternative story.  In addition, perhaps God does not 14

let a single evil go to waste. Perhaps all creatures who suffer during this life will achieve a sort of 
martyrdom status in the final state and be surrounded by love, comfort, and respect proportional 
to the suffering they endured.  15

4.3. Seemingly Pointless Evils 

This doesn’t mean God has planned for every individual evil to produce its own outweighing 
good. If that were the case, we would be unmotivated to prevent any evil, since preventing evil 
would sabotage God’s plan to produce greater goods.  So we are stuck with seemingly pointless 16

evils: victims of abuse who commit suicide, drug users who are killed by their addiction, 
children who grow estranged from and embittered toward their parents, adults who spend their 
final decades succumbing to mental deterioration, innocent animals abused by depraved owners. 
God might not have a specific reason for each of these, but rather allows the whole lot of them, 
since a collection of that magnitude, duration, and distribution is unfortunately necessary for God 
to achieve the goods listed above. If God prevented all evils, that would make those goods 
impossible. And God must arbitrarily choose some amount and configuration of evil to allow.  17
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5. Final Remarks 

I think these considerations help Theism account for the data better than it did at first glance. But 
does it account for the data better than Atheism does? It seems to me that the answer is No, for 
three reasons. First, Atheism provides a straightforward and simple account of all evil. It is hard 
to see how any answer for Theism could be more straightforward than that. Second, most of the 
considerations I mentioned do not seem to account for animal or insect suffering at all.  18

Third, the explanations I did give seem lacking, for four reasons: (1) It seems that the evils in the 
world simply outweigh whatever goods God is getting out of them; apart from the afterlife, the 
universe seems overall to be a negative place to live.  (2) It seems that some of the evils are 19

simply unnecessary for God’s purposes. Did God’s purposes really require that mother to 
discover her daughter’s severed head in the car accident? Or for anything that awful to occur? It 
seems not. (3) It seems that some of the evils are so horrible that it is simply impermissible to 
allow them in order to achieve the goods listed above. (4) Finally, one might doubt whether it is 
really loving for God to set up the world and let it become a horrendous place, just so that people 
can turn to God—the very God who let the world become a horrendous place.  It almost seems 20

like a farce, like a twisted experiment—why would we praise God for “redeeming God’s broken 
creation” when it was God who intentionally let it become broken in the first place? 

And so I conclude that horrendous suffering is serious evidence for Atheism over Theism.  21
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“How to Solve the Problem of Evil: A Deontological Strategy”, Faith and Philosophy 36.4 (2019): 442-462.

 Anonymous, “Evolution, Animal Suffering, and the Cross” (2020). The idea of God’s allowing humanity to 14

experience evil as analogous to a parent’s allowing their child to experience evil was adapted from this paper.

 John Schneider, Animal Suffering and the Darwinian Problem of Evil (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 15

2020), 164-200. Cited in Anonymous, “Evolution, Animal Suffering, and the Cross”.

 Thanks to Kirk MacGregor for this point. William Hasker makes a similar point.16

 Peter van Inwagen, “The Magnitude, Duration, and Distribution of Evil: A Theodicy”, Philosophical Topics 16.2 17

(1988): 161-187.

 I do not find the “God wants there to be consistent, predictable laws of nature” response to be a good solution to 18

the problem of animal and insect suffering, since it seems unlikely that God would have created “consistent, 
predictable laws” that would resulted in millions of years of horrendous animal and insect suffering.

 “Suppose you had a button that allowed you to deprive a serial killer of their ability to kidnap and murder people. 19

Any rationally thinking, moral person would press this button, because they would recognize that … this 
individual’s freedom is not worth the suffering it entails. Indeed, the idea that free will is worth any horror it permits 
is fundamentally at odds with the basic way we have set up society: if someone commits a horrendous crime, we put 
them in jail, we do not preserve their freedom. The implicit value judgment in such laws is that the disvalue of the 
pain and suffering resulting from people’s freedoms outweighs the freedom to inflict this suffering”. From 
Montesinos, “Why I’m an Atheist”.

 Thomas Jay Oord, God Can’t (SacraSage Press, 2019).20

 Note how we need to look at both theories to reach this conclusion. It is one thing to experience a horror and 21

recognize acutely just how unlikely it seems that God would just stand by and watch it happen. But it is an extra step 
to conclude that such a horror is evidence against God. After all, that horror could be even less likely on atheism! 

For further reading: 

• Peter van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil (Oxford University Press, 2008). 
• Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God (Cornell University Press, 1999). 
• Daniel Speak, The Problem of Evil (Polity, 2014). 
• Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness (Oxford University Press, 2012).  
• John Hick, Evil and the Love of God, 2nd ed. (Harper & Row, 1985). 
• William Hasker, The Triumph of God over Evil (IVP Academic, 2008). 
• William Rowe, “The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism”, American Philosophical Quarterly 16.4 

(1979): 335-341.
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The Problem of Hiddenness 

This essay is a stub since I have not really researched this topic. However, I wanted to register 
some basic thoughts.  1

1. Honest Seekers and God’s Desires 

It seems obvious that some people genuinely seek after a relationship with God, but end up not 
finding God and instead remain atheistic or agnostic against their will. Sure, many people resist 
God, or they’re dishonest, or they deceive themselves, but it does seem that lots of people really 
want to know God, but they just can’t bring themselves to honestly believe, because the evidence 
for God is so poor from their point of view, and they don’t have any personal experiences that 
point in the direction of God. Sure, many people do end up having a stronger faith after periods 
of intense doubt and seeking, but others do not. Other people live out the rest of their days 
without ever finding God in any meaningful or fulfilling way. 

It seems that if theism were true, God would more readily reveal God’s self to such people. If 
God truly wants a relationship with them, God would provide what is needed for them to believe 
in God’s existence—even if it’s something small, like a mini-miracle, or a voice, or a feeling of 
God’s presence. Indeed, if a relationship with God is the highest good for any creature, and 
perhaps the primary reason for God’s creating creatures in the first place, then it seems that any 
reasons God might have for being hidden would be outweighed by God’s reasons for revealing 
God’s self to honest seekers.  So it seems that the data of divine hiddenness is evidence against 2

the view that there is a God who desires a relationship with all human persons. 

2. Two of Cullison’s Responses 

Andrew Cullison offers at least two responses. The first is a theodicy: divine hiddenness allows 
for acts of genuine self-sacrifice. If you are convinced that God exists and that you will enjoy 
eternal bliss, then it’s hardly a sacrifice to lay down your life for someone else, or to sacrifice 
significant portions of your life for someone else. On the other hand, if you aren’t convinced that 
you’ll continue to exist after death—either you reject the afterlife or are undecided—then it 
certainly is a sacrifice to lay down your life for someone else, or to sacrifice significant portions 
of your life for someone else. You could really be giving up a lot and not expecting anything in 
return. Such acts of genuine self-sacrifice are valuable and so provide God some reason to be 
hidden. This seems right and seems to lessen the problem, although I’m not sure by how much. 

Second, Cullison argues that belief in God’s existence is not required for a relationship with God. 
Suppose that you are an agnostic, or even an atheist, but in hopes that God exists, you spend your 
life praying and seeking after God. Now suppose that you die and meet God face-to-face, and 
spend the rest of eternity with God. Are we to say that your relationship with God began only 
once you met God face-to-face? No, Cullison argues: surely the relationship began while you 
were praying and seeking God during your lifetime. 
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This seems wrong to me. First of all, it’s hardly a relationship if the communication feels like it’s 
only one way. Is this the type of “relationship” God desires? One where people seek after God 
and beg for God’s presence, and God just watches them in silence? Second of all, in my 
experience as an agnostic, it is frustrating, discouraging, and exhausting to pray and seek after 
God when I get nothing in return, and when I know I’ll get nothing in return. It seems to me that 
such a “relationship” is phony, possibly deceptive, and negative overall. It also seems to involve 
making choices that go against the evidence. If someone is an honest atheist or an honest 
agnostic—i.e., the overall evidence doesn’t support God’s existence from their standpoint—then 
it seems odd that God would want them to act against that and continue to seek God regardless. 

It seems that such relationships do not provide God reason to remain hidden, but rather 
strengthen God’s reasons to reveal God’s self. Such negative relationships would surely be 
improved if God gave the agonizing seeker something that made them just a little more confident 
that God existed and personally loved and cared about them. 

Of course, just like with suffering, some people end up stronger and more resilient due to having 
to deal with and work through issues in the face of divine hiddenness. So a case for a free-will or 
character-building theodicy can be made. But, just like with suffering, we cannot ignore the cases 
in which people end up, against their will, in a worse state overall due to divine hiddenness. 

3. Epistemic Humility 

The problem of hiddenness is similar to the problem of evil in that the theist’s concern is to 
identify or at least open the possibility of reasons that God does not, cannot, or is not permitted 
to intervene in the world in ways that would seemingly make it better overall. As such, it seems 
that epistemic humility is a valid response to hiddenness as well as suffering. God might have 
outweighing reasons to be hidden that are unknown or unknowable to us. 

I don’t have any more to say about epistemic humility that I have not already said in my essay, 
“The Problem of Evil”, so I will leave it at that. My conclusion for now is that divine hiddenness 
is evidence against traditional theism, but that it is somewhat weakened by theodicies such as 
free will, character building, and sacrifical acts, as well as by epistemic humility. 

 For further reading: 1

• J. L. Schellenberg, The Hiddenness Argument (Oxford University Press, 2017). 
• Michael Rea, The Hiddenness of God (Oxford University Press, 2018).

 This point is from J. L. Schellenberg, although I obtained it from Sebastian Montesinos. 2
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Theism versus Naturalism 

This essay summarizes considerations discussed in a number of previous essays and then 
compares theism and naturalism. Wherever you would like my fuller treatment of a given topic, 
please go back and refer to the relevant essay. As with everything else in this document, I am not 
an expert on this topic. But as always, I want to clarify my thoughts, share them with others, and 
hopefully provide a model of clear thinking. I am always happy for readers to contact me and 
point out where I go wrong.  1

• Theism: God—a perfect, non-physical, minded being—exists and is the metaphysical 
foundation of all else that exists. There are moral values. 

• Naturalism: Only physical things—things made from matter, energy, and whatever other 
materials that science may discover—exist. There is some initial mindless state that is the 
foundation of all else that exists. There are no normative values of any kind. 

1. Ineffective Considerations 

Let’s begin with considerations that seem to play zero role in deciding between theism and 
naturalism. (1) Ontological arguments for theism. All ontological arguments, as far as I can tell, 
contain a premise that naturalists should reject for a variety of reasons. In Anselm’s ontological 
argument, the suspect premise is that it is greater to exist than not to exist. In modal ontological 
arguments, the suspect premise is that it is metaphysically possible for God to exist. 

(2) Moral arguments for theism. The naturalist in question already rejects moral values. I think 
that on naturalism, morality is an enormous theoretical cost, is bizarre and counterintuitive in 
certain ways, and has no explanatory power. Sure, most people have intuitions that morality is 
real, but it seems that naturalism can easily explain these intuitions. 

(3) Stage 1 of contingency arguments for theism. Stage 1 is where the theist argues that reality 
has a necessary foundation. The naturalist in question already accepts this, so Stage 1 plays no 
role in deciding between theism and naturalism. 

(4) A certain brute facts argument for theism. One might argue that theism avoids brute facts 
(facts that are unexplained but also not true by definition), whereas naturalism involves at least 
one brute fact. But as I’ve explained in “Cosmological Arguments”, this is an error. God’s 
existence is unexplained and not true by definition, and so it is a brute fact (on this definition). 

(5) Abstract object arguments for and against theism. Some theists argue that abstract objects—
e.g., numbers, sets, and logical laws—show that there is an immaterial, eternal side of reality, 
which rules out naturalism. On the other hand, some atheists argue that if numbers, sets, and 
logical laws exist, then such objects are independent and so are incompatible with a God who is 
the foundation of everything other than God. To me, neither of these arguments is persuasive, 
since I have argued that abstract objects do not exist. 
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2. External Considerations 

Now let’s turn to external considerations: how well theism and naturalism deal with observed 
data. I address what I take to be the seven most relevant data: fine-tuning, consciousness, 
unification, complexity, religious experiences and miracles, suffering, and divine hiddenness. 

2.1. Fine-Tuning 

I have argued that the fine-tuning provides evidence for theism. This is because the probability of 
the fine-tuning data seems anywhere from moderately low to moderately high on theism, 
whereas the probability of the fine-tuning data seems incomprehensibly low on naturalism. Sure, 
we can raise that probability by adding extra beliefs to naturalism, but that makes naturalism 
internally less likely and so offsets the benefits of the higher probability. On the other hand, 
theism already gives us reason to at least somewhat expect fine-tuning, and it does so without 
suffering from the internal problems that would be required for naturalism to deliver the same 
expectations. So I take fine-tuning to be a point in favor of theism over naturalism. 

2.2. Consciousness 

In “Concrete Objects”, I argue that mere collections of physical matter and energy cannot be 
conscious, and so consciousness requires a soul. Now, assuming that there are no “physical soul 
particles” that we have yet to discover, it seems that the simplest model of a soul is that it is a 
simple, non-physical object. Now, the probability of creaturely non-physical souls seems 
anywhere from moderately low to moderately high on theism, whereas the existence of non-
physical souls seems impossible on naturalism. First of all, naturalism excludes non-physical 
objects by definition. Second of all, it seems impossible that mere collections of matter and 
energy could generate non-physical souls all on their own. It seems clear that an unconscious 
collection of matter and energy, no matter how complex it gets nor what patterns it undergoes, 
will always remain merely an unconscious collection of matter and energy. 

Even apart from discussion of souls, it seems that consciousness itself is impossible on 
naturalism. It seems to be a category error to think that a collection of mere physical “shapes”  2

could begin having an inner, first-person awareness. That seems about as likely as pouring water 
into a pool and then suddenly the water becoming conscious because you got the right amount in 
the right complex pattern.  So I take consciousness to be another point in favor of theism. 3

2.3. Unification 

Unification is the idea that theism unifies all or most of the data into an elegant, cohesive theory.  4

Take the data of complexity, fine-tuning, consciousness, morality, meaning, purpose, and beauty. 
(If one doesn’t believe in those last four items, then we can at least appeal to people’s intuitions 
toward those four items.)  
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Now, the argument is not that theism accounts for any of this data better than naturalism does. 
The argument is that theism unifies all of the data into an elegant, cohesive theory. Theism ties 
all of the data into a simple, sensible story: God is absolutely perfect, an absolutely perfect being 
desires valuable things, and the seven data mentioned above serve to fashion a valuable world. 

On the other hand, naturalism doesn’t appear to do this. Even if naturalism accounts for all of the 
data just as well as theism, naturalism doesn’t seem to tie all the data together into a cohesive 
theory. Complexity is inexplicable. The fine-tuning is inexplicable. Consciousness comes about 
through random chance. Morality, meaning, purpose, and beauty, or at least our intuitions 
towards them, come about through random chance. Inexplicability and random chance don’t 
seem to be as good unifiers as a perfect, intelligent, intentional being. It seems to me that this 
provides weak evidence for theism, so I’ll say that this counts as a half-point in favor of theism. 

2.4. Complexity 

I have the intuition that anything complex requires an explanation. Anything that is a 
conglomerate of various parts or limited by arbitrary values seems to be the sort of thing that 
requires something else to explain its existence. Now, I think that theism does a better job 
accounting for this intuition than naturalism does. As Joshua Rasmussen states: 

All theories of reality fall into two categories. Either the theory has simplicity at 
the foundation, or it has some arbitrary degree of complexity at the foundation. A 
theory that has simplicity at the foundation provides a foundation for complexity. 
The complexity of all the arbitrary limits that ever come to exist then ultimately 
arises from the simple foundation. If instead arbitrary complexity is at the 
foundation of things, then the foundation has arbitrary limits without any 
explanation.  5

To put the issue another way, it seems that the only things that wouldn’t need explanations are 
things that are absolutely simple. Theism accounts for this intuition better than naturalism, 
because theism posits an absolutely simple foundation: God. I think this consideration favors 
theism, although I’m not sure that it does so as strongly as fine-tuning or consciousness. I will 
award theism a half-point on this score. 

2.5. Religious Experiences and Miracles 

History is filled with religious experiences. People report feelings of a strong, dynamic 
relationship with God, and of transcendent feelings of divine peace and love. People report 
having visions of God, dreams of God, and meeting God in near-death experiences.  Many of 6

these experiences involve the religion that the experiencer grew up with, but some do not; I have 
read and heard reports from Hindus and Muslims who experienced dreams of Jesus.  Some 7

religious experiences, however, are non-theistic, at least as I have defined theism. Some Hindus 
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have mystical experiences of being identical with Brahman; some Buddhists have experiences of 
total emptiness, in which the self is dissolved. 

I find such experiences to be only minimal evidence for theism. If I were to have a theistic 
experience, I would likely be swayed toward theism, but I have not had such an experience. And 
basically all the “mundane” religious experiences had by average theists provide zero evidence 
for theism from my standpoint. However, some of the more extreme cases, including near-death 
experiences, and the dreams and visions of Jesus by non-Christians, do hold some weight for me. 

Similarly, human history is filled with reports of miracles. Miraculous healings, visitations from 
dead friends and relatives, exorcisms, moving objects, clairvoyance, levitations, and shrinking 
bodies are widely reported in ancient as well as modern times.  Sure, lots of these reports are 8

probably inauthentic. But there are so many of them, and they are so varied and widespread, and 
they often come from sources which I otherwise don’t have reason to doubt. 

It seems to me that all these religious experiences and miracles combined lend theism some 
evidence, but I’m not sure if it reaches the level of fine-tuning or consciousness. So I will be 
conservative and award theism a half-point on this score. 

2.6. Suffering 

I have argued that the millenia of horrendous, widespread, and seemingly pointless suffering 
provide serious evidence against theism. The theodicies I discuss help theism only very slightly 
and do not apply to many important cases. 

The theist might argue that suffering is evidence for theism, since horrendous suffering requires 
consciousness, which is far more likely on theism than on naturalism. But this is an error, given 
the way I’ve constructed this essay. I’ve already looked at consciousness and argued that it is 
evidence for theism. It would be double-counting to pull it back out and use it again as evidence 
for theism. Rather, from now on we need to say that it doesn’t count either way.  9

It seems the theist must embrace some version of epistemic humility, the idea that we shouldn’t 
expect to know all of God’s reasons for permitting evil, or how weighty God’s reasons are for 
and against permitting evil. Now, one notorious consequence of this is that it knocks out the fine-
tuning argument. If God could have unknown reasons for permitting evil, then surely God could 
have unknown reasons for not making the universe fine-tuned. And if we lean into epistemic 
humility hard enough for the problem of evil to lose all its force, then it seems that the fine-
tuning argument also loses all its force. So it seems that fine-tuning and suffering roughly cancel 
each other out—either they each count as a point in favor of theism and naturalism respectively, 
or neither counts in favor of either theory. To avoid having to go back and remove fine-tuning’s 
point for theism, I will simply count suffering as a point in favor of naturalism. 
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Cameron Bertuzzi has said multiple times that William Lane Craig’s version of the fine-tuning 
argument is immune to this knockout, because Craig’s version rules out all the alternatives to 
intelligent design and thus concludes that intelligent design is the correct explanation for fine-
tuning.  But this is an error, as Joe Schmid and Perry Hendricks have pointed out. You can’t rule 10

out the alternatives to intelligent design unless you’ve shown that they are all less likely than 
intelligent design, and doing that requires considering God’s reasons. 

However, I do think that the argument from consciousness isn’t knocked out by epistemic 
humility. From my standpoint, consciousness is virtually impossible on naturalism, whereas it is 
easily possible and perhaps quite likely on theism, even given epistemic humility. Maybe the 
argument from consciousness is weakened, but it still holds significant force.  

2.7. Divine Hiddenness 

In “The Problem of Divine Hiddenness”, I argue that divine hiddenness—the fact that persons 
honestly seeking after God fail to find God—is evidence against theism. But again, if we already 
accept some version of epistemic humility with regard to God’s reasons for allowing horrendous 
suffering, then it seems like a natural move to extend that humility to God’s reasons for 
remaining hidden from many people. I don’t think this neutralizes the problem of divine 
hiddenness, so I will still count divine hiddenness as a half-point in favor of naturalism. 

3. Internal Considerations 

Now let’s turn to internal considerations: how well theism and naturalism fare as abstract 
theories, apart from any considerations of observable data. We can look at four such internal 
considerations: number of objects or stages, number of types of objects, number of types of 
properties, and simplicity of the foundation. 

(1) Theism commits us to every stage of the universe, going all the way back to the very first 
moment (whatever that was), but theism also adds on God—a distinct, separate object from the 
universe. By contrast, naturalism commits us only to every stage of the universe, and that’s it. 

(2) Theism commits us to two types of objects: physical objects (made of matter and energy) and 
non-physical objects (God). Surely this is not an arbitrary way of slicing up reality—this seems 
to be a clear, natural division. By contrast, naturalism commits us only to physical objects. 

(3) Theism commits us to two types of properties: physical properties (e.g., size, shape, and 
mass), and value properties (e.g., goodness, greatness, morality, and perhaps beauty). By 
contrast, naturalism commits us only to physical properties, and that’s it—nothing else. 

(4) I agree with Joshua Rasmussen that the foundation of theism is simpler than the foundation of 
naturalism. On naturalism, the initial state is some sort of physical collection—some collection 
of particles, matter, energy, or other limited substances, with an internal structure that enables it 
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to expand into the universe we observe, and with some finite capacity as to what sorts of 
universes it can become. By contrast, on theism, the initial state is God—an absolutely perfect, 
non-physical, simple being. No parts, no structures, no components—just a perfect, simple mind, 
with no arbitrary capacities: it has maximal power and so is capable of doing whatever the laws 
of logic allow. It seems that this foundational simplicity counts in favor of theism. 

However, given that naturalism beats theism internally in three ways and theism beats naturalism 
internally in only one way, it seems that naturalism is, on the whole, better internally. But not by 
much! So I count internal considerations as a half-point in naturalism’s favor. 

4. Conclusion 

In the final count, theism gets 3.5 points and naturalism gets 2 points. This difference affords 
theism some margin for error: even if you scrap the unification argument, and then say that 
divine hiddenness counts as a full point for naturalism, theism still comes out slightly ahead (3  
versus 2.5). So at this point in time, I take theism to be a slightly better theory than naturalism. 

 For further reading: 1

• Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (1974) 
• J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (1983) 
• J. Howard Sobel, Logic and Theism (2003) 
• Graham Oppy, Arguing about Gods (2006) 
• W. L. Craig & J. P. Moreland, The Blackwell Companion to Natural Theology (2009) 
• Graham Oppy, The Best Argument Against God (2014) 
• Alexander Pruss & Joshua Rasmussen, Necessary Existence (2018) 
• Joshua Rasmussmen, How Reason Can Lead to God (2019) 
• Sebastian Montesinos, “Why I’m an Atheist” (2022)

 This term is from Joshua Rasmussen.2

 This example is inspired by Cameron Bertuzzi, who talked about water turning into fire.3

 I believe this argument is from or at least inspired by Kyle Alander, although I might have developed it myself 4

after a detailed discussion with him.

 Joshua Rasmussen, How Reason Can Lead to God (IVP Academic, 2019), 66-67.5

 See Janice Holden et. al., The Self Does Not Die: Verified Paranormal Phenomena from Near-Death Experiences 6

(International Association for Near-Death Studies, 2016).

 See Dale Allison, The Resurrection of Jesus: Apologetics, Polemics, History (T&T Clark, 2021) and Nabeel 7

Qureshi, Seeking Allah, Finding Jesus: A Devout Muslim Encounters Christianity (Zondervan, 2016).

 See Allison, The Resurrection of Jesus; Craig Keener, Miracles: The Credibility of the New Testament Accounts 8

(Baker Academic, 2011); Keener, Miracles Today (Baker Academic, 2021); and R. Douglas Geivett and Gary 
Habermas, ed., In Defense of Miracles: A Comprehensive Case for God's Action in History (IVP Academic, 1997).

 Thanks to Sebastian Montesinos for this point.9

 Bertuzzi, “Over 100 Arguments for the Existence of God”, Capturing Christianity (YouTube, 2021) and “CC223: 10

The Definitive Way to DEFEAT the Problem of Evil”, Capturing Christianity Podcast (Apple Podcast, 2023). 
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PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION 



Religions 

This essay is a stub since I haven’t thought or read very much about religions. The two main 
books I have read are Hick, An Interpretation of Religion  and Smith, The World’s Religions.  I 1 2

have also read Hart, The Experience of God,  as well as the Tao te Ching, the Bhagavad Gita, 3

and the Upanishads. 

1. Revelation and Experience 

It seems that if God exists, God reveals God’s self to people in many ways, often through the 
religious tradition that they are in. I see thoughtful, honest, and profound accounts of divine 
revelation or mysticism across multiple religions.  Sometimes it seems that a divine revelation 4

prompts someone to convert from one religion to another.  And sometimes there seem to be 5

inauthentic revelations, where people individually or collectively conjure up an experience or 
expectation—think of religious groups such as Heaven’s Gate.  6

So it seems that at least sometimes, a religion is a human response to what is perceived as 
transcendent.  These transcendent revelations often do not seem to be very specific—perhaps it 7

is a sense of union with God, or a sense of awe at the universe. Based on those experiences, 
humans add specific beliefs and practices to cultivate those experiences. Perhaps humans also 
write histories and myths of God’s revelation—such as the Hebrew Bible—or dialogues about 
cultivating union with the ultimate—such as the Upanishads. Or—more commonly nowadays—
when a religious believer has such an experience, they interpret it through the lens of their own 
religion. So when a Christian experiences union with God, or an answer to prayer, or extreme 
generosity from a fellow believer, they might interpret it as confirmation for Christianity; 
whereas an identical experience for a Muslim might serve as confirmation for Islam.  

Of course, since humans are fallible, the resulting beliefs might not all be correct (unless God 
acts to ensure otherwise). And so perhaps every religion is a mixed bag of truths and untruths. It 
seems to me that the method of finding out which beliefs are true is no different from the method 
outlined in Theories”: find the set of beliefs with the best tradeoff between internal and external 
virtues. 

2. The Destiny of Souls 

A major topic within most religions is “the destiny of souls”, as Joshua Rasmussen calls it. 
Rasmussen organizes the topic into two questions, which I have adapted here:  (1) Where might 8

persons ultimately end up? (2) If a positive ending is possible, how does one attain it? 

To the first question, I have seen three answers: an endless state of happiness, an endless state of 
torment, or an endless journey (perhaps via reincarnation) that has both positive and negative 
features. Universalism is the view that everyone eventually attains an endless state of happiness. 
Particularism is the view that not everyone attains that state—those who do not might be 
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doomed to an endless state of torment (the eternal conscious torment view) or they might cease 
to exist (the annihilationist view). 

To the second question, three main answers are also recognized: exclusivism states that only one 
religion provides the pathway to salvation, and that one must consciously follow that religion to 
be saved; inclusivism states that only one religion provides the pathway to salvation, but people 
can be saved through that religion without consciously following it; and pluralism states that 
multiple religions provide pathways to salvation. 

3. Divine Deception 

A possible (though here underdeveloped) argument against a personal God is that the presence of 
multiple conflicting religions seems to make God deceptive: 

1. There are multiple religions that 
    (i) have many strongly and genuinely devoted adherents, 
    (ii) have a long, robust tradition, 
    (iii) have a sophisticated, developed belief-system, 
    (iv) contain religious experiences, and 
    (v) lead to more virtuous behavior, 
    and some of these religions acknowledge a non-personal foundation of reality. 

2. If (1) is true, then if God is personal, God is intentionally allowing a massive amount of 
deception about God’s self that is not due to humans’ intentionally deceiving each other.  

3. God is not intentionally allowing a massive amount of deception about God’s self that is 
not due to humans’ intentionally deceiving each other. 

4. Therefore, God is not personal. 

To clarify, the last part of premise (2) doesn’t say that God doesn’t allow any humans to 
intentionally deceive each other—it merely states that, out of all the deception about God’s self 
that God allows, there is a massive amount of it that is not due to humans’ intentionally 
deceiving each other. In other words, lots of the deception is simply the result of humans’ 
responding genuinely to what they take to be revelations of God or the ultimate. 

To me, (1) and (2) seem obvious, and so the crucial premise is (3). If God is personal, would God 
really let these sorts of religions develop? Would a personal, loving God allow so many people to 
find positive, existential fulfillment within robust religious traditions that affirm a non-personal 
ultimate? I am not sure. If God desires all to freely enter into a relationship with God, the world 
certainly doesn’t reflect that: 

Many people think that the world should be set up such that we have a choice as 
to whether to believe in God. Bracketing whether choosing to believe something 
is a coherent concept, one problem with this claim is that the situation we 
currently have is not one where all persons have the free choice to believe or not 
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believe in God. Indeed, the overwhelming majority of people lack that choice. 
Most persons were born in societies where the concept of [theism] did not even 
exist to contemplate. Thus, the claim that God would want to offer persons a free 
choice to believe in [God] is radically out of line with the world as it appears.  9
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Models of God 

In this essay, I outline three conceptions of God: neoclassical, classical, and pantheistic. 

1. Neoclassical Theism 

On neoclassical theism, God is a personal being who exists as part of reality, who is the 
independent, ultimate foundation of reality,  and who can at least sometimes interact with the rest 1

of reality.  God has many positive properties—goodness, knowledge, power, and so on—and 2

traditionally is thought to have each of these to the maximum degree possible. God is not 
identical to these properties—God is not goodness itself. Rather, God is a being who is perfectly 
good. In addition, God is a person who has an “inner life” that includes consciousness, thoughts, 
beliefs, and desires. 

Since God is a being, God falls into a class of objects, even if God is the only member in that 
class. A common name for this object is a soul—a simple, immaterial, non-physical substance 
capable of conscious experience. 

Since God is the independent, ultimate foundation of reality, nothing transcends God because  
there exists no object that is even more ultimate than God. However, on some views, certain 
things constrain God—perhaps God is constrained by logical, mathematical, or moral laws, not 
because they are these towering forces that exert power over God, but because it would simply 
be absurd and impossible for God to create a contradiction, or for God to make 1+1=3, or for a 
perfect God to commit evil. In addition, God is not the foundation of reality in the sense that God 
is beyond reality itself. Reality is simply everything that exists. Since God exists, God is part of 
reality. God is the foundation of reality in the sense that God is the foundational part of reality. 

One might ask: If I am a soul, but God is also a soul, then why does God get to be God? Why 
couldn’t it have been me?  This question could be understood in at least three ways. First, if one 3

is asking, “Why does the foundation of the universe get to be called God, but I do not?”, then this 
question is about semantics. The word God is simply the word neoclassical theists use for an 
intelligent foundation of reality. You can call yourself “God” if you want, but then you’re just 
being confusing. 

Second, if one is asking, “Why am I not the particular soul that we happen to call God?”,  then 4

the question seems to apply to any two things that are different. If we have two things that are 
different, X and Y, we can ask, “Why is X not Y?” It seems that there’s not much to say except 
(1) to recognize that there can be things that are different from each other, and (2) to provide 
some sort of causal or explanatory account of how X and Y came to be how they are. Perhaps X 
created Y, but X is uncreated. Perhaps Y created X, but Y is uncreated. Perhaps they were both 
created by a third thing, Z. Perhaps they are both uncreated. Either way, this isn’t an objection 
against neoclassical theism specifically so much as an objection against any view on which there 
exist multiple objects that are not identical. 
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Third, if one is asking, “Why am I not the foundation of reality?”,  then I would answer by 5

explaining my view of the foundation of reality: At the first moment of reality, there exists a 
perfect, necessary being, all by itself. Necessary beings do not require any explanation; they are 
independent. And so this perfect, necessary being does not require (and does not have) any 
explanation; it is independent. That perfect, necessary being created me. That answers the 
question in one sense: the reason I’m not the foundation of reality is that the foundation of reality 
pre-existed me and created me. 

But in another sense, I recognize that the question still lingers: it seems that things could have 
been swapped—perhaps I could have been the foundation of reality, and the soul that actually 
was the foundation could have instead been a creature, created by me. At this point, it seems 
there is simply no explanation for this; it’s just the way things are. At some point, you reach a 
truth or set of truths that are unexplained or inexplicable, and this seems to be one of those truths. 
I would also add that it’s a necessary truth—even though it’s conceptually possible for me to 
have been the foundation, it isn’t metaphysically possible. There is a particular soul, God, who is 
necessarily the foundation of reality. So it was simply never possible for me to be the foundation. 

In any case, I don’t think that this is a persuasive objection against neoclassical theism, since I 
don’t find it at all surprising that I am not God. Most people aren’t God! Suppose I have ten 
children in a row (no twins). Most of the children are not going to be my first child. Only one of 
them can be the first, and exactly one of them must be the first. It would make no sense for my 
fifth child to be surprised that he’s not the first, or for him to use that as an argument that he and 
all his siblings are in fact the same person. Someone had to be first and someone had to be fifth! 

2. Classical Theism 

On classical theism, God is not a being among other beings. A being is something that is 
composed of an essence and an existence. One’s essence is one’s nature or type; for example, 
there is a dog essence instantiated by every dog and a human essence instantiated by every 
human. By contrast, one’s existence is one’s individual self or instantiation that distinguishes one 
from others. For example, two different dogs have the same essence (dog) but different 
existences. On classical theism, God does not have a distinct essence and existence—rather, 
God’s essence is simply to exist. Therefore, God is not a being among other beings. God is 
absolute Being itself; God is the pure act of being; God is undifferentiated unity.  6

It is important to remember that Being is not a thing or object; rather, Being is an act. And God 
just is that act—God is the pure act of Being. Because of this, there is no potential within God, 
since God is purely actual. In fact, God is pure actuality itself. 

Since God is not a being, God does not fall into a class of objects; God transcends the categories 
of genus and species altogether. In addition, God is timeless, unchangeable, unalterable, and 
absolutely simple; there are no distinctions within God. All of God’s properties—goodness, 
knowledge, power, etc.—are identical with God and so identical with each other. God is 
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goodness itself, truth itself, beauty itself, power itself, knowledge itself, and so on. 
 
R. T. Mullins summarizes the difference between neoclassical and classical theism by saying that 
while neoclassical theism affirms the three traditional divine properties (omniscience, 
omnipotence, and moral perfection), classical theism adds the following four (at least one of 
which every neoclassical theist will reject): 

1. Divine simplicity. God has no internal distinctions or differences. All of God’s properties are 
numerically identical with each other and with God. All of God’s properties are necessary. 

2. Divine atemporality. God is not located or extended anywhere in time. Thus, God does not 
exist right now, God never existed in the past, and God will never exist in the future. Rather, 
God exists in a single, changeless, static, timeless state. 

3. Divine immutability. All of God’s properties are essential properties. Thus, God cannot 
change in any way, intrinsically or extrinsically. 

4. Divine impassibility. It is impossible for God to be influenced or affected in any way by 
anything external to God’s self. 

I have five issues with classical theism. First, it just seems wrong that truth and love are 
identical, that knowledge and power are identical, that goodness and existence are identical, and 
so on. To me, they are all clearly distinct concepts with distinct definitions and entailments. So it 
just seems wrong that God could be identical with all of them. 

Second, it seems that we are simply slapping the word God onto something that we already have 
a word for. If God is numerically identical with love itself—i.e., God and love are literally and 
exactly the same thing—then why do we need the word God at all? It seems redundant, since we 
already have the word love. 

Third, it seems that there is almost nothing positive to know about God. Once we say that God is 
Being itself, it is difficult to see what else we could say both truthfully and literally about God. 
We cannot say that God has thoughts, or makes choices, or is related to anything else. After all, 
God is pure Being itself, and so surely transcends such things as thoughts, choices, and relations. 
Of course, perhaps we can make analogies or partially true statements about God, but analogies 
and partially true statements are, strictly speaking, false. 

Fourth, as Joe Schmid points out,  divine simplicity runs into problems with God’s providence. If 7

all of God’s properties are necessary, then God couldn’t possibly have had the property of 
desiring to create a different world than the one God actually desired to create. Therefore, if God 
in fact chose to create this specific world, then that choice is a necessary property of God, which 
means that God wasn’t free to create a world different from this one, which means God was 
“stuck” with creating this particular world. This all falls out of introductory modal logic. 

It seems that the only response available to the classical theist is that God doesn’t desire this 
specific world, but rather desires a certain type of world, such as a world that is good overall. But 
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even in this case, God still can’t choose a specific world, since a free choice implies contingency 
within God (again, this is just introductory modal logic); God can only choose a type of world, 
and the world that results is just a random selection from worlds of that type. This doesn’t look 
so good for God’s providence. 

Fifth, how can a simple God be in a genuine relationship with anyone else? A simple God cannot 
hold a complex image or concept within its mind, as doing so would introduce complexity and 
differentiation in the mind or properties of God. Therefore, thinking of a specific creature, with 
all its complexities, is impossible for a simple God. Remember, a simple God is pure Existence, 
pure Being, pure Actuality. Not a person you can pray to, interact with, or hope to hear from. Not 
a mind who loves you or cares about you. It seems that all we’ve got is an ineffable reality that 
one can only hope to know through mystical experience. 

Now, maybe classical theism is in fact true. But in that case, I wouldn’t use the word “God” for 
the foundation of reality; I would instead use something like “The Ultimate”. 

3. Pantheism 

On pantheism, God is identical with the universe. One way that this might work is considering 
the universe as a complex, conscious system. Just as a brain is (presumably) conscious because  
it is complex enough and involves the right patterns and processes, so the universe is conscious 
because it is complex enough and involves the right patterns and processes. On this view, 
normal-sized objects, including people, are subsets or parts of God. On this view, one would 
have to give up thinking that God is morally perfect, since the universe contains moral evil. , ,  8 9 10

4. Other Models 

So it seems helpful to divide models of God into these three categories: 

• Neoclassical theism includes any model on which God is a being distinct from the universe. 
• Classical theism includes any model on which God is existence itself. 
• Pantheism includes any model on which God is the universe itself. 

On this grouping, open theism is a type of neoclassical theism. There are other supposed models 
of God that go by the names “process theism” or “panentheism”, but those are so vague that I see 
no point in using those terms unless they are defined. Plus, as far as I can tell, the three groupings 
I’ve provided cover essentially all the conceptual space, or at least all the conceptual space that 
I’d ever be able to comprehend. 

 The terminology of “foundation” comes from Joshua Rasmussen.  See Rasmussen, How Reason Can Lead to God 1

(IVP Academic, 2019).
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 See the work of Ryan Mullins and William Lane Craig for more details. In particular, J. P. Moreland and William 2

Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (2nd edition, Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
2017). 

 Thanks to Mohamed H for this question.3

 More technically, “Why am I (a rigidly designated soul) not God (a different rigidly designated soul)?”4

 More technically, “Why am I (a rigidly designated soul) not God (a soul non-rigidly designated by the phrase ‘the 5

foundation of reality’—i.e., whatever soul happens to be the foundation of reality)?”

 See David Bentley Hart, The Experience of God: Being, Consciousness, Bliss (Yale University Press, 2013) and 6

William F. Vallicella, “Divine Simplicity” (2019), https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/divine-simplicity/.

 Joe Schmid, “The fruitful death of modal collapse arguments”, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 91 7

(2022): 3-22.

 All of this section comes from Andrei Buckareff, in Ryan Mullins “Episode 36, Panentheism and Pantheism with 8

Andrei Buckareff”, The Reluctant Theologian Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2020). 

 Another conception of God, which I owe to Mohamed H, is that God is identified as everything that is necessary. 9

In order to assess this view, I would want to see the fuller metaphysical picture. What exactly is necessary? 
Mathematical and logical laws? The fact that anything exists? If it’s just those three categories, then we already have 
names for them. It doesn’t add anything to slap the label of God onto those things.

 One might respond to all these conceptions by saying that the word God “actually” has a very specific meaning, 10

like “almighty”—in other words, that’s just the definition of the word God. But this is completely wrong. A word—a 
series of written characters or phonetic sounds—does not intrinsically mean anything. People give words meaning 
by using them. In contemporary philosophical discussions about God, no one uses the word God to simply mean 
“almighty”, and so in any context relevant to this essay, that is simply not what the word means. So it is both wrong 
and unhelpful to just assert that the word God by definition means “almighty”.
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Referring to God 

Do Christians and Muslims believe in the same God? This question can be interpreted in two 
ways. The first is, “Do Christians and Muslims have the same conception of God?” The answer 
to this is obviously No, since the two conceptions are different in several ways—for example, 
Muslims conceive of God as uni-personal, whereas most Christians conceive of God as tri-
personal. But this isn’t saying much, since within Christianity itself, there are a variety of 
differing conceptions of God. 

The second way to interpret the question is, “When Christians and Muslims say the word God, 
are they referring to the same thing?” In other words, even though the conceptions are different, 
are the referents different? The answer to this is not obviously No, since it seems possible for two 
different conceptions to have the same referent. For example, suppose Jones and Ben are walking 
through a forest late at night, and they see an ape in the distance. Jones thinks it’s an ape, but Ben 
thinks it’s a human. Clearly, these two conceptions (“that ape” and “that human”), though 
contradictory in essential properties, have the same referent (the actual ape that is there). Even 
though Ben is mistaken, he is still referring to the same thing that Jones is referring to. Could it 
be the same with different theists referring to God? 

I think so. In this case, the salient question is, “What is required for two different conceptions of 
God to have the same referent?” And I think we can simplify and just ask, “Assuming that God 
exists, what is required for any conception to refer to God?” Let’s look at several options: 

1. Jesus. Christians might argue that in order to refer to God, a conception must include that God 
has incarnated through Jesus. But this is problematic, since Old Testament Jews did not believe 
in Jesus. And yet Christians would want to say that they believed in the actual God. 

2. The Trinity. Christians might argue that in order to refer to God, a conception must include that 
God is a Trinity. But again, Old Testament Jews presumably did not believe in the Trinity. And 
there are Christians today who either haven’t yet learned about the Trinity, or have a poor 
understanding of the Trinity, or have adopted unitarianism. Surely Christians wouldn’t want to 
say that when such people say “God”, they aren’t actually referring to God. 

3. Infinite Love. Christians might argue that in order to refer to God, a conception must include 
that God is all-loving (or infinite in some other capacity). But this immediately causes problems, 
since Calvinists believe that God does not desire a relationship with every person, and therefore 
their view implies that God is not all-loving (in any meaningful way). A non-Calvinist trying to 
challenge the Calvinist would reasonably say, “You’re wrong about how God is”, thus implying 
that the Calvinist is referring to the actual God, but is simply mistaken about God’s properties. 
This can be generalized to any qualitative property of God; it seems that simply being mistaken 
about some qualitative property isn’t enough to imply that one isn’t actually referring to God. 
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4. The Bible. Christians might argue that in order to refer to God, a conception must include that 
God is the God described by the Bible. Again, this causes the same problems as before, since Old 
Testament Jews did not believe in the Bible as it exists today. 

5. Perfect Foundation. One might argue that in order to refer to God, a conception must include 
that God is the perfect foundation of causal reality (this definition is heavily inspired by Joshua 
Rasmussen). I think this is a sufficient condition, but I don’t think it is a necessary condition. 
Suppose I say that there’s an atom that God is not the foundation of. Would it make more sense 
to say that I am not referring to God at all, or simply that I am wrong about reality? Surely the 
latter. Similarly, suppose I say that God has some sort of flaw. Would it make more sense to say 
that I am not referring to God at all, or simply that I am wrong about God? Surely the latter. 

So I’m not sure what the necessary conditions are to refer to God. Since I think reference to the 
external world actually occurs, I think there is a right answer as to whether a given person is 
referring to God at a given moment, and I think that answer is obvious in some cases. But I am 
skeptical that there is a general, deductive method for finding out. 
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Divine Properties 

Below are some properties that are commonly ascribed to God. I often define these in terms of 
my worldview (described in the “General Philosophy” section above). Some of these are 
inconsistent with others, so the reader must decide which of them to accept. In addition, some of 
these might not even count as properties of God, but rather properties or features of reality. 

Omniscience is the property of knowing exactly how reality is, and not believing anything else. 
Obviously, there is debate about how reality exactly is, but that doesn’t harm this definition. 

Omnipotence is the property of being able to bring about any feasible situation. By feasible 
situation, I mean a possible way that reality could go. There is debate about what situations are 
feasible—they would seem to be brute metaphysical laws—but that doesn’t harm this definition. 
I think that some infeasible situations would include: God’s doing something morally imperfect, 
God’s ceasing to exist, God’s creating a rock too heavy for God to lift, God’s bringing about a 
contradiction, and God’s changing the past.  1

Moral perfection or perfect goodness is the property of being morally perfect.  I think “morally 2

perfect” and “goodness” are impossible to define, so I will leave it at that. 

Perfect love or omnibenevolence is the property of loving all beings. I define love (in a general, 
non-romantic sense) as desiring that someone achieve maximal flourishing and fulfillment. 

Simplicity is the property of not being composed of parts. There is disagreement on what counts 
as a part. Those who deny that properties and actions count as parts might affirm weak simplicity 
or neoclassical theism, on which God is a single, one-part substance with distinct properties and 
actions. Those who affirm that properties and actions count as parts might affirm strong 
simplicity or classical theism, on which God’s parts are identical to each other and identical to 
God. Classical simplicity of the Thomistic kind posits that all creatures are composed of an 
essence and an existence. One’s essence is one’s nature or type; for example, there is a dog 
essence instantiated by every dog and a human essence instantiated by every human. By contrast, 
one’s existence is one’s individual self or instantiation that distinguishes one from others. For 
example, two different dogs have the same essence (dog) but different existences. Thomistic 
simplicity holds that God does not even have a distinct essence and existence, and therefore 
God’s essence is simply to exist. Therefore the classical God is not a being among other beings, 
but rather God is Being itself. Strong simplicity (often merely called divine simplicity) entails the 
properties of timelessness, immutability, and impassibility (keeping in mind that, on simplicity, 
these properties are identical with God).  3

Aseity, independence, self-sufficiency, or self-existence is the property of not being dependent on 
anything other than one’s self.  Some take aseity to entail self-explanation (or internal 4

explanation), where something about the definition or nature of God explains God’s existence. 
Others take aseity to entail unexplainedness (or, more strongly, unexplainability), where God’s 
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existence (or at least the necessity of God’s existence) has no explanation, whether external or 
internal. Is God dependent on God’s properties? Classical theists will answer No, saying that 
God is identical with God’s properties. Some neoclassical theists will answer No, saying that 
God could lose certain non-essential properties without ceasing to be God. Other neoclassical 
theists will answer Yes, defining aseity to be the divine property of not being dependent on 
anything external to God. Other neoclassical theists will answer No, saying that God’s properties 
are abstract objects, which do not exist.  5

Ultimacy is the property of being the explanation, ground, or cause of everything other than 
one’s self. One version of divine ultimacy is that God is the explanation of every other entity. 

Sovereignty is the property of having significant or total control over other agents and events.  6

Necessity is the property of existing necessarily. If God exists necessarily, then it’s impossible for 
God not to exist. In every possible scenario, God is there. This doesn’t mean that everything 
about God is necessary—perhaps God has contingent beliefs, desires, and actions. Most people 
take necessity to include either everlastingness or timelessness by definition, but this doesn’t 
seem right. It’s at least conceptually possible for something to be necessary at one time but 
contingent at another time. 

Immutability is the property of being incapable of undergoing change of any kind. An intrinsic 
change is an internal change without reference to anything else (e.g., going from being sad to 
being happy). An extrinsic change is a change resulting from relation to some other entity that 
undergoes an intrinsic change (e.g., going from being below the elevator to being above the 
elevator because you are standing in the hallway on Floor 2 while the elevator descends from 
Floor 3 to Floor 1). Weak immutability is the incapability of undergoing intrinsic change, and 
strong immutability is the incapability of undergoing either intrinsic or extrinsic change. Some 
have posited an even weaker essential immutability, the incapability of losing or gaining 
essential properties, but this is not a useful property, since everything is incapable of losing or 
gaining its essential properties. 

Impassibility is the property of being incapable of suffering or being affected or influenced in 
any way by anything external to one’s self. 

Immateriality or incorporeality is the property of not being composed of physical parts, such as 
matter and energy.  

Personhood is the property of being personal; i.e., having self-consciousness, thoughts, beliefs, 
desires, intentions, and (possibly) freedom. 

Freedom is the property of being able to act intentionally, apart from manipulation, and in a way 
that makes one morally responsible.  7
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Rationality is the property of always acting for a good reason, unless one has a good reason not 
to do so.  For example, if God is faced with three equally valuable options, God can choose one 8

of them arbitrarily, since God has a good reason to choose just any of them, even in the absence 
of a single best option.  

Trinitarianism is the property of being a single being which is (or has) three persons.  9

Transcendence is the property of being radically different from other things. For God, 
transcendence is God’s property of being radically different from creatures in some way. The 
relevant differences form what is called the Creator-creature distinction.  

Immanence is the property of being close to all of the universe in some way. For example, it 
could be construed as God’s spiritual proximity to and love for every person. “He is not far from 
any one of us” (Acts 17.27). 

Unity is the property of being unified in all of one’s properties. Root-unity is the view that some  
single property (e.g., absolute perfection) is the root of God’s nature, a root out of which all of 
God’s other properties arise. Non-root–unity is the view that God’s unity is a result of all of 
God’s properties being similar (e.g., unbounded and simple) and coextensive. 

Infinity, unlimitedness, or unboundedness is the property of not having any limits or bounds, or 
of lacking nothing. These terms have a vast range of meanings depending on how they are 
defined. Some deny that infinity or unlimitedness itself is a property of God and prefer to say 
that all of God’s actual properties (such as knowledge, power, and goodness) are unlimited in the 
sense that they are maximal (as high as possible). Others say that if God lacks nothing, then God 
does not lack the universe, which means that God either is identical with the universe 
(pantheism) or contains the universe in a mysterious way (panentheism).  

Eternality is the property of not having a beginning or an end. This leaves open the decision 
between the next two views. 

Omnitemporality, sempiternity, or everlastingness is the property of existing at every moment of 
time. This does not imply past-eternality (existence at an infinite number of equally long past 
moments), since there might not have been an infinite number of equally long past moments. 

Timelessness or atemporality is the property of not existing at any moment of time. 

Spacelessness is the property of not existing at any point in space and not being extended 
through any length, area, volume, or hyper-volume (etc.) of space. 

Omnipresence is the property of being present at every point in space. If God is a non-spatial 
being, then omnipresence should not be construed as actual existence in space. It is better 
construed as omniscience, conservation, concurrence, or immanence. 
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Conservation is the property of continuously sustaining the universe in existence. Those who 
hold that the universe has existential inertia (the capacity to continue to exist without external 
sustenance) will not think that conservation is a necessary property. 

Concurrence is the property of co-causing every event that occurs (except possibly for morally 
evil events such as sinful desires and acts). 

 In Thomas Jay Oord, God Can’t (SacraSage Press, 2019), Oord takes a slightly different view of omnipotence. 1

Oord argues that God is always working for the good of everyone. However, God’s love is uncontrolling. And since 
God loves everything—both conscious creatures and inanimate objects—God cannot control anything. Therefore, 
God cannot single-handedly prevent any evils, because doing so would require controlling people or physical matter. 
Rather, God must work together with people and physical matter and hope that they cooperate. I find Oord’s view 
implausible, for four reasons: 

1. It seems like a defect for God to love inanimate objects, especially at the constant and serious expense of 
conscious creatures. It is pointless and unnecessary, since inanimate objects cannot feel or benefit from love. 

2. It is unclear what specific actions God attempts and why God sometimes succeeds and sometimes fails. 
Does God try to move particles around in a certain way, but the particles sometimes decide to refuse? 

3. Oord attributes ordinary healing (through the body’s natural processes and the work of doctors and 
medicine) to God, but this introduces unnecessary complexity, since those natural processes on their own 
account just fine for ordinary healing. What exactly would God be contributing? 

4. Oord says that love is uncontrolling, but this seems wrong. Suppose my child is running around in the 
playground, but nearby is a bottomless hole; if my child falls into it, they will fall forever and ever, with no 
escape. If I see my child running toward that hole, you can be sure that I will control them—I will grab them 
and keep them away from the hole. Surely this is loving. (I owe this example to Josh Rasmussen.)

 See Bandy, “God and Morality”. 2

 Against divine simplicity, Ryan Mullins and others raise modal collapse objections, arguing that divine simplicity 3

entails that this universe is necessary. For example: 

1. God is necessary. 
2. If God is necessary and God is identical with all of God’s acts, then all of God’s acts are necessary. 
3. If all of God’s acts are necessary, then God’s act of creating this particular universe is necessary. 
4. God’s act of creating this particular universe is not necessary. 
5. Therefore, God is not identical with all of God’s acts. 

Steven Nemes distinguishes between God’s acts in the causal sense and the effectual sense. As I understand this 
distinction, God’s acts in the causal sense are necessary and identical with God, whereas God’s acts in the effectual 
sense are simply the contingent events of the universe playing out. So if the argument above uses the causal sense, 
then Nemes would reject (4), and if the argument uses the effectual sense, then Nemes would simply grant the 
argument. See Ryan Mullins, “Episode 23, Divine Simplicity and Modal Collapse with Steven Nemes”, The 
Reluctant Theologian Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2019). 

Christopher Tomaszewki and Joe Schmid reject (2) because the fact that two things are identical and one of them is 
necessary does not imply that the other one is necessary. Consider a parody of (2): “If Batman is necessary and 
Batman is identical with Bruce Wayne, then Bruce Wayne is necessary”. This is clearly false. The key point is that 
the term Batman doesn’t necessarily refer to any specific person, and so someone other than Bruce Wayne could 
have become Batman. Similarly, the term all of God’s acts doesn’t necessarily refer to any specific thing, and so 
there could have other acts of God—i.e., God could have created a different universe. See Joe Schmid, “The fruitful 
death of modal collapse arguments”, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 91 (2022): 3-22.

 See Bandy, “Contingency Arguments”.4

 See Bandy, “Abstract Objects”. 5
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 See Bandy, “Sovereignty and Freedom”. 6

 See Bandy, “Sovereignty and Freedom”.7

 Tyron Goldschmidt and Samuel Lebens, mentioned in Ryan Mullins, “Ep. 66, Divine Rationality, THE Science, 8

and Theology”, The Reluctant Theologian Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2021). 

 See Bandy, “The Trinity”. 9
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Divine Freedom 

1. Deriving the Three Scenarios 

Consider God’s initial choice of what type of world to create. If necessarily, God is morally 
perfect, then necessarily, God chooses optimally in this scenario. But that means God is 
constrained by God’s own moral perfection to choose the best option. (An option, in this essay, is 
defined as a possible world that God could actualize. ) So how could God be free? Well, perhaps 1

God can be free if there is no best option. Consider the following argument: 

1. Either there is a single option, or there are multiple options. 
2. If there are multiple options, then either they are all equally good, 

    or some options are better than others. 
3. If some options are better than others, there isn’t a best option. 
4. If some options are better than others, there isn’t a worst option. 
5. If (3) and (4), then if some options are better than others, 

    there is a two-way infinite hierarchy of options. 
6. Therefore, either 

    there is a single option (the single-world scenario), 
    there are multiple options and they are all equally good (the tie scenario),  or 2

    there is a two-way infinite series of options (the hierarchy scenario). 

(1) and (2) are true by mathematics. 

(3) is obvious when we consider the alternative: what if some options are better than others, and 
there is a best option? For example, the options are valued at 100, 200, and 300. In this case, 
since God must choose optimally in every scenario, God must choose 300. But in that case, 100 
and 200 aren’t actually options, since God can’t choose them. This is contradictory—it posits 
that 100 and 200 are options, then concludes that they aren’t. So if some options are better than 
others, then in order to avoid contradiction, we must say there is no best option. 

(4) is obvious when we consider the alternative: what if some options are better than others, and 
there is a worst option? For example, the options are valued at 100, 200, 300, and so on, 
increasing by one hundred. In this case, surely God couldn’t choose the worst out of all the 
available options—that would be extremely lame, and surely unfitting for a morally perfect 
being. Imagine asking God why there is so much suffering in the world, and God answers, “Well, 
one reason is that I chose the absolute worst world that I could choose”. It seems obvious that 
God is incapable of doing this. But that means that the worst option isn’t actually an option, 
since God can’t actually it. This is contradictory—it posits that 100 is an option, then concludes 
that 100 is not an option. So if some options are better than others, then in order to avoid 
contradiction, we must say that there is not a worst option.  3
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(5) is also true by mathematics: a list of unequal values with no best or worst value is a two-way 
infinite series, like the integers (… -3, -2, -1, 0, 1, 2, 3, …). Note that the values might converge 
in either direction (e.g., 0, ½, ¾, ⅞, …) or at least be unevenly spaced. The two-way infinite 
series seems plausible—for any world, you can always think of a better world by adding one 
more happy person to it, and you can always think of a worse world by adding one more 
suffering person to it. 

So, as per the conclusion, it looks like God was faced with exactly one of the following three 
scenarios: the single-world scenario, the tie scenario, or the hierarchy scenario. 

2. Assessing the Three Scenarios 

One might argue for the single-world scenario as follows: God was constrained to create this 
particular world because God loved us, the particular persons in this world. But this seems to 
assume that, before we even existed, God loved us, in a way that made God prefer us over all the 
other possible persons God could have created. This seems wrong. Assuming it is possible to 
love a non-existent person, surely God would have loved all possible persons equally, and so 
would have been free to choose among multiple combinations of them. 

One might argue for the tie scenario as follows: Maybe every world is infinitely valuable and 
thus equally valuable. After all, God is infinitely valuable and exists in every possible world. Or, 
assuming universalism, every person will eventually spend an infinite amount of time in Heaven. 
But I am not sure this is persuasive. It seems that the value of God and the value of universalism 
are irrelevant to God’s evaluation of various worlds, precisely because they are both necessary. 
Rather, it seems that God would desire a world where great contingent goods happen within the 
created universe. God might also desire a world where a small amount of suffering, or pointless 
suffering, occurs. So it still seems at least conceivable that some options were better than others. 

What follows is a series of objections to the three scenarios. 

1. The Single-World Scenario Destroys All Freedom. If there is only one option that God can 
choose, then by my definition of freedom, God is not free. And if that one option was necessarily 
the only option God could choose, then we are not free either, since there is only one possible 
world in which we exist, and freedom for a creature requires multiple possible worlds in which 
that creature exists. This all seems right to me. 

2. The Tie and Hierarchy Scenarios Involve an Arbitrary Choice. Klaus Kraay claims (i) that 
these scenarios require God to choose arbitrarily from among the options—since in neither case 
is there any option that stands out among all the others—and (ii) that God cannot choose 
arbitrarily. But both of these claims seem wrong. Against (i), surely God can choose something 
for a reason that is sufficient for but not entailing of God’s choice—and since God is choosing 
for some reason, God is not choosing arbitrarily.  Against (ii), surely God can choose arbitrarily 4

182



if God has a good reason for doing so—and what would be a better reason than that there is no 
single best option?  5

3. The Tie Scenario Is Obviously False. Doesn’t it seem obviously wrong that all options are 
equally valuable? We can imagine a world just like ours, but with more intense suffering, or 
more people that suffer, or more evil acts overall. Wouldn’t that world be worse than ours? This 
seems right to me. One might object that such worse worlds are not actually options for God, but 
I don’t see why we should rule them out. Surely God could have created one more happy person 
(or suffering person), and so could have made a slightly better (or worse) world.  6

4. The Hierarchy Scenario Makes God Surpassable. Kraay claims (i) that the hierarchy scenario 
requires God’s actions to be surpassable (in a conceivability sense)—since for any possible 
choice God could make, it is conceivable that God or some other being could have made a better 
choice—and (ii) that God’s actions cannot be surpassable in this sense.  But (ii) seems wrong. 7

Saying that God’s actions cannot be surpassable puts a limit on God’s power, since it entails that 
God is unable to choose when faced with an infinite hierarchy of options. Rob Koons argues that 
God’s omnipotence entails an infinite hierarchy of options, since only a limited being would be 
able to do its “best”, whereas an unlimited being such as God would have no such stopping 
point. Therefore, according to Koons, when we ask why God allows some particular evil, some 
magnitude of evil, or some magnitude of divine hiddenness, our question might simply have no 
answer, since God has chosen (perhaps arbitrarily) from an infinite hierarchy of options.  8

5. Hierarchy Scenarios are Contradictory. It seems that some supposed hierarchies have features 
that make them contradictory. For example, consider the series   (… -3, -2, -1, 0, 0.5, 1, 2, 3, …). 
The presence of an extra option that breaks the pattern—0.5—seems to introduce a sort of 
partition point that divides the series into three sections: (-∞ ↔ 0), (0.5), and (1 ↔ ∞). And since 
necessarily, God is morally perfect, God must choose from the best section (1 ↔ ∞), which 
means that the other two sections are not really options, even though we started out by positing 
that they were. So we run into contradiction again. So it seems that any supposed hierarchy with 
some sort of value deviation that divides the series into a finite number of sections ends up being 
contradictory. Of course, one can simply deny that there are any such value deviations.  9

3. A Potential Problem for the Alone World 

Perhaps something about the option itself, rather than its value, constitutes a partition point. For 
example, most theists think that God could have refrained from creating the universe at all; in 
order words, one of the options involves only God and nothing else. We can call this option the 
Alone World. Of course, out of the infinite hierarchy of options, only one of them is the Alone 
World—every other option involves at least something other than God. If the Alone World is 
significant enough to divide the hierarchy into three sections—(S1) all the options worse than the 
Alone World, (S2) the Alone World, and (S3) all the options better than the Alone World—then 
we run into contradiction again. 
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So the Alone World cannot come somewhere in the middle of the hierarchy, since that results in a 
contradiction. Neither can the Alone World come below the entire hierarchy, since then it 
wouldn’t actually be an option (God can’t choose the worst option). And neither can the Alone 
World come above the entire hierarchy, since then God, being morally perfect, would be 
constrained to choose it and thus be unable to create anything at all. So my conclusion is that if 
the hierarchy is correct, and if the Alone World would constitute a valid partition point, then the 
Alone World is not an option at all, and so God could not have actualized the Alone World. In 
other words, God is constrained by God’s moral perfection to create something (this, according 
to R. T. Mullins, is a tenet of panentheism). 

 For open theists, an option might better be defined as a set of initial conditions that is evaluated based on how 1

promising it appears, where promise could be defined as expected value multiplied by epistemic probability. 

 The terms tie and hierarchy are from Klaas Kraay, in Jordan Hampton, “Why Theists Should Believe in the 2

Multiverse (Dr. Klaas Kraay)”, The Analytic Christian (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/kyXDlyI0Swg, although 
Kraay uses the term hierarchy to refer to a series that is infinite in only the positive direction (i.e., there is still a 
worst option).

 Adapted from Klaas Kraay, in Parker Settecase, “The Axiology of Theism | w/Dr. Klaas Kraay - PPP ep.140”, 3

Parker’s Pensées (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/KUYQ_vYwb60. 

 Thanks to Jeremy Kidd for this point. 4

 In other words, “God always acts for a reason, unless God has a reason not to”. From Tyron Goldschmidt and 5

Samuel Lebens, mentioned in Ryan Mullins, “Ep. 66, Divine Rationality, THE Science, and Theology”, The 
Reluctant Theologian Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2021). 

 This last sentence is inspired by Philip Swenson. 6

 Kraay, in “Why Theists Should Believe in the Multiverse”.7

 Rob Koons, in Suan Sonna, “The Best Case for God's Existence - Robert C. Koons”, Intellectual Conservatism 8

(YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/kVgbCIJ9Fxo. 

 Another reason one might think hierarchy scenarios are contradictory is due to a bizarre consequence of probability 9

theory, which I discuss in the “Probabilities” section of “Arguments against Actual Infinites”.
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The Temporal God 

This and the next essay discuss three ways that God might be related to time. My conception of 
time is outlined in “Time”, so you’ll probably want to read that first. 

1. The Temporal Model 

On a temporal model of God, God exists at every moment. If static eternalism is true, then God 
is extended along the time dimension of the entire spacetime block (although God is not located 
or extended in space). If dynamic presentism is true, then God exists now, God existed yesterday, 
and God will exist in the future. Let’s look at some objections to the temporal model. 

1.1. Before Creation 

How were things before creation? The first option is that time is past-eternal, which means that 
for every unit of time, there is an equally long unit of time before it, and so time stretches back 
into an infinite regress. This would mean that God existed throughout that entire infinite regress. 
I have responded elsewhere to arguments against infinite regresses in general.  1

One might argue that the past-eternal view requires God to make an arbitrary choice, since there 
was an infinite amount of time before creation, and at any moment God could have decided to 
create, but no moment was better than any other, and so God’s choice was arbitrary. But I don’t 
see why it would be problematic for God to make an arbitrary choice in such a situation. 

One might argue that since the probability of God’s creating the universe within a given time unit 
is greater than zero, then at any moment, God has already experienced an infinite number of time 
units, and so the probability of God’s creating the universe at any moment is 1. But to say that 
the probability is 1 is just to say that God actually did create the universe. But that means that for 
every moment of time before God created the universe, God created the universe. This is a 
contradiction. I think this is successful and so I reject the past-eternal view. The only way the 
past-eternalist can escape is by saying—with Thomas Jay Oord—that God has been actively 
creating or influencing throughout the entire infinite regress. This seems too extravagant to me.  2

The second option is that time is past-finite, which means that time is not past-eternal. There is 
some unit of time before which there is no equally long unit of time. Time had a beginning 
(whether a “hard” beginning with a first moment or a “soft” beginning with an infinite series of 
moments getting shorter and shorter the farther back you go). If time is continuous, this seems to 
mean there was a first moment, and it is false that any moments existed before it. In this case, 
God existed at that first moment. This seems odd; the first moment just seems to be “hanging 
there” with no explanation. I want some sort of explanation for how this first moment got there. 
One could say with R. T. Mullins that this first moment is special—it doesn’t have an initial 
boundary, and so “there is no fact of the matter as to how long” it is.  I think this eases my 3

worries about this case, and so this is my preferred view. 
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1.2. Divine Change 

One might object that if God is temporal, then God can change. I don’t see any problem with 
saying that God can change, as long as we maintain that God’s essential properties—e.g., 
maximal love and power—do not change. One might object that if God can change, then God 
can get better or worse. But this seems wrong. God’s knowing the proposition “It is Sunday” on 
Sunday and then knowing the proposition “It is Monday” on Monday constitutes a change in 
God’s knowledge, but that doesn’t make God better or worse. It is precisely because God is 
perfect that God always knows what day it is!  4

One might object that if God changes, then God is dependent on other beings. But this seems 
wrong. Maybe God is affected by other beings, but that doesn’t mean that God’s very existence is 
dependent on other beings. 

1.3. Divine Limits 

One might object that putting God inside of time is limiting God or putting God inside of a box. 
Isn’t God supposed to be free of limits? Isn’t God supposed to be beyond any box that we might 
try to pigeonhole God into? It seems to me that the answer to both questions is No. God surely 
has limits. God cannot sin. God cannot bring about a contradiction. God cannot force someone to 
make a free choice. God cannot break God’s promises. All of these count as limits, unless we 
radically redefine the word limit. 

Plus, I don’t see how making God timeless is any less limiting than putting God inside of time. If 
God is only timeless, then God cannot experience a dynamic relationship with anyone. That’s 
certainly a limit. So I don’t see how putting God inside of time is more limiting. 

As for putting God inside of a “box”, this just seems like a half-baked thought. What does the 
objector we mean by “box”? If they mean any sort of conceptual boundary, then I wonder 
whether they are a pantheist. As R. T. Mullins points out, theists who aren’t pantheists hold that 
God is distinct from creation. The concept of God does not include my kitchen. That is a 
conceptual boundary to God. If there are no conceptual boundaries to God, then the word God 
doesn’t refer to anything even conceptually distinct from anything else, and so all talk about God 
just reduces to talk about other things.  5

1.4. Seeing the Whole Timeline 

Advocates of a timeless God often appeal to an image of God looking down at the entire timeline 
of history, stretched out like a ruler in front of God. Such advocates want God to be able see all 
of time like this, and seem to think that putting God inside of time removes that ability. 

This seems wrong. First, there might not be such a timeline. As discussed in “Time”, I think that 
the only things that exist are the things that exist right now. The future and the past, and anything 
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therein, do not exist in any sense. As discussed in “The Open Future”, I think this implies that 
contingent future events are currently indeterminate and so cannot be known. It’s no detriment to 
God that God cannot see what is not there! Second, even if there is a timeline, the advocate of a 
temporal God can just say that God can look into the future or the past and see it with perfect 
clarity. Looking at the timeline from the inside doesn’t seem to be any weaker than looking at the 
timeline from the outside. 

1.5. Foreknowledge and Freedom 

The timeless God advocate might say that a timeless God solves the problem of divine fore-
knowledge and human freedom. If God is timeless, then God doesn’t know our future actions “in 
advance”; rather, God simply knows them timelessly, and so there is no threat to our freedom. 

This seems completely wrong to me. Suppose that God knows, thirteen billion years in advance, 
that I will eat cereal for breakfast tomorrow. When the time comes, am I free to choose between 
eating cereal and not eating cereal? There is no contradiction in saying that I am free to choose 
but that God simply knows in advance how I will freely choose. So it may be that the timeless 
God advocate is trying to avoid a problem that is not really a problem.  6

But let us suppose that there is a problem—namely, that if God knows a future choice in 
advance, then that choice is not free. Now, how would it solve anything to say that God is 
timeless? If, as a rule, we cannot act in a way that would require God’s foreknowledge to have 
been different than it actually was, then surely we cannot act in a way that would require God’s 
timeless knowledge to be different than it actually is. If we have no power over the past, then 
surely we have no power over the timeless realm! Timeless knowledge seems at least as fixed as 
past foreknowledge, if not even more so. 

1.6. Mystery 

The timeless God advocate might appeal to mystery and say that we just can’t understand God’s 
timelessness. But now I wonder why they are drawing the mystery line after God’s timelessness. 
How can they confidently assert that God is timeless, but then refuse to share any details about 
God’s timelessness? If they truly want to appeal to God’s mystery, then they should just say that 
they don’t know whether God is timeless or temporal—shouldn’t that be a mystery, too? 

One might say something like, “God is temporal from our perspective, but from God’s 
perspective, God is timeless”. Now, this seems a little off-topic. Surely the topic is not about how 
things are from a certain perspective. The topic is about how things actually are. Which 
perspective is correct? If God’s perspective is the correct one, then why not just say, “God is 
timeless”? That could have saved us so much trouble. Now, if this person is actually a relativist 
about truth, and thinks that neither perspective is absolutely true, then I would probably ask if 
they want to talk about relativism for a bit before returning to the topic of God and time. 
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1.7. Creating Time 

The timeless God advocate might say that God cannot be in time because time was created by 
God. Now, obviously I would want to know the details of how this is supposed to work. At this 
point, I’ll just say two things. First, it seems to me that time, as I’ve defined it, isn’t the sort of 
thing that can be created. Time is like existence, or logic, or truth, or explanation, or modality. It 
can’t be created because it’s the sort of thing that’s just there automatically, at least in a universe 
where things persist or change. If something persists or changes, then we have time—no one 
needs to go about creating it. If God simply makes a new choice or thinks a new thought, then 
we have a succession of different stages, which means that we have time. 

Even if the timeless theorist can come up with a reasonable model on which God literally creates 
time, then it seems to me that time would sort of “take over”, and everything—including God—
would enter into time and become temporal. The only exception to this would be if time is just 
one dimension of a four-dimensional spacetime block. 

1.8. Entering into Time 

The timeless God advocate might say that God is “by default” timeless, but God chooses to enter 
into time periodically; this is how God can have dynamic relationships with people. I have two 
problems with this. First, suppose that God chooses to enter into time. Now it looks like we have 
a sequence of stages: 

1. God is outside of time. 
2. God is inside time. 

For me, any sequence of stages like this is a temporal sequence. That means that Stage 1 is a 
temporal stage, but of course, that is self-contradictory. So it seems simpler and less problematic 
just to think that God is in time from the beginning. 

Second, it seems that if God enters into time—say, as a human—then God learns something: 
namely, what it’s like to be a human. God acquires a new property of having this experience. But 
of course, acquiring new properties requires change, and only a temporal being changes. So it 
seems that if God enters into time, then God is forever temporal; God cannot “revert” back to a 
timeless state.  7

 Bandy, “Infinite Regresses”.1

 It also seems to remove God’s free will to start creating for the first time, since if at every past moment, God had 2

already created something, then at every past moment, it was outside God’s control to start creating for the first time 
(since God had already created something), which means that at every past moment, God did not have the freedom 
to start creating for the first time, which means that God never had the freedom to start creating for the first time. 

 R. T. Mullins, “The Divine Timemaker”, Philosophia Cristi 22.2 (2020): 236.3

 I owe this response to William Lane Craig.4
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 R. T. Mullins, “Ep. 134 Clearly Reformed or Clearly Confused: The Problem of Divine Infinity”, The Reluctant 5

Theologian Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2023). https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/ep-134-clearly-reformed-or-
clearly-confused-the/id1455521623?i=1000633878903. 

 For further discussion, see Bandy, “Sovereignty and Freedom”. 6

 Thanks to Josiah Bogue for discussion on the topic of this essay. 7
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The Timeless God 

This essay picks up where the previous essay left off, as I ran out of room in that essay. 

2. The Timeless Model 

On a timeless model of God, God does not exist within a series of moments. God exists at a 
moment that is not part of a linear series. We can call this the timeless moment. This means that 
God does not change at all, in any sense. There is a single timeless moment that captures 
everything that God is and does. It also means that God does not exist right now. If God were to 
exist right now, God would be temporal! Rather, God exists timelessly. Let’s look at some 
objections to the timeless model. 

2.1. Temporal Relations 

The timeless moment must be connected in some way to the linear series of moments, since God 
created that linear series. So there is an explanatory relation from the timeless moment to the 
temporal moments. But this seems to generate a problem. It seems that in a series of moments, 
explanatory relations connecting them are sufficient to be temporal relations. But we just 
admitted an explanatory relation between the timeless moment and the temporal moments. So 
why isn’t that relation itself a temporal relation? If it is a temporal relation, then God is involved 
in a temporal relation, which means that God is temporal. 

There seem to be two ways to avoid this problem. First, one could deny that mere explanatory 
relations connecting moments are sufficient to be temporal relations—something else is involved 
within the temporal series that is absent from the relation between God and that series. This 
doesn’t seem too promising, since I don’t know what that extra element could be. Second, one 
could take a different view of time and moments than the one I have described. Perhaps moments 
are merely slices of spacetime rather than full descriptions of reality. If static eternalism is true, 
then spacetime is a four-dimensional block, and God exists timelessly by not being located or 
extended anywhere within that block, even though God still explains the block by creating it. 

The timeless theorist might try to alleviate the problem by saying that God exists on a different 
timeline than ours; one that is “higher” than ours. To me, this has three problems. First, it seems 
to be conceding that God exists within some sort of time, and so I wonder what the benefit is of 
creating a separate timeline for God. Why not just put everything in the same timeline? Second, 
given how I’ve defined temporal, there is only one “level” of temporality: anything that persists 
within a linear series of moments is temporal, full stop. Maybe there are multiple independent 
timelines, but one isn’t “higher” or more transcendent than the others. Third, the idea of God 
occupying a “higher” timeline just seems too vague and mysterious. How is this timeline related 
to ours? How fast do the two timelines run in relation to each other? Can God jump from one 
timeline to the other? What would that even mean? I don’t see a good reason to adopt such a 
complicated view. 
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2.2. Knowledge 

William Lane Craig offers a knowledge argument against the timeless model:  1

1. The collection of all facts is constantly changing. 
2. The content of God’s knowledge is identical with the collection of all facts. 
3. If the content of God’s knowledge is constantly changing, then God is temporal. 
4. Therefore, God is temporal. 

It seems that there are only two ways to respond. One could reject (1) and instead hold to static 
eternalism. Or one could reject (2) and deny or redefine omniscience. Both of these responses, 
especially the latter, do not seem very promising. So I think this argument is sound. 

2.3. Creation 

R. T. Mullins offers three change arguments against the timeless model:  2

1. If God begins to create the universe, then God changes. 
2. God begins to create the universe. 
3. Therefore, God changes. 

4. If God is timelessly causing the universe to exist, then the universe timelessly exists. 
5. The universe does not timelessly exist. 
6. Therefore, God is not timelessly causing the universe to exist. 

7. If God begins to be causally related to the universe, then God changes. 
8. God begins to be causally related to the universe. 
9. Therefore, God changes. 

Clearly, the timeless advocate will not accept (2), (4), or (8). They will say that God and the 
universe are in a timeless causal relationship; but whereas God is timeless, the universe is 
temporal. Mullins thinks such a view “might strike one as rather ad hoc and counterintuitive”,  3

but it is not clear to me what the problem is. So this trio of arguments is not persuasive. 

2.4. Divine Choice 

1. Every free choice involves two contradictory states: being undecided and being decided. 
2. If (1), then time is involved in every free choice. 
3. God makes at least one free choice. 
4. Therefore, time is involved in God’s free choice.  
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(1) seems obvious. If there is only the state of being decided, then there’s no free choice—there 
just an automatic process, like a computer code. If there is only the state of being undecided, then 
a choice is never made—obviously. And these two states are clearly in contradiction. 

(2) seems obvious. Two things that are contradictory cannot both obtain timelessly. It cannot be 
timelessly true that God is decided and timelessly true that God is undecided. That would be a 
timeless contradiction. Therefore, at least one of those two states must be temporal.  4

(3) seems obvious. Surely we wouldn’t want to take free will away from God.  

So I think this argument is sound. The obvious consequence is that God is temporal, since time is 
involved in God’s free choice. It seems the timeless advocate must either reject (1) and so 
radically redefine free choice, or reject (3) and so take away God’s free will—perhaps God 
merely has a timeless intention or desire that is sufficient to create the world. Again, neither of 
these options seems like a good move for the theist. 

2.5. Two Steps 

1. The universe began to exist, and the universe exists because of God. 
2. If (1) is true, then reality involves two explanatory steps: 

    (i) God exists and the universe does not exist, and (ii) God and the universe exist. 
3. (i) and (ii) are contradictory and so both must be temporal. 
4. If reality involves (i) and (ii), both of which are temporal, 

    then God is in at least one temporal step, and so God is temporal. 
5. Therefore, God is temporal.  5

The timeless proponent need not accept those two steps in (2), since God gets placed in two 
different steps, which is a red flag for a timeless God. Plus, (ii) mixes timeless entities with 
temporal entities, which seems illegitimate. The timeless proponent can solve both problems by 
changing (ii) to (ii*): “the universe exists”. Or the timeless proponent can reject that the 
explanatory steps are states of affairs at all: The two steps could simply be the concrete objects 
themselves, arranged in order of how fundamental they are. The timeless God is the most 
fundamental object, and so the timeless God is the first explanatory step; and the temporal 
universe is the second explanatory step. And obviously, God and the universe are not 
contradictory with each other, and so they need not both be temporal. 

(3) also seems wrong. (i) and (ii) are contradictory, but why think both must be temporal? If two 
states are contradictory, they can’t both obtain at the same time: it can’t be the case that Bob both 
exists and does not exist at the same time. Neither can two contradictory states both obtain 
timelessly: it can’t be the case that the number 7 both timelessly exists and timelessly does not 
exist. But there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with one state’s being timeless and the other 
state’s being temporal. (Of course, the timeless proponent will use (ii*) instead of (ii).) In such a 
case, there is neither a timeless contradiction nor a contradiction at any given time. 
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3. The Hybrid Model 

On a hybrid model, developed by William Lane Craig, God is timeless without creation and 
temporal since the beginning of creation. Explanatorily prior to creation, God exists in a timeless 
moment. This timeless moment explains the temporal series of moments, and God exists within 
all of those moments as well. 

The hybrid model is unharmed by the Before Creation, Knowledge, and Divine Choice 
arguments mentioned above. But it is suspect to the Divine Change, Temporal Relations, and 
Creation arguments. However, out of those three, only the Temporal Relations argument seems 
remotely persuasive. The hybrid advocate could respond as I suggested above, but they have a 
unique, additional option, which Craig defends: time exists if and only if change has occurred.  6

At the first moment, there has been no change. Therefore, at the first moment, there is no time. 
And so since God exists at the first moment, God exists timelessly at the first moment. But of 
course, as soon as God changes—by acting or thinking a new thought—that constitutes a new 
moment and thus a change, and so time begins. And if presentism is true, there can be no 
backward causation or explanation, and so nothing that occurs can cause the initial moment to 
“have been” temporal. The explanatorily first moment is timeless, and nothing about the 
temporal series can “retro”-actively change that. 

But Craig’s view seems to entail that the first moment of any conceivable timeline is timeless, 
even if the first moment is just some physical state.  If the first moment of a timeline is the first 7

moment of the big bang, then the first moment of the big bang is timeless, since no change has 
yet occurred. But this can’t be right. In general, it seems that the only reason Craig calls the first 
moment “timeless” is that nothing came before it, which seems very counterintuitive. 

 William Lane Craig, Time and Eternity (Wheaton: Crossway, 2001). I have adapted the formulation.1

 Mullins, “The Divine Timemaker”, 219-222. I have changed the wording of the second argument. I converted it 2

from modus ponens to modus tollens and replaced Mullins’ word eternally with timelessly, since I found the word 
eternally to be obscure.

 Ibid., 221.3

 This point is inspired by Alan Rhoda’s argument for the open future. See Bandy, “The Open Future”.4

 This argument is inspired by comments from Ryan Mullins in several places, including Mullins, “Ep. 137 Divine 5

Simplicity, Creation Ex Nihilo, and Spanish Providence”, The Reluctant Theologian (Apple Podcast, 2023).

 William Lane Craig, “Omnitemporality”, in God and Time: Four Views (2001), 153.6

 Mullins, “The Divine Timemaker”, 226. This point also seems detrimental to the second premise in Craig’s kalām 7

cosmological argument: “The universe began to exist”. Craig thinks that any entity with a timeless moment does not 
begin to exist. But given Craig’s view of time, the atheist can simply say that the first moment of the universe is a 
timeless moment, and so the universe did not begin to exist, thus rejecting the second premise of the kalām. 
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God and Morality 

1. A Modified Euthyphro Dilemma 

Most theists think that it is good to love—i.e., to desire the well-being of oneself and others. 
Theists will also say that it is in God’s nature to love. Now consider the following question:  1

Is it in God’s nature to love because of something inherent about love?  

If Yes, then something external to God is at least part of the basis for God’s love, and arguably at 
least part of the basis for at least some moral facts (i.e., “Love is a good thing”). But if No, then 
God’s being loving is poorly grounded. After all, if God’s being loving isn’t based on anything 
about love, what else could it be based on? There seems to be nothing else that would be an 
adequate reason for God’s nature to be loving as opposed to non-loving. It’s certainly a 
conceptual possibility that God is non-loving. So the latter option leaves us wondering why God 
is loving as opposed to non-loving. 

The theist might say No, and then say that God is loving by definition. But notice how this 
dodges the issue. The problem is a metaphysical one, not a definitional one. Whether or not you 
define God as loving, there is still the issue of what the explanation or basis for God’s love is. 
I’m not asking for a definition of the term God; after all, I can just remove that term and just ask 
for the metaphysical explanation or basis for the fact that the foundation of reality is loving. 
Again, if that basis doesn’t include something inherent about love, then God’s love is poorly 
grounded; it seems metaphysically arbitrary, brute, or random. 

What should the theist do? I think the best option is to answer Yes: something external to God is 
at least part of the basis for God’s love, and arguably at least part of the basis for at least some 
moral facts (i.e., “Love is a good thing”). In particular, the fact that well-being is internally 
positive for the mind experiencing it is at least part of the basis for God’s desire for the well-
being of minds (i.e., God’s love). 

Now, maybe love is also inherently morally good, and God merely recognizes and conforms to it. 
Or maybe the inherent features of love, combined with God’s goodness, either explains or entails 
that love is morally good. Either way, this response clears God of the poor grounding issue.   2

Of course, it pushes the question back a step: Why is love the sort of thing that, either inherently 
or combined with God’s goodness, is itself morally good? After all, it’s certainly a conceptual 
possibility that love is morally evil. I personally can’t see how there could be an explanation for 
this. It seems to me that explanation has to stop somewhere, and here seems to be the best place: 
Love is the sort of thing that is inherently “ripe” for moral goodness, and it cannot be morally 
evil, and that’s that. 
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One might respond that God is the definition or reference point of goodness (or of love, or of 
justice, etc.).  This could be interpreted in four ways. First, perhaps the objector is saying that 3

God’s character accurately and perfectly informs us about what is good and evil. This seems 
right, since God’s character is perfect. But the fact that God is perfectly good—i.e., a perfect 
instance of goodness—doesn’t mean that God defines goodness itself. 

Second, perhaps the objector is saying that God is not goodness itself, but rather God is a being 
who decides what the definition of goodness is. But this seems wrong. As I discuss in 
“Morality”, it seems to me that goodness itself is simply a fundamental, primitive concept, and 
so there is no “deciding” what it is. 

Third, perhaps the objector is saying that God is the one who freely decides what is good and 
what is evil. But this also seems wrong. It seems that God just couldn’t have made a world where 
love is evil, or where it is good to torture children for fun. So it doesn’t seem that God decided 
what is good or evil, at least for some things. Rather, it seems that at least some things must be 
good (if there is any morality at all), and there isn’t anything God can do about it. 

Fourth, perhaps the objector is saying that God is literally the definition of the term “goodness” 
(or of the term “love”, or of the term “justice”, etc.). But this also seems wrong. If A is the 
definition of B, then whenever you see B in a sentence, you should be able to substitute in A for 
B, and the truth value (and meaning) of the new sentence will be exactly the same as that of the 
old one. But this clearly does not work in the case of God and love. For example, I define love 
(in this context) as the desire for the well-being of someone. So the sentence “Love is the desire 
for the well-being of someone” is true. But the sentence “God is the desire for the well-being of 
someone” is false. God is not a desire. God is a person who has desires. 

Similarly, if goodness just means “the properties of God’s nature”, then the sentence “God is 
good” just means “God has the properties of God’s nature”, which is trivial and uninformative. 
But surely that is not what the sentence “God is good” means. And so it seems completely wrong 
that goodness is defined as “the properties of God’s nature”. 

I don’t think this means that morality can exist without God; e.g., on naturalism. If naturalism is 
true, then all agents arose out of an unguided process of atoms and chemicals, and all facts are 
natural facts about presumably purely physical situations. On such a situation, it seems extremely 
implausible that certain physical situations would somehow generate moral values. To me, there 
needs to be moral value in reality “from the start” for physical situations to do that. 

2. The Moral Structure of God’s Nature 

A related problem is how to understand which moral features of God’s nature are more 
fundamental and which moral features are less fundamental. For example, consider the following 
three facts: (a) God is morally perfectly good,  (b) God and the moral system are in perfect 4
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agreement, and (c) the moral system is true. If you pick any two of these facts, they together 
entail the remaining fact. But what are the explanatory relations, if any, among these three facts?  5

The Source-Intrinsic view will say that (b) and (c) in conjunction explain (a): God is morally 
perfectly good because God conforms with the true moral system, and God conforms with the 
true moral system because God produced the true moral system. (Obviously, on this view, God 
cannot be good prior to producing the moral system, because prior to the moral system, there are 
no concepts of good and bad!) 

The Entailment-Intrinsic view might say that there are no explanatory relations among the three 
facts; or it might say that (a) and (c) in conjunction explain (b): God and the moral system agree 
because both God is perfectly good and the moral system is correct. 

There is a third option: that (a) and (b) in conjunction explain (c): the moral system is true 
because it conforms with a morally perfectly good God. But this is contradictory, since it states 
that God is morally perfectly good prior to any moral values being established. It seems the only 
way to avoid the contradiction is to say that at first (either temporally or merely logically), 
morality applied only to God, and then only after that does morality apply to other things. 

3. God and Moral Obligations 

A different question is whether God explains moral obligations—i.e., facts about what persons 
should or should not do. Why is it true that “I should not torture someone for fun”? Divine 
command theory, defended most prominently by Robert Adams,  holds that moral obligations are 6

grounded in or identical with God’s commands. 

This raises the question: why should we obey God’s commands? We probably shouldn’t say, 
“For no reason”. Another answer is that one of God’s commands is “Obey all of My commands”. 
Frederick Choo has asserted that this is viciously circular,  and William Lane Craig has asserted 7

that it is benignly circular,  but I personally do not see the circularity—I cannot spot any 8

explanatory loop that results from this. The command “Obey all of My commands” is obviously 
self-referential, and maybe that is what Craig means by benign circularity. A third answer is that 
God simply has the power to create obligations whenever God issues a command.  9

4. Practical Value of Divine Goodness 

Some theists take comfort in the idea that God is good. I think this is only justified if we clarify 
what God’s goodness implies for us. After all, some theists think that God punishes people for 
other people’s sins, or drowns infants with a flood, or sends armies to kill women and children, 
or decides that certain people will never have a chance to be in a relationship with God, but are 
instead doomed to eternal conscious torment. Unless we clarify what God’s goodness implies for 
us, the phrase “God is good” is empty at best and deceiving at worst. 
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It seems to me that it should imply that God loves us—i.e., that God wants us to achieve 
maximal flourishing and fulfillment, and wants to be in a relationship with us. 

In a similar vein, many theists try to use the existence of morality (or moral intuitions) as 
evidence for the existence of God. This type of argument, as far as I can tell, invariably appeals 
to our intuitions that some things are right and some things are wrong. But for many people, this 
argument backfires when specific religious doctrines are brought in, such as unconditional 
election, or conservative Christian sexual ethics—e.g., the idea that homosexual behavior is 
morally corrupt. Many people have moral intuitions that these religious doctrines are false, and 
so the same type of argument that may lead them toward theism will also probably lead them 
away from those religious doctrines. 

5. Mercy and Justice 

A theist might divide God’s goodness into two components: mercy and justice. Some non-theists 
define mercy as “suspension of justice”, and so—surprise!—conclude that God’s goodness is 
contradictory.  Of course, the theist doesn’t have to do this. The theist can simply define the 10

terms differently. God’s justice, for example, could simply mean that God will eventually right 
every wrong; or that no sin will go unpunished. God’s mercy could simply mean that God 
sometimes spares guilty or corrupt people from being punished. Given the possibility of 
vicarious liability, the idea that no sin will go unpunished does not entail that every sinner will 
go unpunished.  11

 Thanks to Travis Pelletier and Steven Alexander for prompting me to give up a worse version of this argument 1

which I previously defended. 

 So we should not worship God “just because he is God”, if that means we are ignoring specific aspects of God’s 2

character. We should worship God because God is perfectly good, perfectly powerful, perfectly knowledgeable, and 
so on. (This is different from the reason why we should love God—we should love God for the same reason we 
should love anyone else: because love for others is a morally good act.) 

Similarly, it seems wrong to say that the ultimate reason we should love others is that God (or Jesus) loves others. 
That seems to get things backwards. God (or Jesus) loves others because it is good to love others! They do not 
define goodness. They simply give us a perfect example of it, for us to imitate.

 See e.g. William Lane Craig, “The Moral Argument”, drcraigvideos (YouTube, 2015), https://youtu.be/3

OxiAikEk2vU.

 One might argue that God is morally perfect because that’s how God is defined. But this seems completely wrong. 4

A definition is merely a semantic tool to help us describe and name things we observe. A definition of something, a  
the mere description of it, cannot serve as an explanation for how that thing actually is.

 One might argue that (a) and (b) are identical, or that one is an entailment of the other, but this seems wrong, since 5

(a) concerns God’s character, whereas (b) concerns God’s beliefs. Conceivably, one can be morally perfect and yet 
not be aware of which moral system is the correct one. Similarly, one can know and agree with the correct moral 
system, and yet still transgress it.

 Robert Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods: A Framework for Ethics (Oxford University Press, 1999).6

 F. Choo, “The Prior Obligations Objection to Theological Stateism”, Faith and Philosophy 36.3 (2019): 372-384.7
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 William Lane Craig, in Reasonable Faith, “William Lane Craig v Erik Wielenberg | “God & Morality” | NC State - 8

Feb 2018”, ReasonableFaithOrg (YouTube, 2018), https://youtu.be/xHhmuqBW6Dw. 

 Choo, “The Prior Obligations Objection”.9

 Stephen Woodford, against Justin Brierley in “Is it rational to be a Christian? Justin Brierley debates Rationality 10

Rules at Oxford University”, Premier Unbelievable? (YouTube, 2019), https://youtu.be/a2m8Jj9LFbI.

 See Bandy, “The Atonement”. 11
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Experiential Universalism 

Experiential universalism is a worldview developed by my good friend Mohamed. In this essay I 
define and critique it. 

1. Definition 

Experiential universalism has three tenets: 

1. Anti-Discretism. No discrete objects exist. There are not multiple distinct objects that exist and 
interact with each other. There is not even one discrete object. Rather, there is just reality itself, 
which is the quality of existence itself. This includes the quality of conscious existence, such as 
the quality of being a human or animal, as well as the quality of non-conscious existence, such as 
the quality of being a particle or galaxy. Therefore, you are not distinct from anyone or anything 
else. The experience of the self as a unique, distinct person is an illusion. There is not even a 
“you” in the sense of a discrete object; there is only the quality of existence. 

2. Hyper-Idealism. The material world is an illusion that comes from mindedness. Concepts like 
matter, energy, space, time, mathematics, and logic—basically anything you can think of—are 
merely mental constructions, not descriptions of how reality is. There are no material objects, 
substances, or energy fields. The notion of space and distance are illusions; in reality, there is no 
spatial location or extension. Change, causation, the passage of time, and temporal location are 
illusions; all of reality is timeless (atemporal). Nothing is before, after, or during anything else. 

3. Consistent Phenomenal Universalism. Every conceivable non-contradictory phenomenal 
experience is actually had. Importantly, each “experience” is that of an instantaneous (i.e., zero-
duration) moment. The experience of me sitting at my computer is had. The experience of an ant 
climbing an anthill is had. The experience of a unicorn flying through space is had. The 
experience of being a three-eyed worm-like ant on Venus is had. The experience of having your 
torso blown off and surviving it is had. All these experiences are being had timelessly, and they 
all include fake memories of the past, which is why there is the illusion of the passage of time. 
So the experience of me writing this word and the experience of me writing this word are not had 
one after the other; both experiences are had timelessly, and the experience of writing the latter 
word has the memory of writing the earlier word built in. In addition, every possibly 
experienceable moment of every dream is had as well, so that waking states are no more real 
than dream states. 

(Essay continues on the following page.) 
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2. Critique 

In my estimation, there are serious problems with each of experiential universalism’s tenets: 

1. Against Anti-Discretism. Anti-discretism violates some of our most basic intuitions. It seems 
quite intuitive that there are at least two things that exist and are different from each other. 
Consider Earth and Mars. Surely these are two different, discrete things. Or, if you don’t believe 
in composite objects, surely the particles that compose Earth and Mars are different things. 

Of course, the experiential universalist will reject that any material objects exist. But there are 
still the experiences of discrete objects. Suppose I go outside and see Mars on the horizon. Now, 
in the bottom of my field of vision is an image of a large portion of Earth. And in the center of 
my field of vision, separated from Earth by the sky, is an image of Mars. These two images are 
discrete objects, or at least discrete parts of a discrete object—namely, my field of vision. The 
anti-discretist must reject even that, and this is very counterintuitive. 

A second obvious distinction is that between different experiences. The experiential universalist 
posits that there are multiple experiences. For example, the experiential universalist believes that 
there is the experience of seeing only a blank sheet of red, and there is the experience of seeing 
only a blank sheet of green. These are different things! How could they not be? Sure, the 
experiential universalist can say that those two experiences are not different, but their view still 
implies that those two experiences are different. Even if both experiences are illusions, they are 
still different illusions! 

A third obvious distinction is that between the experience being had and the subject having the 
experience. Surely there is a difference here, and you must have both objects in order for an 
experience to be had. If all you have is the subject with no experience, then you just have blank 
emptiness, unconsciousness. On the other hand, if all you have is the experience with no subject, 
then no one is there to have the experience! The experience is just awkwardly detached and 
floating. It reminds me of the old question, “If a tree falls in the middle of the forest and there’s 
no one there to hear it, does it make a sound?” If by sound the questioner means “an inner, direct, 
first-person experience of a sound”, then the answer is surely No! 

2. Against Hyper-Idealism. Surely there are things in reality, or at least features of reality, that are 
not merely illusions produced by mindedness. In other words, surely there are mind-independent 
things. Experiential universalism itself implies that the law of non-contradiction is a mind-
independent constraint on reality, since only the experiences that are non-contradictory can be 
had. And so the law of non-contradiction isn’t just an illusion produced by mindedness—it is a 
constraint on mindedness itself! And if one logical law is real, then why not more? Why not 
mathematical laws? It seems clear that reality is constrained by all sorts of mathematical and 
logical laws that aren’t just illusory. 
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A second reason to reject hyper-idealism is that humans have developed theories that account 
fairly well for observed data. The theory of evolution accounts fairly well for the development of 
biological species. The big bang theory accounts fairly well for the background radiation and 
redshifting that scientists observe. And we have many “household theories”: If you touch a hot 
stove, it will hurt (under normal circumstances). If you drop an object, it will fall (under normal 
circumstances). And so on. According to common sense, the reason these theories account so 
well for the data is because there is an external world that follows semi-predictable patterns. 

But experiential universalism just steamrolls over all of this data and says that the theories seem 
to be successful only because an experience in which those theories seem successful is a non-
contradictory experience, and so it is timelessly realized. Surely this is not to be preferred. It’s 
like the multiverse cheater’s explanation: 

Suppose that during a game of poker, one player is seen peeking in the deck and 
rearranging it. Then, in the next 200 rounds, he gets 200 royal flushes in a row. 
After that, he heads over to chess.com and challenges Magnus Carlsen to a game. 
He also pulls up Stockfish (a chess computer) in another window. You walk away 
and return minutes later to see that he checkmated Carlsen in ten moves, and that 
the Stockfish screen shows the same endgame position as the game with Carlsen. 

What should you infer? Most people would infer that this person cheated. But if 
someone believes that every non-contradictory universe exists, then they cannot 
infer this. After all, there are many non-contradictory universes in which that 
person just got lucky every time, and his vision just randomly blinked out every 
time he peeked in the deck or looked at Stockfish. 

A third reason to reject hyper-idealism is that it gives us no explanation as to where these 
experiences come from. Why are they realized? What grounds them? If they are unexplained, 
then experiential universalism is saddled with an infinite number of brute facts. In our 
observation, all experiences are the result of the interaction of a subject with an external object, 
or with itself. But this doesn’t work on experiential universalism, since there is neither subject 
nor external object. 

3. Against Consistent Phenomenal Universalism. This is probably the most serious problem for 
experiential universalism. It is an enormous, infinite simplicity cost to say that every consistent 
experience is realized. Sure, even if we grant that these are not distinct, existing objects (which I 
do not), they are still distinct theoretical components of the worldview. And so the experiential 
universalist posits an infinite number of distinct theoretical components, and none of these has 
any explanatory power whatsoever. Positing the experience of a unicorn flying through space 
does nothing to account for my own experience. 

This consideration alone should be enough to warrant rejection of the view. Experiential 
universalism is intrinsically worse than all the main competitors in philosophy of religion. 
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Second, some of the “experiences” posited aren’t even experiences; they are just concepts that 
seem nonsensical—namely, the quality of being an inanimate object like a particle or galaxy. 
What is that even supposed to be? That just seems like a description of nothing. Surely inanimate 
objects do not have experiences; and there seems to be no reason to posit that they have 
experiences, or a “quality of existence”, whatever that is. 

Third, each “experience” is that of an instantaneous (i.e., zero-duration) moment. But how is this 
supposed to work? It seems that an experience can only be of a period of time. An instantaneous 
moment has a duration of zero and so there is zero time to experience anything. In fact, even a 
series of a finite number of instantaneous moments is not enough to form an experience, since 
their total duration is still zero. It seems to me that you need an infinite number of instantaneous 
moments within a finite period of time in order to have an experience! 

3. Conclusion 

In conclusion, we have seen multiple reasons to reject each of the tenets of experiential 
universalism. In my estimation, the total reason to reject each tenet is overwhelming, and so 
experiential universalism as a theory suffers tremendously. 
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THEOLOGY 



Sovereignty and Freedom 

1. Divine Foreknowledge and Human Freedom 

If God knows all of our future choices, how can we be free to choose from multiple options? If 
we can choose differently from how we will act, doesn’t that mean we can do the impossible task 
of changing God’s past knowledge? As many have pointed out, the answer is No, logically 
speaking.  If God knows that I will go to the store, all that logically implies is that I will go to the 1

store, not that I must go to the store. If I were to choose to stay home, that wouldn’t change 
God’s knowledge—rather, God simply would have known all along that I was going to stay 
home. So if one believes in both divine foreknowledge and human freedom, then one believes 
that we have some sort of power—however weak—over God’s past knowledge.  2

With this initial question out of the way, below are the four main views as to the precise 
relationship between divine foreknowledge and human freedom: 

Open theism is the view that God does not have exhaustive knowledge of the future.  Perhaps the 3

reason is that the future does not exist, and so there is nothing to know. Or perhaps, the future 
does exist, but it is simply impossible to access. Or perhaps, God could know the future, but has 
decided that it would be better not to know it. Of course, God probably knows all of the ways 
that things could go, and God would be unimaginably better at predicting the future than all 
humans put together. So it doesn’t seem like a huge detriment for God not to know the future. 
And there seems to be nothing about God that would cause us to doubt that we have free will.  

Theological determinism is the view that we are not free to choose from multiple options; in 
every circumstance, there is only one way we can choose. This is because of God’s prior acts. 
Perhaps God directly causes every human choice. Or perhaps God set up conditions that 
inevitably lead to certain choices. Whatever the case, if there are multiple ways that things could 
go, those possibilities are only available to God—it is never up to us how things play out. 

Simple foreknowledge is the view that God does not know what creatures would freely do in 
various circumstances, but God still knows the future exhaustively. How does God know the 
future? One answer is the dependence view: God can look into the future and see what we will 
freely do, and so God’s knowledge depends on our future choices. In this way, God knows our 
future choices, but those choices are still free. (This view requires the future to exist, since there 
needs to be a future for God to look into.) Another answer is the non-dependence view: truths 
about the future are just true, without any entailing explanations. So even if the future doesn’t 
exist, it is just true that we will make certain choices, even though we could choose differently. 
And God knows the future by having access to those truths. 

Molinism is the view that prior to creating the world, God had middle knowledge, which is 
knowledge of what every creature would do in any circumstance in which God might place them. 
These creatures are free and so could choose otherwise in these circumstances, but God knows 
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how they would choose. God does not decide what creatures would do, but merely knows what 
they would do. Therefore, God’s knowledge of the future isn’t based on looking into the future 
and seeing what will happen; it is based on a logical inference from knowing what creatures 
would do in various circumstances plus knowing which creatures are in which circumstances. 
For example, if God knows that “Billy is at Walmart” and that “If Billy were at Walmart, Billy 
would buy a trampoline”, then via modus ponens, God can infer that Billy will buy a trampoline. 

Three brief thoughts before I move on. First, the dependence view seems to open the door to 
explanatory loops, which seem very counterintuitive to me.  Suppose that (a) God knows what 4

someone will do, (b) God tells them what they will do (based on God’s knowledge of what they 
will do), (c) they do it because God told them, and (d) God knows that they will do it because 
they did it. It seems like the dependence view makes situations like this at least possible, 
although the dependence theorist can of course deny that anything like that actually happens. 
However, it seems that such loops are especially likely in the case of God: if God knows all of 
God’s future choices, then it seems at least possible that sometimes, God’s knowledge of a future 
choice X influences the course of events and actions leading up to X. This entails a loop. 

Second, the non-dependence view just seems weird. It seems arbitrary and counterintuitive to 
have truths about future free choices just “floating around” in the present. Those choices could 
go dozens or hundreds of ways, so why are those truths the way they are instead of being 
different? To me, this is a point in favor of open theism over the non-dependence view,  if we’re 5

comparing the intrinsic virtues of the two views. 

Third, one might worry about whether God is free, if God knows all of God’s future choices. 
Suppose that God knows for certain that later on, God will choose X. In addition, God knows for 
certain all of the perfectly rational reasons God will have for choosing X. When the time comes, 
can God refrain from choosing X? I think not. Consider my own argument below: 

1. Trying to avoid something that you know for certain will happen is knowingly futile. 
2. God cannot do something that is knowingly futile. (Because God is perfectly rational.) 
3. Therefore, God cannot try to avoid any future divine choices that God knows for certain 

will happen. 

I think this is persuasive, and so the only reasonable way out I see for the foreknowledge theorist 
is to accept the argument and—in order to preserve God’s freedom—say that God chooses not to 
be consciously aware of God’s future choices. 

2. Divine Sovereignty and Human Freedom 

God’s sovereignty can be defined as God’s level of control over what goes on in the universe. 
God’s providence can be defined as the manner in which God brings about God’s purposes—
God might determine that certain things happen, or God might set the conditions for certain 
things to likely happen,  or God might simply allow an event by passively letting it happen and 6
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neither acting to bring it about nor acting to prevent it.  So if God is sovereign over the universe, 
how are we free to choose from multiple options? Below are four main answers to this question. 

On open theism, God can be sovereign over the universe in the sense that God is the ultimate 
king and ruler of the universe, even if God isn’t certain about everything that’s going to happen. 
Whenever God desires, God can strongly influence how things play out, perhaps by working 
miracles, speaking to people, or setting up conditions that result in large effects. In addition, if 
God knows all the possibilities of what might happen, surely God can have a plan for what to do 
in any situation that might come up, and so God would always be completely prepared for 
whatever might happen.  And of course, in all of this, human beings are still free. 7

On simple foreknowledge, God has all the benefits of open theism, but also has access to 
knowledge of the future. Perhaps God can use this knowledge to orchestrate certain events. For 
example, if God looks ahead and sees that a group of terrorists will attack a certain city, God can 
act in ways that will make the people in that city aware of the impending attack.  Again, none of 8

this impinges on human freedom. 

On Molinism, God has meticulous providence, the ability to choose a world with exactly specific 
details concerning what will happen. Prior to creating the universe, God knew what every 
possible free creature would do in any circumstance in which God might place them. God thus 
knew of a vast—perhaps infinite—number of possible worlds God could create, each of which 
included a timeline of all events, including every creaturely action. However, since God didn’t  
decide what these creatures would do in various circumstances, there may be some possible 
worlds that are not feasible for God—for example, perhaps there is no feasible world in which 
every single person becomes a Christian before the age of thirty, even if God desires such a 
world. But nevertheless, God presumably had an enormous list of options, and God simply chose 
a sufficiently good world out of all those options.  However, according to Molinism, creatures 9

are still free to choose among multiple options (although I think this doesn’t work ).  10

On theological determinism, we aren’t free to choose from multiple options. Everything that 
happens is entirely up to God. So similar to Molinism, theological determinism gives God  
meticulous providence. But on theological determinism, God does decide what creatures would 
do in various circumstances, and so presumably, God can create any kind of world God wants.  11

3. Persons’ Ability to Respond 

Christian theology provides three views on whether persons can respond positively to God: 

• Calvinism: a person is by default unable to respond, but God does a work in their heart that 
transforms them and makes them unable not to respond positively. 

• Pelagianism: a person is by default able to respond to God. 
• Arminianism: a person is by default unable to respond, but God does a work in their heart that 

opens up the possibility of responding positively (but the choice is ultimately up to them). 
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 For example, William Lane Craig, The Only Wise God (Wipf and Stock, 2000). 1

 If the dependence view is correct, then we have explanatory power over God’s past knowledge. If the non-2

dependence view is correct, then we have merely counterfactual power over God’s past knowledge—we can’t affect 
it, but we can act in ways that would imply that it was different all along. As for Molinism, the question of what type 
of power we have over God’s foreknowledge is answered by whether God’s middle knowledge ultimately depends 
on our future choices.

 Open theists do not necessarily claim that divine foreknowledge and creaturely freedom are incompatible.3

 See Bandy, “Circularity”. 4

 See Bandy, “Critiquing Molinism” for a similar objection to Molinism.5

 For either of these two options (determinism and mere setting conditions), God could accomplish them through 6

either miraculous means (by suspending the laws of nature—perhaps by adding or subtracting energy from the 
universe or moving particles to locations they could not inherently move to) or non-miraculous means (by 
collapsing certain indeterministic processes to an outcome that the processes were already inherently able to 
produce). As an example of the second option, imagine a particle that has a 50% chance of moving left and a 50% 
chance of moving right. If God forces it to move right, God hasn’t suspended the laws of nature; God has merely 
collapsed some indeterminism to an outcome that might have happened anyway. 

 I owe this idea to Darek Łukasiewicz. 7

 I owe this type of example to David Hunt.8

 See Bandy, “Divine Freedom” for discussion about this divine choice. 9

 See Bandy, “Critiquing Molinism”.10

 Theological determinism does not entail fatalism, since theological determinism allows that God’s choices are 11

contingent. Neither does fatalism entail determinism, since it is (at least epistemically) possible that every event is 
necessary but not determined—that every event is necessary simply for no reason.
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Critiquing Unconditional Election 

1. God perfectly loves every person. 
2. If God perfectly loves every person, then God desires the best for every person. 
3. If God desires the best for every person, 

    then God desires for every person to be in a relationship with God.  1

4. If God desires for every person to be in a relationship with God, 
    then God has not determined that some persons be eternally separated from God. 

5. Therefore, God has not determined that some persons be eternally separated from God. 

Premise 1 

1.1. Moral Reasons to Accept Universal Divine Perfect Love 

A straightforward reason to believe (1) is that God is perfectly loving. Being perfectly loving 
means that God perfectly loves every person, since it is better to love a person than not to love 
that person. By love, I mean “(i) to value a person’s existence, (ii) to desire their wellbeing, and 
(iii) to desire a relationship with them”.  If you don’t agree with this definition of love, then 2

simply take (i) and (ii) as necessary conditions for perfect love. 

Calvinists might say that God does not perfectly love every person. But then, I wonder, how can 
we say that God is perfectly loving? If God does not have perfect power over all of God’s 
creatures, then God is not perfectly powerful. If God does not have perfect knowledge about all 
of God’s creatures, then God is not perfectly knowledgeable. Why set a different standard for 
perfect love? More to the point, a perfectly loving God would not refuse to perfectly love one of 
God’s own creations, made in God’s own image, which God declared as “very good”. 

Calvinists might object that God hates people because of their sin, but this responses misses the 
mark, for three reasons. First, Calvinism teaches that God has unconditionally refused to love 
certain persons, since God is the one who determined their damnation from eternity, not based on 
their future actions. Second, Calvinism teaches that God loves plenty of persons (i.e., the elect) 
who are just as sinful as the reprobate; so clearly, sin is not a sufficient reason for God to hate 
someone. A Calvinist who sticks to their guns is thus forced to say that God unconditionally, 
eternally hates some of God’s own creations, made in God’s own image, for no apparent reason. 
This is inconceivable. Third, Calvinism teaches that God commands us to love our enemies (Mt 
5.44). Of course, God does not necessarily have to follow God’s own commands to humans, but 
it would seem a little odd for God to break this particular command. This command does not 
seem to be merely some constraint to help humans get along; it seems rather to be a glimpse into 
the heart of God. If so, then God perfectly loves God’s enemies, and thus every person. 

One might object that God’s love does not depend on God’s actions: God would still be perfectly 
loving even if God decided to send everyone to eternal conscious torment. But this is incoherent. 
If God sends everyone to eternal conscious torment, then God does not love anyone except for 
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God’s self. It is certainly not perfectly loving to love only yourself and no one else, and to make 
sure that everyone else has the worst life imaginable. 

I have a feeling that even my Calvinistic readers share my intuitions here, at least for everyday 
circumstances. If a parent plays favorites with their children (assuming that all of their children 
are behaving equally well or poorly), we know that there is something morally objectionable with 
that. And if a parent decides to disown some of their children before they are even born, we know 
that this is morally unacceptable. And if a parent decides to consign some of their children to 
endless torment and suffering before they are even born… I mean, is anyone who is a Christian 
of even the slightest disagreement here? 

Calvinists might object that the reprobate are not children of God, and so the parent-child 
analogy doesn’t apply. But this seems wrong. On Calvinism, God chose who would be the elect 
and the reprobate. This is the choice under discussion. And so it’s not at all clear that the parent-
child analogy is not applicable. In fact, surely it is applicable: prior to God’s elective decree, 
every human was (or would be) merely one of God’s own creations, made in God’s image. This 
seems sufficiently close to the parent-child relationship. God’s not caring about one of God’s 
creations is surely relevantly similar to a parent’s not caring about one of their children.  

1.2. Rational Reasons to Accept Universal Divine Perfect Love 

6. If God perfectly loves only some persons, then God’s love is either irrational or random. 
7. God’s love is neither irrational nor random. 
8. If God does not perfectly love only some persons, then God perfectly loves every person. 
9. Therefore, God perfectly loves every person. 

(6) Suppose that I have ten children, and all of them develop skin cancer. Suppose that I have 
more than enough money to easily afford treatment for all of them. Now, suppose that nine of my 
children are morally terrible, but one of them is kind and sweet. Based on that, I decide to give 
the sweet child treatment and let the remaining children waste away in misery. Now, this choice 
might be morally suspect, but at least I had a differentiating reason for it. My reason for giving 
treatment to only one child was based on a reason that differentiated that child from the others. 

Now suppose instead that all ten of my children are morally terrible, and I still decide to give one 
of them treatment. The reason I give only that child treatment is that Jupiter is larger than Mars. 
Now, this is clearly a stupid reason. The fact that Jupiter is larger than Mars has nothing to do 
with any of my children; it has zero connection to them whatsoever. More to the point, nothing 
about the planetary size difference provides reason for favoring one child over another. And so 
my choice, in addition to being morally suspect, is also irrational. 

Calvinists believe that there is nothing about humans that earn them favor with God. All humans 
are inherently morally valuable creatures, created in the image of God, and all have sinned and 
become guilty. There is no difference: there is zero reason to select any person for salvation over 
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any other person. And yet Calvinists believe that God has done exactly that: for no reason that 
inherently favors selecting any person over others, God has selected some persons over others. 
And this isn’t just some trivial decision: we’re talking about the eternal salvation or damnation of 
souls. Therefore, God’s choice, in addition to being morally suspect, is irrational. And if God’s 
election was not a choice but rather something that necessarily flows from God’s nature, then 
God’s election is straightforwardly random for the same reason. 

Calvinists might object that God’s reasons for election are mysterious and hidden from us. But 
even if we accept this, the argument still goes through unscathed: Even if Calvinists don’t know 
what God’s reasons are, Calvinism does teach what God’s reasons are not: God’s reasons are not 
based on anything about humans (age, status, wealth, ethnicity, gender, orientation, sinfulness, 
merit, or anything else). This is all that my argument requires. Calvinism’s stated teaching is 
enough to entail that God’s elective decree, hidden or not, is irrational (or random). 

Premise 2 

Calvinists might object that there are “different types of love”. This is obviously right in some 
senses, but it is hardly relevant to the premise. If God desires even slightly less than the best for 
some person, then God does not perfectly love that person. And if God unconditionally desires 
for some person to be consciously tormented with no end and no hope of redemption, then this is 
straightforwardly the opposite of perfect love. If the Calvinist asserts that such a desire amounts 
to perfect love, then they are just saying the term perfect love and meaning something completely 
different, in a way that no one except maybe psychopaths might use the word.  3

Premise 3 

Calvinists might object that for some people, “the best” is not to be in a relationship with God, 
but rather to be condemned, because they are sinners and deserve condemnation. But this 
response misses the point, for two reasons. First, it misunderstands what “the best” means. “The 
best” means a state of maximal flourishing and fulfillment. Calvinists insist that maximal 
flourishing and fulfillment for every human can only be found in glorifying and having a 
relationship with God. Second, the response again ignores the fact that, on Calvinism, God did 
choose for certain sinful, condemnation-worthy persons to be in a relationship with God, so the 
presence of sin is not sufficient for someone’s “best” to be eternal separation from God.  4

(Essay continues on the following page.) 
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Consider also this independent argument for the consequent of (3): 

10. For any human person P, it is good that P be perfect and in a relationship with God, 
    and it is bad that P be imperfect and separated from God, 
    and these two states are incompatible. 

11. For any two states X and Y, if X is good, and Y is bad, and X and Y are incompatible,  
    then God desires X over Y. 

12. Therefore, for any human person P, 
    God desires for P to be perfect and in a relationship with God 
    over P’s being imperfect and separated from God.  5

(10) What is the chief end of man? According to the Westminster Confession of Faith (which 
Calvinists accept), the chief end of man is “to glorify God and enjoy Him forever”. Now, surely 
this passage applies to all human persons. It is the chief end of every human person to glorify 
God and enjoy Him forever. Therefore, it is good for any human person to be in a relationship 
with God, since this is a fulfillment of that end; and it is bad for any human person to be 
separated from God, since this is a frustration of that end. And by good, I don’t mean “good 
according to that person”—I mean good independent of what anyone thinks or feels is important. 

(11) This premise is simply entailed by God’s perfect goodness. God always desires the good 
over the bad. Otherwise, God would have imperfect desires and so be imperfect! 

Premise 4 

Calvinists might object that God has two wills: a pleasurable will, which is what God desires 
most, and a sovereign will, which is how God acts. And so God desires most that all persons be 
saved, but God acts so that certain persons are damned. But these two statements seem 
incompatible. First, if God desires something, and it is a good thing, and God is fully capable of 
bringing it about with no negative consequences whatsoever, but then God deliberately chooses 
to do the exact opposite of what God desires most, with eternally horrific consequences, then 
God must have the most incoherent and unreliable decision-making process imaginable. This is a 
textbook case of being irrational: acting opposite to the way that you have most reason to act. 
Second, if God desires for every person to be saved, then why would God desire such a thing? 
Clearly, because it is a good thing. But if it is a good thing, and it doesn’t entail any evil, then 
God as a perfect being must sovereignly will it as well—God must at least try to save everyone.  6

Unless God is just irrational, God’s pleasurable and sovereign wills must be aligned. 

Calvinists might object that God is simply not fair—if God were fair, then God would give 
everyone what they deserved: eternal conscious torment. But this is irrelevant, since (5) is about 
God’s desires, not God’s fairness. Calvinists might respond that God must satisfy God’s justice. 
But this is also irrelevant. First, God’s justice in no way implies that God unconditionally 
determines that specific people be eternally separated from God; all God’s justice implies is that 
there must be a penalty for sin. Second, God’s justice was already satisfied by the atonement of 
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Christ, so there is absolutely no need for God to separate anyone from God’s self. Calvinists 
might respond that God’s justice is satisfied only for the elect, not for the reprobate. But if God’s 
justice isn’t satisfied for the reprobate, then there will never be a point where it is satisfied for 
them, since on Calvinism, they have to stay in hell forever. This makes God a massive failure. 

Calvinists might object that God desires to create a certain number of persons so that they can 
commit evil and then God can eternally separate them from God’s self. This response is both 
morally horrendous and incoherent, for three reasons. First, it implies that God unconditionally 
desires for certain persons, made in God’s image, from God’s own “very good” creation, to 
suffer eternal conscious torment and separation from God’s self. Second, Calvinism implies that 
people in hell continue to sin for eternity (since, on Calvinism, people who are separated from 
God are “unable to not sin” ), so Calvinism implies that God has determined a never-ending 7

series of morally evil actions. Third, the response implies that God wills for persons to sin so that 
God can punish those persons for sinning, even though sinning was what God willed for them to 
do. So persons are punished by God for doing exactly what God wanted. This is nonsensical. 

Calvinists might object that since man is fallen, our minds have been corrupted, and therefore we 
should not trust abstract philosophical arguments but instead trust in the Word of God.  But this 8

seems wrong, since “abstract philosophical arguments” is, to me, just a method of basic, careful 
reasoning that is required in doing theology and truth-seeking. Also, this Calvinistic objection is 
itself an abstract philosophical argument, and so it defeats itself.  9

 Thanks to Jerry Walls for the basic reasoning in premises 3 and 4.1

 This definition is from one of Ryan Mullins’s podcasts. I believe he acquired it from Adam Johnson—although I 2

am not sure. I will update this as soon as I find out.

 The doctrine of unconditional election (which entails that God has unconditionally chosen certain persons to be 3

tortured forever) is surely the polar opposite of the Gospel message proclaimed and lived out by Jesus. 
Unconditional election teaches that God lays down the life of others at their expense and for God’s own benefit.

 It also seems that Calvinism implies that we shouldn’t want everyone to be saved. After all, if our desires are 4

supposed to conform to God’s desires, and God wants some people to be eternally tortured, then we should want 
some people to be eternally tortured.

 Symbolic notation: 5

7. (p) G(R(p, God)) · B (S(p, God)) · I(R(p, God), S(p, God)) 
8. (x)(y) (Gx · By · I(x, y)) → D(God, x, y) 
9. ∴ (p) D(God, R(p, God), S(p, God))

 Calvinists might object that the existence of evil proves either (i) that God desires evil or (ii) that God’s sovereign 6

and pleasurable wills are different. But this is wrong. There is a third option: God desires and acts to bring about 
certain goods that require certain evils which God doesn’t desire.

 R. C. Sproul, Chosen by God (Tyndale Momentum, 2021), 66.7

 See e.g., Gregory Willis, “Election”, in R. Albert Mohler ed., Confessing the Faith (SBTS Press, 2016), 35.8
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 Namely: 9

1. Man is fallen. 
2. If man is fallen, we cannot trust our own reasoning. 
3. If we cannot trust our own reasoning, we should trust in God’s Word. 
4. Therefore, we should trust in God’s Word.
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Critiquing Theological Determinism 

1. Moral Responsibility 

Calvinism implies theological determinism, the view that everyone’s choices are determined by 
God. This seems to remove all moral responsibility. Whether you are a righteous person or a 
criminal, all of your actions are entirely determined by external circumstances completely 
outside of your control, so that you simply act automatically, with no freedom to do otherwise. 
This can be illustrated with an analogy: Imagine that the wind blows a rock so that it rolls off of 
a ledge and shatters a vase below. Should we punish the rock for shattering the vase? Obviously 
not, because the rock was causally determined by an external force. It had no choice but to roll 
off; it was not free to do otherwise. It was clearly not the rock’s fault that it shattered the vase. 

Now imagine that the rock has an internal experience which includes feeling pain when it is 
punished. Should we now punish the rock for shattering the vase? Obviously not, since nothing 
relevant has changed. Now imagine that the rock’s experience also includes the false belief that it 
freely shattered the vase and thus did something morally wrong. Now should we punish the 
rock? Obviously not; still, nothing relevant has changed. Regardless of the rock’s internal 
illusions, it is still the case that the rock was constrained by an external force to shatter the vase. 
On Calvinism, human persons, being externally determined to act, are not relevantly different 
from such a rock, and therefore it is impossible for human beings to have moral responsibility. 
But on Calvinism, humans do have moral responsibility. Therefore, Calvinism is false. 

2. Determining Moral Evil 

Some Calvinists think that God acts in ways that intentionally determine moral evil. I think it is 
morally wrong to act in ways that intentionally determine moral evil. Consider two examples. 
First, suppose I persuade my friend to rape and torture some woman. I am so persuasive that 
eventually, they can’t resist, and so they go and rape and torture that woman. It appears that I 
have done something wrong here. Why? Because I have acted in a way that intentionally 
determines moral evil. The fact that I didn’t physically touch my friend doesn’t change this. 

Second, suppose I grow some cells into a conscious human and then implant a switch on their 
neck. The switch has two positions, (i) act kindly and (ii) torture children, and is wired to their 
brain so that whatever position it is in, the human must intentionally perform the indicated 
action. Plus, I set up the switch so that I have to hold it in the act kindly position; otherwise, it 
automatically snaps to the torture children position. Now suppose that sometime after creating 
this human, I intentionally let go of the switch, and the human starts torturing children. It appears 
that I have done something wrong here. Why? Because I have acted in a way that intentionally 
determines moral evil. The fact that I merely “let go of the switch” doesn’t change this. 

If such actions are wrong for me, surely they would be wrong for God. Surely morality doesn’t 
have a double standard when it comes to acting to intentionally determine moral evil.  1
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Calvinists might that God can cause moral evil as long as God does so indirectly—i.e., there are 
intermediate causes between God and the moral evil. But this seems wrong; there does not seem 
to be any relevant difference between direct and indirect causation. If I shoot and kill a random 
person with a gun, I technically only indirectly murder them, since the bullet is an intermediate 
cause. But clearly I still did something wrong. Therefore, the presence of intermediate causes 
doesn’t seem to be enough to get someone off the hook when determining moral evil. 

Calvinists might object that since God does not issue commands to God’s self, God can do any 
act whatsoever without it counting as moral evil. But this seems wrong. God is constrained by 
God’s moral perfection. This means that God is perfectly loving and good, and therefore cannot 
perform any action which is less than perfectly loving and good. Certain actions are self-
evidently less than perfectly loving and good: for example, failing to perfectly love someone, or 
making a promise to help someone and then breaking that promise later on. The act of giving 
someone a divine command and then forcing them to break it and incur wrath upon themselves is 
clearly less than perfectly loving and good. Therefore, God cannot perform such an act. 

Calvinists might object that because God is sovereign, he must specifically control or ordain 
every event. But this is a bizarre definition of sovereignty. As Kirk MacGregor and Braxton 
Hunter point out, to be sovereign means to be the king or ruler —it means one has significant 2

control over what goes on, and perhaps can intervene when necessary or desirable. It doesn’t 
mean controlling the motion of every molecule or micromanaging every choice of every citizen.  3

God can be sovereign over a world of free choices. Why would we withhold such a great-making 
and useful ability from a perfect, maximally powerful God? 

Calvinists might object that because God knows the future, future choices happen necessarily 
and therefore humans do not have the freedom to choose otherwise. But this, on its own, is a 
logical error. There are clear counterexamples to this that I have mentioned elsewhere.  4

Although I think the foregoing argument stands on its own, I also think it is wrong to determine 
evil in any way. Calvinists might object with an example: Suppose that Frank, because of his 
previous free choices, has developed a mind so twisted that he has lost the freedom to resist 
murder. When he learns about a woman in the next room, he has no power to resist murdering 
her, but must walk into that room and murder her. In this case, God is the only thing in all of 
reality that can stop Frank. And so necessarily, if God does not intervene, Frank will murder her
—in other words, God’s decision to allow the murder entails that Frank murders her. Suppose 
that God chooses not to intervene. Surely a case like this has happened at least once in history—I 
would guess that it happened many times over during events such as the Holocaust. And yet most 
theists would think it’s permissible for God not to intervene here, even though that decision of 
non-intervention determines the murder.  5

I agree that such cases happen, but in such cases, it is simply false that God’s decision entails the 
murder. It is God’s decision plus those disfavorable conditions—including Frank’s corruption—
that jointly entail the murder. So God’s decision alone doesn’t determine the murder.  6
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3. Divine Commands 

Three more issues with theological determinism relate to divine commands. Calvinists agree that 
God gives us commands. These commands are not jokes, tricks, or deceptive, but are genuine 
commands. But then it seems that we should have the power to obey or not to obey them. If we 
were entirely unable to choose between obeying and not obeying, those commands would be 
deceptive. Plus, they would just be odd—I don’t give commands to a rock, because I know that 
the rock is entirely unable to choose between obeying and not obeying. 

Second, the issue is compounded because Calvinists believe that God attaches rewards and 
punishments to God’s commands. According to Calvinism, if we believe in Jesus before our 
physical bodies die, we will be saved. If we do not believe in Jesus before our physical bodies 
die, we will be eternally tortured. Why would God attach these rewards and punishments if God 
knew all along that we’d be entirely unable to choose between believing and not believing? Plus, 
Calvinists think that it is God who determines what we do. Why would God punish us for merely 
doing what God determines us to do? It’s not like the choice was up to us. It was up to God. 

Third, surely God’s commands reflect something about God’s character and desires. If God 
issues a command such as, “Love your neighbor as yourself” or “Do not commit adultery”, 
surely these reflect God’s desires—God wants us to love our neighbors as ourselves; God  
doesn’t want us to commit adultery. But on Calvinism, every time someone fails to love their 
neighbor, God determined that they would fail to do so. Every time someone commits adultery, 
God determined that they would do so. But that means God is determining us to directly violate 
God’s expressly stated desires. Surely this is not the right view of God. 

4. Conclusion 

On the basis of the arguments in this and the previous essay, I conclude that Calvinism provides 
us with a philosophically and morally inadequate view of God and salvation. Of course, most 
Calvinists derive such a view from the Bible as opposed to philosophy, and so I refer the reader 
to my essays which deal with biblical passages in relation to Calvinistic doctrines: “The Bible 
and Calvinism”, “The Bible and Apostasy”, and “The Bible and Universalism”. If the reader has 
been persuaded that God desires for all humans to be saved—even if you are still a determinist—
then I encourage the reader to see where this leads by reading my essay “Defending Universalism”. 

 Calvinists might object with the authorial analogy: Just as Tolkien is not blameworthy for the suffering and moral 1

evil in The Hobbit, so God is not blameworthy for the suffering and moral evil in history. But to be honest, this just 
seems ridiculous. None of the characters in The Hobbit ever existed, and so it is false that any of them ever suffered 
or committed moral evil.

 See Kirk MacGregor, “The Existence and Irrelevance of Gratuitous Evil”, Philosophia Cristi 14.1 (2012): 165-182 2

and Braxton Hunter, in Cameron Bertuzzi, “The BEST Argument Against Calvinism w/ Dr. Braxton Hunter”, 
Capturing Christianity (YouTube, 2020), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJWIWv69D_0.
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 Some anti-Calvinists such as Timothy Stratton object to TD by saying that it undermines our ability to have 3

knowledge, since if many people’s false beliefs have been determined by God, we can have no confidence that our 
own beliefs are true. But this doesn’t seem to follow. Maybe God has determined that people generally have true 
beliefs—or at least more true beliefs than they would have if God allowed for libertarian freedom. In such a case, 
TD should actually give us more confidence in our beliefs than libertarian freedom should.  

Others may object to TD by saying that it means that God intends for evil to occur. But this doesn’t seem to follow. 
As Justin Mooney has pointed out, when I choose to raise my arm, that determines a bunch of chemical reactions 
and muscle contractions in my arm and nervous system. But that doesn’t imply that I intended for all those processes 
to occur. See Mooney, in “Divine Intentions and the Problem of Evil”, Explain International (Facebook, 2021).

 See Bandy, “Sovereignty and Freedom”. 4

 Thanks to Josh Beacom for prompting me to think about moral cases like this.5

 Thanks to Jeremy Kidd for correcting me on this. 6
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Critiquing Molinism 

Theological determinism is the view that God determines every event, so that humans can never 
choose among alternatives. Many think this does not give humans the kind of freedom needed to 
be responsible. On the other hand, simple foreknowledge is the view that God knows the whole 
future but does not determine human choices. Many think this does not give God enough 
sovereignty; God seems to be “stuck” with all the future choices that people will make. 

Molinism appears to solve both problems by saying that God has middle knowledge: knowledge 
of what every free creature would freely do in any circumstance in which God might place them. 
A given creature could act in all sorts of ways in a given circumstance, but God knows how they 
would freely act. And if God knows this for every creature, then God can set whatever 
circumstances will guarantee that creatures freely do what God desires. So Molinism appears to 
be a welcome alternative to both simple foreknowledge and theological determinism.   1

1. The Influence Problem 

Consider any event in which God guarantees a specific creaturely action. I will use Paul’s writing 
of Romans as an example:  2

1. If Molinism is true, then (i) God set the circumstances for Paul to write Romans, 
    and (ii) Paul could have refrained from writing Romans. 

2. If God set the circumstances for Paul to write Romans, then God’s setting those  
    circumstances influenced the situation in which Paul wrote Romans. 

3. If Paul could have refrained from writing Romans, he could have done something that  
    would have required God’s setting of those circumstances to have been different than it  
    actually was. 

4. A person in a situation cannot do anything that would require an influencer (i.e.,  
    something that influenced that situation) to have been different than it actually was.  3

5. Therefore, Molinism is false.  4

(1) By “God set the circumstances for Paul to write Romans”, I mean that God acted in some 
providential way that guaranteed that Paul would write Romans. On Molinism, God can do this 
because God knows in what circumstances Paul would freely write Romans. And on Molinism, 
God can guarantee an event in this way without determining it (otherwise, Molinism provides no 
providential benefit beyond simple foreknowledge). Although not every Molinist might believe 
in the specific scenario of Paul and Romans, every Molinist should think that God has guaranteed 
at least one event without determining it. Otherwise, God’s middle knowledge is pointless. 

(2) This is obvious. Supposing that Paul was in Corinth in 57 CE when he wrote Romans, God 
did whatever it took—tinkering with the particles in the Big Bang, causing natural disasters, 
revealing God’s self to various people—to guarantee that Paul was in Corinth in 57 CE. These 
actions influenced—were responsible for—the circumstances in which Paul wrote Romans. 
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(3) This is obvious. If Paul had refrained from writing Romans, then either God would have 
mistakenly believed that Paul would write Romans, or God would have correctly believed that 
Paul would not write Romans. The former option is impossible, leaving us with the latter. If Paul 
had refrained from writing Romans, then God’s setting of the circumstances would have been 
different than it actually was. What would the difference be? Well, in the very least, God, whilst 
setting the circumstances, would have believed 〈If Paul were in Corinth in 57 CE, Paul would 
refrain from writing Romans〉, which God does not actually believe. And, probably, God would 
not have set those circumstances with the intention that Paul write Romans, since God would 
have known that that intention would have been thwarted, and so God’s setting of the 
circumstances would have been knowingly futile. 

(4) This seems obvious as well. For example: I was born in a hospital in Virginia, so my being 
born there influenced my current situation: it influenced my memories, my parent’s finances, and 
my physiology (e.g., circumcision). Can I do anything that would require that I had been born in 
a different hospital? Surely not. Perhaps my mother could have chosen for me to be born in, say, 
Maryland instead. But now that I’ve already been born in Virginia, and it has influenced my 
current situation, the Maryland possibility is closed off for me at this moment. Now, it seems 
quite plausible that this holds in every other case of influencers.  5

The Molinist might object: “Why can’t we do things that would require influencers to have been 
different? It’s not like there’s some causal power constraining Paul to write Romans”. True,  
there is no causal power constraining Paul, but surely there are constraints that are non-causal. 
For example, logical constraints: no one can make something contradictory. God cannot make 
something red all over and not red all over at the same time and in the same sense. I think once 
we see that there are logical constraints, there isn’t much reason to reject premise (4). 

Plus, rejecting (4) means thinking that we are free even if factors completely outside of our 
control both influence and entail all of our actions.  These factors—God’s past choices—are 6

“outside of our control” in the sense that we can’t influence them at all. Rejecting (4) means that 
we have a kind of “power” over God’s past choices: namely, we can do things that would require 
God to have made different choices than God actually made. If Paul could have refrained from 
writing Romans, then Paul could have done something that would have required God to create a 
world in which Paul refrained from writing Romans. This seems bizarre and counterintuitive. 
Surely God’s long-ago choice of which universe to create is not up to our present choices. 

Also, note that on theological determinism (TD), factors completely outside of our control both 
influence and entail all of our actions; and Molinists agree that on TD, our choices are 
determined. So how is Molinism any different? The Molinist might say two things. First, on 
Molinism, God’s choices influence but do not cause our choices. But I don’t see any relevant 
difference between influence and causation, since both can be either deterministic or 
indeterministic. (For me, they ultimately reduce to the same relation.) What difference could 
there be, such that causation snuffs out freedom but influence allows for it? 
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Second, on Molinism (as opposed to TD), God’s providential acts are based on facts about what 
each person would do in any given circumstance in which God might place them. But God did 
not choose these facts (which are called counterfactuals of creaturely freedom or CCFs), and this 
saves our freedom. But, I ask, why would it matter whether CCFs are chosen by God? It seems 
to make zero difference to our freedom now, since whether or not God chose them, all CCFs 
were true long ago, completely outside of our control. The Molinist might object that since God 
didn’t choose the CCFs, that allows us to have the kind of “power” over them mentioned above. 
But why is that? Why couldn’t we have power over CCFs if they were chosen by God? 

Plus, these objections about CCFs are not relevant to premise (4). Premise (4) doesn’t say that 
we can’t have power over CCFs—that wouldn’t budge any Molinist. (4) says that we can’t have 
power over something that happened in the past and influenced our current situation. Again, 
refer to the hospital example above.  7

And so, I tentatively conclude that Molinism is false. God cannot guarantee any event without  
determining it. And since (as it seems) guarantee without determination is the only providential 
benefit of middle knowledge, God’s middle knowledge becomes providentially useless. Middle 
knowledge can enable God to know the future, but since the only way for God to guarantee an 
event is to determine it (which doesn’t require middle knowledge), middle knowledge ends up 
being a fifth wheel. 

2. The Intention Problem 

1. Necessarily, God does not set up circumstances specifically with the intention for  
    something to happen, all the while knowing for certain that it would not happen. 

2. If (1), then a person in a situation cannot frustrate an intention of God’s that God  
    specifically had when placing that person in that situation. 

3. If Paul can refrain from writing Romans, then Paul can frustrate an intention of God’s  
    that God specifically had when placing Paul in his situation. 

4. Therefore, Paul cannot refrain from writing Romans.  8

(1) is obvious. It would be knowingly futile and thus irrational for God to set up some 
circumstances specifically with the intention for something to happen, all the while knowing for 
certain that it would not happen. Now, of course, maybe we can frustrate some of God’s 
intentions,  but surely not any of God’s intentions where God is intentionally acting to bring 9

about a certain outcome, since that would require God to knowingly set God’s self up for failure. 

(2) is obvious. If there’s no possibility that God allows these sorts of active intentions to be 
frustrated, then there’s no possibility for a creature to frustrate these sorts of active intentions. 

(3) seems wrong, for the simple reason that God could have had different intentions. If Paul were 
to refrain from writing Romans, that would not have frustrated God’s intentions; that would 
simply have implied that God had different intentions. And so this argument fails on this error. 
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Justin Mooney also argues that even if the argument is sound, God could Molinistically 
providentially order the world not with intentions about specific creaturely actions, but rather 
with broad intentions that accommodate a range of different outcomes. In other words, God 
might guarantee that either A, B, or C happens without guaranteeing a specific outcome out of 
those three. This allows for a “sliver of freedom” within which creatures can freely act.  Of 10

course, if the intention argument is sound, then it is determined that either A, B, or C happens, 
and so middle knowledge is again unnecessary. But again, premise (3) seems wrong. 

3. The Grounding Objection 

Molinism entails that there is an infinite or near-infinite number of counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom (CCFs)—facts about what free creatures would freely do in any circumstances that God 
might place them in. I find several issues with positing these CCFs. I discuss these issues in “The 
Open Future” and so will not repeat that discussion here. To me, the grounding objection is 
evidence against Molinism. But I do not think it is decisive. 

 Prominent Molinists include Thomas Flint, Kirk MacGregor, William Lane Craig, Tim Stratton, and Alvin 1

Plantinga.

 This is my combination and development of two arguments: the first by Philip Swenson in Jordan Hampton, “A 2

Dilemma for Molinism (Dr. Philip Swenson)”, The Analytic Christian (YouTube, 2021), and the second by Nevin 
Climenhaga and Daniel Rubio, “Molinism: Explaining our Freedom Away”, Mind 131.522 (2022): 459-485. I think 
that Kirk MacGregor, Molinist Philosophical and Theological Ventures (Pickwick Publications, 2022), chapter 4 
effectively dismantles the above arguments (and several other related ones), but I believe that my influence 
argument avoids some crucial errors made by those arguments and thus avoids MacGregor’s criticisms.

 In other words, people do not have counterfactual power/control over their influencers (or that their influencers are 3

not counterfactually dependent on those people). See Kirk MacGregor, in Timothy Stratton, “Defeating the 
Dilemma for Molinism”, Freethinking Ministries (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/JAGqrNejs2I?t=2050.

 Formally: 4

Cxy ≔ x can do y  
Ixy ≔ x is an influencer to the situation of y 
Rxyz ≔ x’s performing action y would require z to have been different than it actually was 

1. M → (G · Cpw) 
2. G → Igp 
3. Rpwg 
4. (x)(y)(z) (Izx · Rxyz) → ~Cxy 
5.     M   CPrem 
6.     G · Cpw  MP 1, 5 
7.     G   Simp 6 
8.     Igp   MP 2, 7 
9.     Igp · Rpwg  Conj 3, 8 
10.     ~Cpw   MP 4, 9 
11.     Cpw   Simp 6 
12.     Cpw · ~Cpw  Conj 10, 11 
13. ~M   RAA 5-12

 If we could influence God’s choices, then we could create a loop of influence: our actions influence God’s choices, 5

which in turn influence our aforementioned actions. I explain my rejection of influence loops in “Circularity”.
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 This point, including the following point about theological determinism, is from Climenhaga and Rubio, 6

“Molinism: Explaining our Freedom Away”.

 I’ve discussed earlier (cruder) versions of this argument with Jeremy Kidd here and Kirk MacGregor here.7

 This problem is adapted from the second argument in Swenson, “A Dilemma”. Swenson’s argument hinges on the 8

idea of some event’s being crucial to God’s plan, so that there is no possible world in which God allows the event to 
not happen. I found that I do not need that extreme a premise, since I can just appeal to God’s perfect rationality.

 MacGregor, Molinist Philosophical and Theological Ventures, chapter 4.9

 The broad approach is adapted from Justin Mooney, in “Divine Intentions and the Problem of Evil - Justin 10

Mooney”, Explain International (YouTube, 2021). Timothy Stratton defends the broad approach in “Dr. Strange, Dr. 
Stratton, and Dr. Swenson”, FreeThinking Ministries. Stratton argues that the only event God guarantees is the 
salvation of every person who could possibly be saved. 

Stratton also says that he is open to the view that there is only one creature-containing feasible world with the best 
salvific outcome. This view is prone to an objection: 

• Let a creaturely world be a logically possible world that contains creatures who might be saved. 
• Let necessarily mean metaphysically necessarily. 
• Let the Cs be all the creaturely worlds that God can create (taking into account God’s power, God’s knowledge, 

and true CCFs, but ignoring God’s moral perfection). 
• Let W be one of the Cs. 

1. If W is the best of the Cs, then necessarily, God chooses W out of all the Cs. 
2. If necessarily, God chooses W out of all the Cs, then W is the only metaphysically possible creaturely world. 
3. If W is the only metaphysically possible creaturely world, then W is not freedom-permitting. 
4. Therefore, if W is the best of the Cs, then W is not freedom-permitting. 

(1) seems obvious from perfect-being theism: God as a perfect being necessarily chooses the best out of all the 
feasible options, if there is a best. If W is the best of the Cs, then necessarily, if God chooses one of the Cs, God 
chooses W. (So all the other Cs are revealed to be infeasible for God, due to God’s moral perfection.) 

(2) is obvious from modal considerations: If God is a necessary being, the range of metaphysically possible 
creaturely worlds is limited to the creaturely worlds that God can create. This is just to say that the range of 
metaphysically possible creaturely worlds is limited to the Cs. But if, as we saw above, W ends up being the only 
option out of the Cs, then W is the only metaphysically possible creaturely world. 

(3) is obvious from modal logic: If W is the only metaphysically possible creaturely world, then every creaturely 
world other than W is metaphysically impossible, which entails that every creaturely world other than W is 
infeasible for anyone, which entails that every creaturely world other than W is infeasible for W-creatures, which 
entails that there are no feasible alternatives to W-creatures, which entails that W is not freedom-permitting.  

Stratton rejects (4), since he thinks it’s possible that there is a best freedom-permitting world out of the Cs. In a 
Facebook conversation with Stratton, he attempted to reject the equivalent of (3) by insisting that “by definition, this 
world is the best feasible FREEDOM-PERMITTING world God can create”. Now, he and I had earlier discussed 
freedom-permitting worlds, but the argument doesn’t define W as freedom-permitting. Since Stratton added 
“freedom-permitting” to the definition of W, he failed to engage with premise (3) as stated. 

Although the argument appears untouched by Stratton’s comments, I realized that premise (1) contains an error. The 
fact that W is the best of the Cs doesn’t imply that necessarily, W is the best of the Cs. If, for example, the true 
CCFs could have been different than they actually are, then God could have had a different set of options. And so 
the consequent of (1) is undercut for Molinists who think that true CCFs are contingent.
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Defending Universalism 

1. The Infinite Opportunities Argument 

1. God eternally and perfectly loves all persons.  1

2. If God eternally and perfectly loves some person, 
    God eternally desires to be in a relationship with that person. 

3. If God eternally desires to be in a relationship with some person,  
    God will never cause that person’s ability to seek and respond to God to be removed  
    permanently, and God will never permanently stop pursuing that person. 

4. If God will never cause some person’s ability to seek and respond to God to be removed  
    permanently, and if God will never permanently stop pursuing that person, 
    then that person will never permanently lose an opportunity 
    to be in a relationship with God. 

5. If all persons will never permanently lose an opportunity to be in a relationship with God, 
    then the chance of everyone eventually repenting is extremely high. 

6. Therefore, the chance of everyone eventually repenting is extremely high. 
   
(1) is obviously true, and I have defended it in “Critiquing Calvinism”, albeit without the word 
eternal. But it is obvious that if God is essentially perfectly loving, then God is eternally 
perfectly loving. And there is absolutely no reason that something as random as physical death 
would make God stop loving someone. 

(2) is obviously true, because God’s perfect love for some person entails that God desires for 
them to find flourishing and fulfillment to the greatest degree. And of course, such flourishing 
and fulfillment can be found only in a relationship with God. 

(3) is obviously true, because God would not sabotage God’s greatest desire for someone by 
either permanently truncating their freedom or permanently hiding God’s self from them. In 
addition, God, being all-loving, cannot truncate a person’s freedom in such a way that they are 
permanently unable to seek God; nor would God allow any other agent to do so, as that would go 
against God’s greatest desire for that person. And there is nothing legal stopping God from 
seeking anyone, since the atonement of Christ has fully satisfied the demands of divine justice. 

(4) is obviously true, since if a person never permanently loses the ability to seek God, and God 
never permanently stops pursuing them, then there is nothing internal or external to them that 
will permanently prevent them from repenting. 

(5) is obviously true, since for each person who remains in hell, there is a non-zero probability 
that they will repent within each finite duration. Therefore as time goes on, the cumulative 
probability that they will have repented only increases, converging toward 100%.  2
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Against (4) or (5), one might object that people can degrade and drift farther and farther away 
from God, in a way that makes the probability of their repentance vanishingly small in later and 
later moments. But this seems wrong, for four reasons. First, perhaps God creates people so that 
they are unable to degrade like this. This wouldn’t necessarily violate our freedom, since God 
has already created us in a way that we are unable to do certain things, and God can still leave 
open some continuing possibility for them to reject God.  Second, God can periodically “nudge” 3

people in ways that do not undermine their freedom, but merely shifts their circumstances or 
presents them with new information in a way that reopens their ability to repent.  4

Third, there are limits to the value of free will. Free will is valuable, but it is simply not worth 
certain costs. Suppose my child is running around in the playground, and nearby is a bottomless 
hole; if my child falls into it, they will fall forever and ever, with no escape. If I see my child 
running toward that hole, you can be sure that I will snatch them away from the hole, even if that 
means violating their freedom. So it seems clear that God would act to prevent permanent 
degradation, even if that requires some violation of freedom.  Briefly violating their freedom is 5

certainly better than letting them suffer horrendously forever and ever. 

Fourth—and I don’t endorse this—maybe God might eventually just remove all our 
irrationalities and moral defects and reveal God’s character to us. In that case, it seems the only 
thing we can do is to accept God. It also seems that our freedom is taken away, but maybe this 
isn’t so much of a problem. One might object that if God can override some people’s freedom, 
why wouldn’t God just do it for everyone? I would respond that maybe God sees more value in a 
world where more people freely choose God, even if God has to override the remainder. 

One might object that if people in hell can repent and go to heaven, then people in heaven can 
apostatize and go to hell. But this seems wrong. In hell, since God is constantly reaching out to 
people, there are never-ending reasons to repent. But in heaven, the conditions are such that there 
are never any reasons to produce the slightest inclinations to desire to apostatize.  6

2. The Not-Worth-It Argument 

Let an “alone world” be a world in which God did not create any conscious creatures: 

1. If a universalistic world is infeasible for God, then God created an alone world. 
2. God did not create an alone world but instead created humans. 
3. If a universalistic world is feasible for God and God created humans, 

    then God created a universalistic world. 
4. Therefore, God created a universalistic world. 

(1) seems right, for four reasons. First, in the alone world, God is perfectly sufficient for God’s 
self to be content; there are no moral creatures other than God, and no reason for God to be 
discontent. But in a non-universalistic world, there are moral creatures who are eternally 
separated from God and experiencing horrendous torment. God’s greatest desire for each of these 
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creatures is eternally unsatisfied. If God loves these creatures, then God would have to be 
eternally grieved in their continuing torment. Surely it is not worth it for God to create such a 
world. Surely such a world is morally inferior to a world in which God exists alone, in perfect 
peace and contentment. Surely we don’t want to say that God will eternally be grieved, or that 
God will somehow stop caring about God’s creations in God’s own image. 

Second, following David Benatar, there seems to be no obligation to produce a person (e.g., by 
having a baby), even if one thinks that person will have an overall wonderful life. It’s not like 
we’re hurting that nonexistent person by not producing them. But there does seem to be an 
obligation not to produce a person if one thinks that person will have an overall absolutely 
horrendous life.  If this asymmetry is correct, then God has no obligation to create anyone, but 7

God does have an obligation not to create people who will have overall absolutely horrendous 
lives (i.e., by eternally suffering). But that means that if God must choose between particularism 
and being alone, God must choose being alone. 

Third, one might think that no world is better than the alone world; the alone world is just as 
valuable as any other type of world. In this case, since particularism is worse than universalism, 
then particularism is worse than the alone world,  in which case God would obviously choose the 8

alone world if particularism and the alone world were the only two options. 

Fourth, people in hell will be sinning forever, into eternity. Surely God would prefer to exist 
alone, in peaceful perfection, rather than generate an infinite, endless series of sins. 

The only objection to (1) I find persuasive is that God can’t know or guarantee the future, and so 
God wouldn’t know whether or not a universalistic world is feasible for God. This seems right to 
me. However, I include this argument because most theists do think God knows the future. Plus, 
the argument can be modified for open theism: even if God doesn’t know the future, God knows 
all the different possibilities. If God sees that it’s impossible to eventually save everyone, then 
surely God would choose the alone world. 

(2) is obvious. 

(3) is obvious—we can assume for the sake of argument that the two worlds are equally valuable 
with the sole exception that one is universalistic and the other particularistic. God’s greatest 
desire for humans is for them to come into a relationship with God, so (3) is obvious.  9

3. Objections to Universalism 

3.1. Pointlessness 

One might object that universalism makes life pointless. If everyone eventually goes to heaven, 
then nothing matters. It doesn’t matter what I believe, and it doesn’t matter what I do. 
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But this doesn’t seem right at all. Of course life isn’t pointless on universalism. The point of life 
is to enter and remain in a free, loving, and fulfilling relationship with the perfect Creator of the 
universe. Of course things matter on universalism. We matter. God matters. The people we love 
matter. Activities such as positive creative projects, prayer, Bible reading, and serving others 
matter, because they can strengthen relationships and contribute to flourishing and spiritual 
growth. It does matter what you believe and what you do. If you reject God, you will be 
separated from God—that is something horrible that we want to avoid and try to help others 
avoid. Is the particularist really saying that we need the threat of eternal, inescapable horrendous 
suffering in order for life to matter? 

One might object that on universalism, evangelism is pointless. But again, this seems very 
strange. The reasons for evangelizing are the same as on any other Christian worldview that 
encourages evangelism: We want to share the good news that God loves every person, and saves 
people from their sins, and transforms their lives. And God wants us to share that good news too. 
Separation from God, even if finite, can still be absolutely horrible, and we should try to help 
people avoid that, just like we try to help people avoid other painful things. Again, is the 
particularist really saying that we need the threat of eternal, inescapable horrendous suffering in 
order for us to share how excited we are about God’s love and gift of Jesus Christ? 

3.2. Transworld Damnation 

One might object that some possible persons are transworld damned: no matter what type of 
world God were to place them in, they would eternally reject God.  But this seems quite wrong, 10

for four reasons. First, given the infinite amount of time that every person has to repent, it is 
impossible that there are people who would reject God infinitely into the future. Second, surely 
transworld damned people do not have free will,  in which case God wouldn’t be violating their 11

free will by simply determining that they go to heaven. Third, if God realizes that some possible 
people are transworld damned, it seems that God can figure out a way to create a world without 
those people. Fourth, if God couldn’t do that, then because of the Not-Worth-It argument, surely 
God would simply not create any humans with the ability to eternally reject God. 

3.3. Determinism 

1. If universalism is true, then universalism is metaphysically necessary. 
2. If universalism is metaphysically necessary, then at least one person is determined to repent. 
3. Therefore, if universalism is true, then at least one person is determined to repent. 

(1) seems right. If universalism is true, then universalism was feasible for God before God 
created anything. Unlike the Molinist, I don’t think God’s pre-creation options could have been 
different: whatever options God had, God necessarily had. And so if universalism is true, then 
necessarily, universalism was feasible for God before God created anything. And if necessarily, 
universalism was feasible for God before God created anything, then necessarily, God chooses 
universalism. And if necessarily, God chooses universalism, then universalism is necessary. 
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(2) doesn’t seem right. The fact that “Necessarily, all created beings will be saved” doesn’t entail 
that someone is determined to repent. The universalist can just say that whenever someone 
repents, they could have resisted. 

One might object like this (here I use the term “world” to mean metaphysically possible world): 
Consider the world where universalism takes the longest to complete—i.e., where it takes the 
longest for everyone to be saved. Now within this world, consider the person who takes the 
longest to repent. There is no world in which he takes any longer to repent than he does in this 
world, since we saw that there is no world where universalism takes any longer. That means that 
at whatever moment he repents, it was impossible for him not to repent. 

Now, if this whole setup is correct, then Yes: it was impossible for this slow-cooker not to repent 
at the moment he repented. But I don’t think that the setup is correct, since it assumes that there 
is a world where universalism takes the longest. Why think that? Perhaps there are an infinite 
number of worlds, such that for every world in which universalism takes a long time, there is 
another world in which universalism takes even longer. In other words, there is no world where 
universalism takes the longest. This seems quite plausible to me. 

One might respond that (2) is true because God would necessarily choose the world in which 
universalism takes the shortest. But there are three reasons to doubt this. First, perhaps there are 
certain goods involved in some worlds in which universalism takes longer. Second, perhaps there 
is no world in which universalism takes the shortest: perhaps, as God kept searching for shorter 
and shorter possible timelines for universalism, God found that there just wasn’t a shortest 
timeline: the timelines just converged asymptotically. (Of course, God probably wouldn’t need to 
“search” to find this out; presumably God would know it all in an instant.) Third, on open 
futurism, God can only set conditions that make it more likely for universalism to happen sooner. 

 1 Chr 16.34: “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures forever!” It is difficult to 1

see how this verse can be true in any sense if God decides to give up on people.

 I first heard this argument from Joshua Rasmussen.2

 I owe this first point to Eric Reitan. See Joseph Schmid, “Universalism and Eternal Hell | Dr. Josh Rasmussen & 3

Dr. Eric Reitan”, Majesty of Reason (YouTube, 2022), https://youtu.be/sxQyKw04Ncg.

 I owe this second point to Robert Hartman. See Jordan Hampton, “How God Can Help People Freely Repent in 4

Hell (Dr. Robert Hartman)”, The Analytic Christian (YouTube, 2023), https://youtu.be/e0W5wFpHl5E.

 I owe this third point (and the example) to Joshua Rasmussen.5

 I owe this point to Robert Hartman.6

 David Benatar, Better Never to Have Been (Oxford University Press, 2006). 7
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 This is obvious: 8

A ≔ the value of the alone world 
U ≔ the value of the universalistic world in question 
P ≔ the value of the particularistic world in question 

1. A ≥ U 
2. A ≥ P 
3. U > P 
4. Either (A = U) or (A > U) From 1 (Definition of  ≥) 
5. (A = U) → (A > P) From 3 (Substitution of A for U) 
6. (A > U) → (A > P) From 3 (Transitivity of  >) 
7. Therefore, A > P  CD 4-6

 I call the familiar kind of universalism terminating universalism, on which there is some time after which every 9

person remains saved: (∃t)(p) S(p, t). But I have discovered a second kind, which I call progressive universalism: for 
every person, there is some time after which that person remains saved, but there is no time after which every person 
remains saved: (p)(∃t) S(p, t) · ~[(∃t)(p) S(p, t)]. This is because new people will keep being born infinitely into the 
future, and every new person starts out unsaved but eventually becomes saved. This reminds me of something I read 
in Huston Smith’s The World Religions, where in Hinduism, there is an endless cycle of life and rebirth, but 
everyone is on their own individual journey and will eventually find liberation and union with God. 

Below are three considerations in favor of progressive universalism: 

1. It seems rather pointless to have a finite phase where not everyone is saved, followed by an infinite phase 
where everyone is saved. In view of infinity, the finite phase is a drop in the bucket. Imagine that the finite 
phase takes one million years. Now imagine we get one trillion years into the infinite phase. It sure seems 
that the finite phase is unimportant on the grand scale of things. 

2. God might want to keep on creating new people and universes indefinitely. It seems odd for God to just 
create, say, one trillion people, and then never create anyone ever again. 

3. Perhaps one of the greatest goods is for someone to freely enter into a relationship with God. On terminating 
universalism, this good occurs for only a finite amount of time: once the last person repents, no one will 
ever repent again, and so one of the greatest goods will never occur again. On progressive universalism, 
however, that great good will continue to happen forever and ever. 

Below are two considerations against progressive universalism: 

1. Progressive universalism implies that God’s desires are always frustrated, since there are always unsaved 
people. My reply: This seems right, although it seems that this frustration is not very serious, since God 
expects every unsaved person to eventually become saved. 

2. On progressive universalism, God never fully conquers evil. There will always be unrepentant people, which 
means there will probably always be some level of ignorance and suffering. There will never be a day where 
the last sinner repents, evil is completely vanquished, and all of heaven rejoices. My reply: Perhaps I am 
influenced by some Western idea of what a good story is, but this reason is persuasive to me, and so for now 
I accept terminating universalism.

 The idea of transworld damnation goes back to Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Eerdmans, 1989). 10

 If person P in circumstanecs C would reject God in every metaphysically possible world, then P doesn’t have free 11

will in C, since P has no alternatives other than rejecting God. If P would reject God merely in every feasible-for-
God world (feasible because of the actual counterfactuals of creaturely freedom), then if my Influence Argument in 
“Critiquing Molinism” is correct, P still wouldn’t have freedom.
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The Trinity 

The Trinity is the doctrine that God is one being and three persons (the Father, Son, and Spirit).  
The Logical Problem of the Trinity is stated below as a six-part contradiction: 

M. Monotheism. There is only one God. 
G. Godhood. Each person of the Trinity is either God or a God. 
D. Divinity. Each person of the Trinity is non-derivatively divine. 
O. Object. Each person of the Trinity is an object.  
S. Separation. Each person of the Trinity is not identical with the other two persons. 
T. Tritheism. G, D, O, and S together entail that there are three Gods.  1

Tritheism is the only view here to reject M, teaching that there are indeed three Gods. 

Unitarianism might reject S, teaching that the three persons are identical. Alternatively, 
unitarianism might reject G, D, or O, saying that the Son and Spirit are not God, not divine, or 
even non-existent. Modalism, a version of unitarianism, teaches that the three persons are merely 
three different modes through which God reveals God’s self to humans, but that God has only 
one first-person perspective. Subordinationism or monarchianism rejects D, teaching that the 
Son’s divinity and the Spirit’s divinity are derivative of the Father’s maximal divinity.  2

Divine simplicity or classical theism in certain versions rejects T, teaching that the three persons 
are qua objects, such as “God as lover”, “God as beloved”, and the conjunction of “God as 
lover” and “God as beloved”;  this supposedly enables the persons to be non-identical without 3

entailing tritheism. One might object that if the three persons are construed as identical to God 
(even if acting or relating in different ways), they end up being identical to each other (leading to 
unitarianism); but if the three persons are construed as mere self-actions or self-relations of God, 
they are not robust-enough conceptions of persons.  4

Relative identity theory also rejects T, teaching that two things x and y can be the same N but 
different Ps. One might object that relative identity does not apply to anything in our experience, 
and therefore it is ad hoc to apply it to the Trinity.  This seems right, but it is attentuated if we 5

already do not expect God to be similar to much of anything in our experience. Indeed, 
trinitarianism itself does not apply to anything in our experience. Against relative identity theory, 
William Lane Craig and J. P. Moreland offer the following argument: 

Suppose that two things x and y could be the same N but could not be the same P. In such a case x could not 
fail to be the same P as x itself, but y could [fail to be the same P as x]. Therefore, x and y are discernible and 
so cannot be the same thing. But then it follows that they cannot be the same N, since they cannot be the 
same anything.  6

Relative identity theorists agree with sentences 1-2. But in sentence 3, if “the same thing” means  
“the same G”, then sentence 3 begs the question against relative identity. But if “the same thing” 
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means “the same P”, then sentence 4 begs the question against relative identity. So this argument 
is entirely unpersuasive. 

One version of the relative identity view is constitutionalism, which employs the analogy of a 
stone pillar chiseled into a statue. Even though there is only one material object (a mass of 
stone), there are two distinct and simultaneous matter-form constitutions (a pillar and a statue) 
with different functions (to support and to display). In addition, the pillar and the statue are the 
same mass of stone, but different matter-form constitutions. Similarly, the members of the Trinity 
are the same God (sharing the one divine substance, essence, and nature), but different persons 
(being different substance-form constitutions). So each member of the Trinity is identical (in one 
sense) with God but not identical (in another sense) with each other. Therefore the consti-
tutionalist will accept M, G, D, O, and S but reject T.  One might object that an essential property 7

of God is being triune, and therefore each person cannot be God or a God.  I take this objection 8

to count decisively against constitutionalism. 

Social trinitarianism in certain versions teaches that the three persons of the Trinity are three 
distinct objects each capable of self-consciousness, thinking, believing, desiring, and so on. 
(Indeed, such capabilities are what make them persons.) Some might say that the persons just are 
centers of self-consciousness. One version of social trinitarianism is Trinity monotheism, which 
rejects G and teaches that only the Trinity is God but that there are two ways to be divine: to be 
God, or to be a member of the Trinity.  9

One might object that if the three persons are separate concrete objects, then it is hard to see why 
they would be “parts of the same being, rather than be three separate beings”.  What unites the 10

persons in a way that avoids tritheism? Craig and Moreland respond, “God is a soul that is 
endowed with three complete sets of rational cognitive faculties, each sufficient for personhood. 
Then God, though one soul, would not be one person but three”.  But if the soul just is the three 11

persons, then “The soul possesses three sets of faculties” simply reduces to “The three persons 
together possess three sets of faculties”, and the threat of tritheism remains. Trinity monotheism 
does not teach that the soul generates the persons by having three sets of faculties; the view 
teaches that the soul is the three persons. And that is exactly the problem: there seems to be no 
reason to think that three concrete persons would be one soul instead of three souls.  

One might also object that Trinity monotheism construes God as a collection of three parts, 
making God dependent upon those parts and no longer a se.  The next two views are proposed 12

solutions to this problem. 

Mutual dependence theory affirms that the Trinity is dependent on its parts, but adds that the 
three parts are mutually dependent on each other. Consider the case of a magnet, which has both 
a north pole and a south pole. The two poles are distinct parts of the magnet, but they are both 
essential for the magnet and for each other; you cannot destroy one of the poles without 
destroying the other. Perhaps something similar obtains among the members of the Trinity.  One 13

might object that the mutual dependence view entails that each person is partially dependent on 
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itself: the Father is partially dependent on the Son, who is partially dependent on the Father. I 
take self-dependence to be counterintuitive enough that it should be avoided in one’s theory. 

Abstractism teaches that the persons of the Trinity are abstract capabilities for actions such as 
being self-conscious, thinking, desiring, and believing. Abstractism adds that abstract objects do 
not exist,  thus rejecting G and O; strictly speaking, the members are not objects, since they do 14

not exist. The only thing that exists is one God, a God who is capable not merely of self-
consciousness but of tri–self-consciousness; God is capable of having three distinct and robust 
events of self-consciousness occur simultaneously within God. This does not mean that three 
centers of self-consciousness are always occurring within God, since, during Jesus’ incarnation, 
Jesus was presumably not self-conscious while he was asleep. 

As an analogy, imagine that you have three eyes, each pointing in a different direction. The first 
eye sees nothing but earth, the second eye sees nothing but sky, and the third eye does not 
currently see at all, since it is closed. Now, it is true that you are seeing earth and sky at the same 
time, and that you could be seeing a third thing as well, since you have three different capacities 
for perceiving light (even if not all three of them are always in use). So we can make 
abbreviations to distinguish these three capacities: 

1. Alpha refers to you as you see through the first eye. 
2. Beta refers to you as you see through the second eye. 
3. Gamma refers to you as you see through the third eye. 

Of course, Alpha, Beta, and Gamma all refer to the same object: they all refer to you, but they 
each imply a different adverbial clause (Alpha implies through the first eye, Beta implies through 
the second eye, Gamma implies through the third eye). So, for example, it is false to say that 
Alpha sees the sky, since that translates to “You see the sky through your first eye”. 
 
Now imagine a soul that, instead of having three eyes, possesses three capacities for self-
consciousness and perception. This is the abstractist model of the Trinity. So, for example, it is 
false to say that the Father experienced the world through a human body, since that translates to 
“God experienced the world via the first capacity of consciousness through a human body”. 

On abstractism, inter-trinitarian relations, such as “The Father loves the Son”, describe how God 
relates to God’s self in different ways that are possible precisely because God is tri–self-
conscious as opposed to merely uni–self-conscious. For example, God as conscious in the first 
way loves both God as conscious in the second way and God as conscious in the third way. Since 
this is possible for God as conscious in each of the three ways, God’s being tri–self-conscious 
enables God to love God’s self in six distinct ways. Note that this does not identify each person 
with God or with some qua object; strictly speaking, the persons do not exist. 
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One might object that abstractism prevents humans from worshipping a specific person of the 
Trinity. But this seems wrong. It seems perfectly natural to take “Worshipping the Father” to 
mean worshipping God with the intention that God as conscious in the first way receives it. 

One might object that mere abstract objects such as capabilities are not robust-enough 
conceptions of persons; in the very least, there needs to be an actual event of self-consciousness 
in order for a person to obtain. I disagree, for four reasons. First, the requirement of self-
consciousness is completely wrong, since we do not cease becoming persons whenever we are 
unconscious. Second, let us ask: From God’s internal perspective, what is the difference between 
Trinity monotheism and abstractism (apart from propositional knowledge)? The answer is 
nothing. In both cases, God is fully tri–self-conscious. Construing the members as abstract 
objects takes nothing away from God’s tri-personhood. Third, as we have seen above, construing 
the persons as concrete objects leads to serious threats of tritheism and non-aseity. If we can 
easily avoid those problems and maintain God’s full internal tri–self-consciousness by simply 
redefining person, then it seems obvious that we should do so. Fourth, the redefinition of person 
as a capacity need not disrupt our everyday language. We can truthfully say that someone is a 
person, as long as we mean that they are a personal soul. Similarly, we can truthfully say that 
God is three persons, as long as we mean that God is a tri-personal soul. There is no reason to 
demand that the abstractist speak with literal analytic-philosophical precision in everyday life. 

 Adapted from Michael Rea, in Jordan Hampton, “A ‘Constitutional’ Model of the Trinity (Dr. Michael Rea)”, The 1

Analytic Christian (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/h_UxFJkQkFs. 

 For a defense, see Joshua Sijuwade, in Parker Settecase, “Monarchical Trinitarianism | w/Dr. Joshua Sijuwade - 2

PPP ep. 131”, Parker’s Pensées (YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/3MB32eH5E_M. 

 Rob Koons, in Joe Schmid, “Is Divine Simplicity Compatible with Trinitarianism? | Dr. Rob Koons & Dr. Ryan 3

Mullins”, Majesty of Reason (YouTube, 2020), https://youtu.be/pcZFfaqQKj4.

 Ryan Mullins, in Ibid.4

 J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (2nd edition, 5

Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017), 591. 

 Ibid.6

 Michael Rea, in “A ‘Constitutional’ Model”.7

 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations, 589.8

 Ibid., 588-594.9

 Ibid., 592.10

 Ibid., 592-593.11

 See Bandy, “Divine Properties”. 12

 Chad McIntosh, in Ryan Mullins, “Episode 48, Aseity, Simplicity, and Trinity with Chad McIntosh”, The 13

Reluctant Theologian Podcast (Apple Podcasts, 2020). 

 See Bandy, “A Proposed Ontology”.14
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The Incarnation 

The incarnation is the Christian doctrine that the second person of the Trinity (the Son or Logos) 
inhabited a human body in such a way that the resulting human being was both truly human and 
truly divine. On Trinity monotheism or abstractism,  the incarnation could be described by 1

saying that God (a soul) combined with a human body in such a way that God became capable of 
personhood through that body; that is, God was able to be self-conscious, perceive, think, 
believe, and desire from the perspective of inhabiting a human body (in addition to remaining 
self-conscious in the other two ways, as the Father and the Spirit).  2

1. The Person-Nature Problem 

The Logical Problems of the Incarnation include the person-nature problem and the 
inconsistent-property problem. The person-nature problem is stated below as a five-part 
contradiction: 

1. The incarnation involved only one person. 
2. The incarnation involved a complete human nature. 
3. The incarnation involved a complete divine nature. 
4. The involved human and divine natures were distinct. 
5. If (2), (3), and (4), the incarnation involved two persons. 

Nestorianism rejects (1), teaching (or at least implying) that the incarnation involved two distinct 
persons, the divine Logos and the human Jesus. 

Docetism rejects (2), teaching that Jesus was merely divine, and that his human body was an 
illusion. Apollinarism teaches that ordinary humans are a combination of a human body (soma), 
an animal or non-rational soul (psyche), and a spirit or rational soul (logos), but that in the 
incarnation, the divine Logos replaced the ordinary human logos; thus an incomplete human 
nature is involved. 

Arianism rejects (3), teaching that Jesus was not fully divine, but was begotten by the Father at 
some moment after the beginning of time.  

Miaphysitism rejects (4), teaching that Jesus had a single nature that was truly human and truly 
divine. 

Neo-Apollinarism rejects (5), teaching that the divine Logos was identical with Jesus’ human 
rational soul, because what was needed was a rational soul that was at least human.  3

There is disagreement about what the term Jesus refers to. A divine being? A human being? A 
divine-human being? On the abstractist view of the Trinity, however, this is simplified: Jesus is a 
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divine being: Jesus is God as conscious in the second way. So Jesus is fully divine (since he is a 
divine being) and fully human (since he occupies a human body).  4

2. The Inconsistent-Property Problem 

The inconsistent-property problem of the incarnation refers to a family of problems, an example 
of which is the following four-part contradiction: 

1. The incarnation involved a complete divine nature and a complete human nature. 
2. If the incarnation involved a complete divine nature, 

    Jesus (the divine-human being) possessed the property of omnipotence. 
3. If the incarnation involved a complete human nature, 

     Jesus possessed the property of non-omnipotence. 
4. Jesus did not possess both omnipotence and non-omnipotence. 

The problem arises with any pair of inconsistent properties (e.g., omniscience/non-omniscience, 
incorporeality/corporeality, everlastingness/temporarity). In each case, we are assuming that the 
two properties were possessed over the same time frame (i.e., during the incarnation). This 
problem should be taken seriously if we want a doctrine of the incarnation free of contradictions. 

Christian orthodoxy  rejects (4), saying that Jesus was omnipotent with respect to his divine 5

nature but non-omnipotent with respect to his human nature. But this simply restates the 
contradiction without solving it. After all, a P nature is the conjunction of all the properties 
essential to being a P. For example, a horse nature is the conjunction of all the properties 
essential to being a horse. Since a nature is a collection of properties, saying “Jesus was 
omnipotent with respect to his divine nature but non-omnipotent with respect to his human 
nature” is just to say “Jesus was omnipotent with respect to being omnipotent (among other 
things) but non-omnipotent with respect to being non-omnipotent (among other things)”. This 
simply reasserts that Jesus possessed two inconsistent properties without solving the problem. 

The orthodox Christian might respond that Jesus qua divine was omnipotent but Jesus qua 
human was non-omnipotent, in the same way that a Max qua businessman owns a hotel but Max 
qua father does not own a hotel; or Max qua father is a good cook but Max qua businessman is 
not a good cook. But this usage seems extremely counterintuitive, for three reasons. First, “being 
a businessman” and “being a father” are just additional properties of Max. I see no reason to 
promote such properties to “qua status”. Second, qua language simply restates the problem. To 
say “Jesus qua divine is omnipotent” is just to say “Jesus as an omnipotent, omniscient, 
omnipresent, etc. being is omnipotent”, which is contradictory with “Jesus as a non-omnipotent, 
non-omniscient, non-omnipresent, etc. being is non-omnipotent”. 

Third, unless we decide to abandon classical identity, person P qua role R is either absolutely 
identical with P or not identical with P; there is no third alternative. If P qua R is identical with 
P, then Jesus qua divine and Jesus qua human are each identical with Jesus, which means they 
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are identical with each other and thus the same thing. And a given thing cannot possess 
inconsistent properties. On the other hand, if Jesus qua divine and Jesus qua human are not 
identical with each other, then we have abandoned orthodoxy and embraced Nestorianism. 

The orthodox Christian might respond that the statement “Person P possesses property x” means 
“P has some concrete nature (a concrete instantiation of their being) that possesses x”. Therefore 
Jesus was both omnipotent and non-omnipotent, because Jesus’ divine concrete nature (God) was 
omnipotent, but his human concrete nature (the body-soul composite) was non-omnipotent.  But 6

in the body-soul composite, is the soul identical with God or not? If it is, then the orthodox 
position predicates inconsistent properties of the same soul. If the soul is not identical with God, 
then the word Jesus refers to two distinct beings, God and the human body-soul composite. Apart 
from such a counterintuitive usage of the word Jesus, this view ends up denying the incarnation 
altogether, since God and the human body-soul composite are two distinct beings.  

The Superman view rejects (3), saying that, in the incarnation, Jesus did not gain any properties 
inconsistent with the traditional divine properties. But this seems wrong, since Jesus was 
corporeal, whereas the Logos is incorporeal. Superman theorists might respond that they reject 
(2) in cases where the relevant properties relate directly to corporeality. This avoids that problem, 
but the Superman view has two more problems. First, it just seems absurd, since it implies that 
Jesus, as an infant, could contemplate quantum physics. Second, it runs against Mark 6.5, which 
teaches that Jesus was unable to do certain miracles. 

Kenoticism rejects (2), teaching that in the incarnation, Jesus (who was and is identical with the 
Logos) gave up all divine properties inconsistent with being a human. Weak kenoticism  teaches 7

that although Jesus gave up properties such as omniscience and omnipotence, Jesus remained 
divine because he did not give up any properties essential to divinity (i.e., properties that are part 
of the divine nature). The properties essential to divinity are properties such as omniscience-
except-when-kenotically-incarnate and omnipotence-except-when-kenotically-incarnate. But 
there are three problems with this. First, these properties seem ad hoc and gerrymandered, sort of 
like the property of standing-except-when-not-standing. Second, allowing for such properties 
opens the door to obviously wrong scenarios such as a rock’s being divine, because the essential 
properties of divinity might also include omnipotence-except-when-a-rock for all we know. 
Third, these properties verge on failing to make substantive claims about God, since everything 
that exists has the property of omnipotence-except-when-not-omnipotent. In other words, if 
someone already thinks there is a problem with God giving up God’s omnipotence, positing 
these bizarre properties does not alleviate the problem at all. 

Strong kenoticism teaches that there are very few essential divine properties and essential human 
properties. Perhaps the only essential divine properties are moral perfection, capability of self-
consciousness and rationality, and involvement with the Trinity (i.e., being the Trinity, a member 
of the Trinity, or a composite that involves a member of the Trinity). And perhaps the only 
essential human properties are possessing a human body and having sense perceptions and 
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experiences through the faculties of that body. This avoids any contradictions between Jesus’ 
divine and human natures. 

Strong kenoticism seems to work fine with either a one-nature view or a two-nature view. On a 
two-nature view, Jesus possesses a human nature and a divine nature, and since these natures are 
minimal, they are consistent with each other. On a one-nature view, the properties of these two 
natures are simply combined into a single divine-human nature. I don’t see a substantive 
difference between these two views. I personally don’t tend to think in terms of natures anyway; 
I just think in terms of objects and what they are like. Once we’ve described Jesus as a tri-
conscious soul that experiences life through the lens of an ordinary human body with all its 
limitations, it seems that the threat of contradiction is neutralized. 

Strong kenoticism thus allows that Jesus was limited in power and knowledge during his life on 
earth. It also allows that Jesus sometimes made mistakes or held false beliefs. Perhaps he tripped 
and fell once or twice as a child (or an adult). Perhaps he once thought Mary was in the house 
when she was not in the house. Perhaps as an adult he believed in some false scientific theories, 
such as that the earth was flat, or that the sun revolved around the earth 

The idea of Jesus being mistaken about things may be uncomfortable to some, but let us examine 
the two alternatives. First, Jesus had supernatural knowledge throughout his lifetime. Second, in 
every situation in which Jesus was about to form a false belief, the Father (or Spirit) 
miraculously intervened to prevent him from forming that belief. Both of these seem odd and 
unnecessary. The Gospels obviously do contain instances of supernatural intervention for Jesus, 
but those instances are related to Jesus’ mission, not to making sure he never holds a single false 
belief. Therefore it seems most reasonable to think that Jesus was at least capable of making 
mistakes or holding false beliefs during his life on earth. 

One property that Jesus surely retained was sinlessness. This seems true for three reasons. First, 
it seems impossible for the divine soul, however limited, to ever become corrupted or 
intentionally transgress its own nature. According to certain theories of the origin of evil, God is 
essentially incorruptible, and the reason other objects become corrupted is by being at an 
epistemic or metaphysical “distance” from God.  Second, according to some atonement theories, 8

Jesus had to fulfill the role of a perfect sacrifice in order to save humanity from their sins.  Third, 9

the theology of Hebrews includes the sinlessness of Jesus (Heb 4.15). It also seems plausible that 
Jesus, in addition to being sinless, was also morally perfect (i.e., made the morally optimal 
decision in every situation, given his knowledge and abilities). This means that even though 
Jesus truly experienced strong urges to sin when tempted, it was impossible for Jesus to sin—that 
is, to consciously and intentionally commit a morally evil action.  10

One might object that it is impossible for God to lose God’s essential properties, such as 
omnipotence and omniscience.  But on the present view, God does not lose any essential 11

properties in the incarnation, but retains them in virtue of remaining omnipotently and omni-
sciently conscious in the first way (the Father) and third way (the Spirit). One might respond that 
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it is impossible for God to be non-omnipotently or non-omnisciently conscious through the Son. 
But this just begs the question; the present view includes that such an event is perfectly possible. 

3. Sonship 

In the Gospels, Jesus frequently refers to “the Father”, who has since been understood as the first 
person of the Trinity. What is the nature of this Father-Son relationship? It is clearly not a 
biological relationship, since the Father is immaterial. It seems that, most reasonably, the 
relationship is one of voluntary submission; Jesus uses the term Father to express how Jesus 
submitted to the Father and acted in accordance with the Father’s will during Jesus’ life on earth. 

Whether this relationship is essential is controversial. Here I use the Greek term Logos to refer to 
the second person of the Trinity without commenting on his sonship, and the term Son to refer to 
the Logos specifically in his state of submission to the Father. The Incarnational Sonship view 
holds that the Logos became the Son at the moment of incarnation. One problem with this (from 
a biblical perspective) is that there are verses teaching that the Logos was already the Son before 
the incarnation (Jn 3.16, Gal 4.4). The view of the Nicene Creed is Eternal Sonship, which holds 
that the Son is eternally begotten of the Father, and that the Spirit eternally proceeds from the 
Father and the Son. One problem with this (from a biblical perspective) is that there are verses 
teaching that the Son was of equal status with the Father (Php 2.6). In addition, there is no clear 
biblical evidence that the Spirit eternally proceeds from the Father. 

A middle position states that all three members of the Trinity are metaphysically equal, with no 
relationships of dependence, but that the Logos was the Son for at least a finite amount of time 
before the incarnation. This view gives us two options for sonship: either the Logos was always 
the Son in virtue of always submitting to the Father, or the Logos submitted to the Father and 
thus took on the role of Son at some moment finitely before the incarnation. 

 See Bandy, “The Trinity”.1

 Craig and Moreland (see citation in note 3) contradict themselves when setting out their view (Neo-Apollinarism). 2

They say, “God is a soul” (593), “The Trinity alone is God” (588), “The divine Logos [is] the second person of the 
Trinity” (607), and “The Logos was the rational soul of Jesus” (605). This fourth statement appears to be an error; I 
assume Craig and Moreland mean to say that the Logos is a person, not a full-blown soul.

 J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (2nd edition, 3

Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017). 
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 This, of course, assumes some sort of dualism. The abstractist view of the Trinity, when seems to provide an easy 4

answer for the incarnation when considering dualism, but it doesn’t do so well when considering physicalism. It 
seems that the best the abstractist-physicalist can say is that Jesus inhabited a human body by usurping its mental 
life from the beginning: from the time that the baby was conceived in the womb, all phenomenal information 
(qualia) that would normally form a brand new center of self-consciousness were instead supernaturally funneled to 
Jesus’s consciousness, so that from conception to crucifixion, Jesus experienced life exactly how a regular human 
would. Of course, on this view, Jesus wasn’t a human being in the physicalist sense, because Jesus was not a human 
body. Rather, Jesus was a divine being inhabiting and usurping the mental life of a human body. And of course, 
although that human body constituted a human being distinct from Jesus, it did not constitute a human person 
distinct from Jesus, since there was no mental life apart from that of Jesus. 

I do find this view very strange, but I think that the abstractist model of the Trinity is the best model, and I am 
attracted to physicalism for a number of reasons—mainly simplicity concerns.

 This is orthodoxy (lowercase “o”) in the sense of the early church ecumenical councils’ distinctions between 5

orthodoxy and heresy. I am not referring to Orthodoxy (capital “O”) as distinguished from Catholicism and 
Protestantism. All three branches of Christianity include orthodox Christians.  

 Tim Pawl, in Jordan Hampton, “The BEST Defense of the Incarnation (Dr. Tim Pawl)”, The Analytic Christian 6

(YouTube, 2021), https://youtu.be/3BK_-LUamwY. 

 The weak and strong distinctions here are my own (as far as I know). 7

 See Kirk MacGregor, “The Existence and Irrelevance of Gratuitous Evil”, Philosophia Cristi 14.1 (2012): 8

165-182.

 See William Lane Craig, The Atonement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).9

 Therefore Jesus was not morally responsible for not sinning, since he could not have sinned. See Bandy, 10

“Sovereignty and Freedom”.

 Thanks to Bradford Thornton for this objection.11
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The Atonement 

The atonement of Christ is that act by which Christ accomplished reconciliation between God 
and man. What did the atonement consist of? This has been a matter of debate for centuries. 
Perhaps most centrally, it has been debated whether the atonement included penal substitution, 
the doctrine that Christ paid the penalty that we deserved because of our sins.  1

1. Terms 

Guilt is “quantitative, action-specific, and legal obligation to be penalized due to wrongdoing”. 
Guilt is quantitative: one who murders incurs more guilt than one who steals a chocolate bar. 
Guilt is action-specific: one who commits three murders does not incur merely a certain quantity 
of guilt. Rather, they incur the guilt for those three specific acts of murder. Guilt is legal: it exists 
only within the legal system under which the wrongdoing is recognized as wrongdoing. 

Penalization is “intentional, harsh, and legal treatment of a party in response to wrongdoing”. 
Penalization is intentional: it is not administered by accident. Penalization is harsh: it is intended 
to be undesirable and unpleasant for the recipient. Penalization is legal: it is administered by the 
legal system under which the wrongdoing is recognized as such, not by vigilantes. 

Justice is “proper legal treatment of parties”. Justice is legal: it concerns only treatment admin-
istered by legal systems. If a legal system includes guilt, the legal obligation to enact proper 
penalization rests on both the guilty party and the legal system. Whenever proper penalization 
has not occurred, the justice of the legal system is unsatisfied. Under normal circumstances, the 
proper penalizations involve each guilty party’s being penalized according to their guilt. After all 
penalizations are enacted, the legal system’s justice is satisfied, on the basis of which the legal 
system can offer the guilty party a pardon, which is expungement of their guilt. If the party 
accepts the pardon, they become legally innocent, as if they had never committed the wrongdoing. 

2. Support for Penal Substitution 

On penal-substitutionary theories of Christ’s atonement (PSA), there is a divine legal system, 
under which human sin has caused two problems: divine justice is unsatisfied and humans are 
guilty. The solutions, then, are satisfaction of divine justice and expungement of human guilt. 
But satisfaction must occur before expungement can occur. So what does it take for divine justice 
to be satisfied? Divine justice is satisfied by penalization of the guilty—and not just any 
penalization, but the worst of all: separation from the Father. In addition, divine justice will 
eventually be satisfied, which means that everyone who remains guilty will be penalized. 

This does not bode well for humanity, since it means that everyone who has sinned will 
eventually be separated from the Father, at least for a while. Fortunately, God desires for us to 
escape this penalty. So out of God’s love for us, God decided to bear the penalty God’s self. How 
is this supposed to work? This is where penal substitution comes in. According to penal 
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substitution, committing wrongdoing is not the only way to incur guilt. One can incur guilt also 
by imputation. One type of imputation is called vicarious liability. This happens when a certain 
party (the representative) agrees to be responsible for the wrongdoing of some other party (the 
wrongdoer). This means that if the wrongdoer commits a certain type of wrongdoing, their guilt 
is imputed to the representative. Note that this imputation does not remove the guilt from the 
wrongdoer; vicarious liability involves replication of guilt rather than mere transfer. However, 
the guilt of the representative is exactly similar to the guilt of the wrongdoer. For example, if the 
wrongdoer was guilty for murdering Jones, the representative will also be guilty for murdering 
Jones. Because of this, if the representative is penalized for murdering Jones, justice will be 
satisfied for that guilt for both the representative and the wrongdoer. 

On PSA, we are the wrongdoers, Jesus is the representative, and the Father is the judge. Thus the 
Father imputed the guilt of all humanity to Jesus, and justly penalized Jesus for that guilt. The 
penalty was exactly what we deserved: conscious and spiritual separation from the Father. Jesus 
suffered the loss of wonderful, joyful, and perfect communion with the Father, a communion 
which he had enjoyed eternally. But because the penalty was paid, divine justice is satisfied for 
every sin that is ever committed. On this basis, God turns to humans to offer them expungement 
of their guilt. If a person accepts God’s offer, God expunges the guilt of their past sins. But if a 
person rejects the offer, God sorrowfully leaves them in their guilt. 

3. Questions 

1. Did Jesus Satisfy Divine Justice for Every Person? Yes, since God desires for all persons to 
escape the penalty of separation from the Father.  Of course, satisfying divine justice for the sins 2

of every person does not guarantee that every person will escape the penalty. Since the guilt of 
all sins was not merely transferred to Jesus but replicated to Jesus, a given person remains guilty 
until God expunges their guilt.  

2. Did Jesus Satisfy Divine Justice for Future Sins? Yes; it would be odd for Jesus to cover only 
sins that occurred before the crucifixion and do nothing for sins that occurred afterward. So at 
the time of the crucifixion, there are two options. The first option is that God knew what post-
crucifixion sins were going to occur, and God imputed them to Jesus. (Otherwise divine justice 
wouldn’t be satisfied for those sins.) The second option might be taken by open theists: if God 
did not know what post-crucifixion sins were going to occur, and one still wants to hold to penal 
substitution, then one must reject that guilt is action-specific and instead say that Jesus simply 
paid a penalty of sufficient value to satisfy divine justice for any sins that might be committed. 
On this view, Christ was not guilty for, e.g., murder, but rather guilty simpliciter. 

3. Will an Infinite Number of Sins Be Committed? If each creature capable of sinning is 
eventually either morally perfected or destroyed, then No. But if some creatures continue to sin 
eternally into the future, then Yes. In that case, we have Jesus bearing the guilt of an infinite 
number of sins (since guilt is action-specific). Although this seems odd, I am not convinced it is 
impossible. But if one thinks that an infinite number of sins will occur and that Jesus could not 
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have borne the guilt of them all, then one has two options: (i) One can conclude that there was a 
cutoff point. In other words, God did not impute the guilt of every sin to Jesus, but passed over 
all sins committed after a certain point. Of course, this means that God passes over an infinite 
number of sins, since we are assuming that some creatures continue to sin eternally into the 
future. This is problematic, since it results in divine justice’s remaining unsatisfied eternally into 
the future. (ii) One can reject that guilt is action-specific, and say instead that Jesus simply paid a 
penalty of infinite value that was sufficient to satisfy divine justice with regards to all sins. 

4. Does God Expunge Guilt for Future Sins? No, a person is not guilty of a sin that they have not 
committed, unless they allow God to impute to them the guilt which that sin would incur (which 
would be bizarre). Therefore when someone repents, commits to following Jesus, and asks God 
for forgiveness, God expunges the guilt of their past sins, but not their future sins. Now if a 
Christian sins after this happens, God might immediately expunge the newly-incurred guilt, 
although 1 John 1.9 suggests that Christians must ask for forgiveness after they sin, and 
forgiveness here could refer to a legal pardon. If a Christian dies with guilt, one would expect 
God to eventually expunge it; perhaps God waits for the Christian to repent of whatever sins 
incurred that guilt. This could be immediate, or it could  take time. 

5. Did Jesus Satisfy Divine Justice for the Unpardonable Sin? Yes, there is no reason to think 
otherwise. The fact that blasphemy of the Holy Spirit is unpardonable does not entail that divine 
justice is never satisfied for it; the unpardonability means that if a person commits such 
blasphemy, his guilt for it will never be expunged. Since God eternally desires for every person 
to be saved, God would never refuse to save someone who genuinely repents and submits 
themselves to God; the only persons who would be eternally separated from God are those who 
would eternally choose to separate themselves from God. Therefore anyone who submits 
themselves to God and perseveres is not someone who has committed the unpardonable sin. 

6. Is Hell the Penalty for Sin? Yes, the separation from the Father experienced in hell is the 
penalty for sin. And since people in hell presumably continue to sin (why would they not if they 
are separated from God?), they continue to incur guilt upon themselves. But since Jesus has 
already satisfied the demands of divine justice, God is able to expunge all of this guilt at any 
moment. Of course, God chooses to do this only in response to repentance, so a person remains 
in hell only insofar as they remain unrepentant.  3

7. Is Physical Death the Penalty for Sin? It seems false that every physical death is a penalty for 
sin, since many physical deaths are simply accidents, and presumably many Christians who 
physically die don’t have any remaining guilt on their deathbeds. And it seems false that every 
instance of penalization for sin includes physical death, since (according to most PSA theorists) 
at the end of the age, the reprobate will regain their physical bodies and then be penalized by 
being spiritually separated from God. Unless physical death and penalization for sin are mutually 
exclusive, there are some instances of one’s involving the other (such as God’s striking people 
down). In many cases, physical death is merely a consequence of sin, not a penalty for it. It 
seems that the primary penalty for sin is always spiritual death (separation from the Father). 
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8. What Was the Crucifixion For? If the required punishment for at least some sins (for which 
Jesus paid) includes physical death, then the crucifixion accomplished that portion of the 
required punishment. Therefore Christians who are saved from physical death as a punishment 
for sin might still experience physical death as a consequence of sin  (or a consequence of an 4

accident, or something else ). But if the required punishment for sin is merely spiritual death, 5

then the crucifixion did not do anything to satisfy divine justice; it was simply the situation at 
which God enacted the spiritual death. 

9. Is It Morally Wrong to Replicate Guilt? No, I see no reason to think that it is wrong. Guilt-
replication is commonplace in legal situations. For example, if an employee harms a customer, 
the employee’s guilt for that action is replicated to his employer. This is permissible because the 
employer has previously agreed to take responsibility for the actions of his employees. In the 
same way, Jesus, out of his love for all other humans, agrees to the replication of their guilt to 
him. This is why we should not be worried that God might replicate guilt to someone without 
their consent, as in the morally horrendous doctrine of original guilt.  6

10. Could We Have Paid for Our Own Sins? Perhaps, but the reason that God orchestrated the 
atonement is because God desires that we escape this penalty. In addition, perhaps if God were to 
penalize all persons individually, they would be unable to bear it, or would start to hate God for 
being so harsh with them. Perhaps, given human freedom, God knew that demonstrating God’s 
love by bearing the penalty would result in a more positive response from humanity than would 
simply penalizing everybody. One might go further by saying that the penalty for even the 
smallest sin committed against a perfect God is so great as to be unbearable by a mere human, so 
if God penalized everyone appropriately, most or all of humanity would be annihilated. 

11. Could a Mere Human Have Paid for All Humanity? Probably not. As guilt increases, the 
amount of separation from God needed to satisfy divine justice also increases. It seems plausible 
that a mere human can bear only so much penalization before they are annihilated (which would 
leave divine justice unsatisfied). If this is correct, it seems obvious that no mere human could 
survive the penalization necessary to satisfy God’s justice with regard to the guilt of all 
humanity; that would be like attempting to withdraw $1,000,000 from a broke college student’s 
checking account. Therefore Jesus, the divine human, bore the penalty that none of us could bear. 
This is obviously true if the guilt of humanity is infinitely quantitative. But if the guilt of 
humanity is only finitely quantitative, could a mere human endure the penalization if it were 
spread out over a long-enough duration to be bearable? Perhaps, but that would likely take 
millions of years. In addition, perhaps divine justice could be satisfied only by the penalization 
of a perfect sacrifice. If this is the case, then no mere human could satisfy even an ounce of 
divine justice, no matter how many millions of years they spent in hell. Therefore Jesus, as the 
only morally perfect human, was the only possible candidate for satisfying divine justice. 
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4. A Critique of Positive Retributive Justice 

An underlying assumption of penal substitution is that God operates according to positive 
retributive justice, which is the obligation to penalize wrongdoers simply because they have 
done wrong in the past.  There are three options regarding positive retributive justice: 7

(A) God is constrained to operate according to positive retributive justice. 
(B) God freely chose to operate according to positive retributive justice.  
(C) God does not operate according to positive retributive justice. 

Option (A) seems wrong, for three reasons. First, positive retributive justice seems intuitively 
problematic: any sort of suffering that is not designed to benefit anyone in any way—not even as 
a character-builder—seems utterly pointless. Second, sins are committed partially because of 
separation from God, so if someone sins, it seems counterproductive for God to make the 
separation even worse, since that will probably lead to more sin. Third, separation from God is 
exactly the opposite of what God desires most for every person. It seems highly implausible that 
God is bound by a duty to bring about the exact opposite of what God desires most, especially 
when that duty makes life more difficult for everyone, with no outweighing benefits, and an 
increased chance of leading to more sin. Such a duty sounds like an imperfection. Surely a 
perfect God can reconcile with people without being constrained to make them suffer.  So: 8

1. If some alleged property of God forces God to either die or act against God’s greatest 
desires, then that property is an imperfection. 

2. Positive retributive justice is an alleged property of God that forces God to either die or 
act against God’s greatest desires. 

3. Therefore, positive retributive justice is an imperfection. 

For the same reason, option (B) also seems counterintuitive: surely if it was unnecessary for 
Jesus to suffer the horrendous fate of bearing trillions of sins and being separated from the 
Father, he would not have chosen to do so. So option (C) seems the best.  9

One might object with the commonsense notion that criminals need to be punished for what they 
have done. If a criminal steals, kills, or rapes, we can’t just let them get away with it. I agree that 
there is an intuition here. But upon closer inspection, I find this intuition to be reducible to up to 
five components: (i) the criminal needs to be corrected to reduce their chance of committing 
future crimes, (ii) the criminal needs to be (temporarily) removed from society to protect society, 
(iii) the criminal needs to compensate the victim for the victim’s loss, (iv) the criminal and the 
victim should eventually be reconciled, and (v) I have a personal desire for criminals to suffer. 

Now obviously, (i) through (iv) are commendable, but they don’t require retributive justice. (And 
people don’t need to compensate God for wrongdoing, since God is self-sufficient.) On the other 
hand, (v) seems to simply be a character flaw of mine. I wouldn’t want to project that onto God. 
So it seems that the intuition mentioned above, if stripped of selfish desire, does not entail that 
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God operates according to positive retributive justice. We can accomplish (i) through (iv) 
without having to hold to positive retributive justice. Therefore, I don’t see convincing reasons to 
think that Jesus was penalized by God because of our sins.  10

One might object that without positive retributive justice, there is no atonement. But why should 
we think that? It seems clear that the atonement, the reconciliation between God and man, was 
accomplished through Jesus’ entire life, from the beginning of the incarnation to the present day. 
Through his birth, temptations, trials, and experiences of betrayal and martyrdom, Christ entered 
into the broken world of humanity and shared in our deepest sufferings.  But through his 11

miracles, teachings, resurrection appearances, and present intermediary work, Christ invites us to 
enter into a Spirit-filled life and partake in the kingdom of God which he so faithfully proclaimed 
on earth —proclamations which resulted in his execution, but for which God vindicated him by 12

raising him from the dead. Is all this not enough to accomplish reconciliation? 

 Thanks to William Lane Craig for the inspiration and means to write this paper. I was brought to a much better 1

understanding of this topic through Craig’s books, podcasts, Sunday School classes, and online articles. The 
definitions of guilt and penalization were adapted from Craig, The Atonement (Cambridge: Cambridge Elements, 
2018). In the end, however, we come to differing conclusions.

 For a defense of this, see Bandy, “Critiquing Calvinism”.2

 See Bandy, “Defending Universalism”. 3

 See William Lane Craig, “#683 The Relation between Adam’s Sin and Death”, Reasonable Faith (Reasonable 4

Faith, 2020), https://www.reasonablefaith.org/writings/question-answer/the-relation-between-adams-sin-and-death. 

 See Bandy, “The Problem of Evil”.5

 See Bandy, “Critiquing Original Sin”. 6

 To be precise, positive retributive justice is the property—of a legal system or a judge of a legal system—of being 7

such that persons within the system are guilty—i.e., obligated to be penalized—simply for having done wrong in the 
past. As noted earlier, this obligation applies to both the wrongdoer and the legal system (or the judge). This is why 
positive retributive justice ends up being a burden on God, not merely on the wrongdoer.

 To be clear, I am not saying that people should not be punished; neither am I arguing that innocent people can be 8

punished if doing so leads to good consequences. I think that (i) perpetrators should be punished only insofar as the 
punishment contributes to their reform, (ii) victims of wrongdoing should be compensated or rewarded for their 
suffering, and (iii) non-perpetrators should not be punished, even if doing so would result in the best consequences. 
Given these three convictions, I do not see how punishing perpetrators in a way that does not lead to reform is a 
good thing at all.

 One might that object that in the absence of positive retributive justice, there is no such thing as moral 9

responsibility. But this seems wrong. As stated in convictions (i) and (iii) in note 9 above, there is a difference in 
moral responsibility (and thus rightness of punishment) between perpetrators and non-perpetrators. It is not as 
though the absence of positive retributive justice results in wrongdoing’s being ignored. 

 Of course, Jesus still went through some of the worst physical torture imaginable, and (assuming the ending of 10

Mark is correct) felt abandoned by God. If I knew why God decided not to comfort Jesus at this moment, I’d have a 
solution to the problem of divine hiddenness!

 This is called the identification aspect of the atonement.11

 This is called the moral influence aspect of the atonement.12
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Critiquing Original Sin 

Original sin is the doctrine that all humans are in a state of sin or guilt because of Adam’s initial 
act of sin. Now, I want to be precise and divide original sin into two doctrines: 

• Original sinful nature: all human persons since Adam (except for Jesus) have inherited a 
sinful nature (a propensity or tendency to sin) from Adam, which Adam did not originally 
have, but acquired due to his own initial sin. 

• Original guilt: Adam’s guilt (liability or deservingness of punishment), which Adam incurred 
upon sinning, is automatically imputed by replication onto every subsequent human person 
when they are conceived (except for Jesus). 

1. An Argument against Original Sinful Nature  1

If God creates each new soul individually, the origin of the sinful nature in each new soul cannot 
come from anything other than that soul’s own first sin. If God cannot tempt (James 1:13), 
certainly God cannot infuse an unwitting infant with a sinful nature, for that would be far worse 
than tempting. But even if God did do such a thing, that would not constitute original sin, 
because the whole idea of original sin is that each person inherited their sinful nature from 
Adam, not that God gave it to each person individually. In the same way, if Satan somehow 
implanted a sinful nature into every infant soul at conception (immediately after God created that 
soul), that would not constitute a true inheritance of sin from Adam, but merely an implantation. 

But if neither God nor Satan gives us our sinful nature, it is inexplicable how we could inherit 
such a nature. A sinful nature is not a physical or mental problem that can be passed down 
through sexual reproduction; it is a dual spiritual problem of separation from God and a tendency 
to sin. Such a problem could not be housed in the parents’ DNA, or in any sperm or egg cells, 
since it is not a physical problem. Even if a sinful nature were also a physical problem that 
somehow transferred itself from the mother’s womb to the infant’s body, it could not transfer 
itself from the infant’s body into the infant’s soul—there would be no mechanism (or reason) for 
such a physical-to-spiritual transfer. Saying that the soul of an infant somehow includes portions 
of the souls of his parents also seems incoherent, for two reasons: (1) a soul is an irreducible 
object; it cannot be divided into parts, so as to give one part of it to a child, and (2) souls are 
distinct objects that cannot be coherently combined with one another, let alone by physical 
processes. In other words, it seems incoherent that a man physically giving his sperm to a woman 
would somehow automatically create a brand new soul. 

Based on these objections, it seems that the doctrine of original sin, or at least original guilt, 
contradicts God love, God’s justice, and philosophical coherence. Denying original sin is not the 
same as denying that everyone has sinned and is in a state of condemnation before God. Rather, 
denying original sin means that each person takes much greater responsibility for their own 
sinful nature. 
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2. An Argument against Original Guilt 

2.1. Unjust and Unloving 

Replicating guilt from one person to another without the recipient’s consent is unloving and 
unjust to the recipient, and therefore inconsistent with God’s character. Even if Adam was the 
perfect representative for us, and even if every human who is alive would have sinned in Adam’s 
situation, it is still unloving and unjust for God to transfer Adam’s guilt to us, since (1) we would 
be held guilty for sins we never committed, and (2) we never agreed to such a transfer. 

Imagine two brothers, each of whom would freely steal a television from the store if they had the 
chance. Now imagine that their father, aware of their tendencies, sends one of them to the store.  
The brother at the store has a chance to steal a television, and so he freely does. Should the father 
punish both of the brothers, and make both of them pay the full price of the television? Clearly 
not. Only one of them committed the crime. 
  
If such a punishment seems unjust, then the imputation of Adam’s guilt to all humanity should 
seem far worse. For now a single sin of a single person is being imputed to billions of other 
people, including unborn infants, for thousands of years into the future. Transferring guilt to a 
recipient without his agreement is manifestly unloving and unjust, and it is impossible for God to 
be either unloving or unjust. The idea that God implants guilt in all infants at conception (or that 
they somehow inherit it from their parents) seems completely wrong. 

2.2. Biblical Teachings 

In any case, God has made it clear that, at least for ordinary humans, everyone is guilty only for 
their own sin, not the sin of some other person. From the context of these verses, it seems clear 
that they are saying that people deserve to die for their own sins, which is the same as saying that 
they are guilty: 

Parents are not to be put to death for their children, nor children put to death for 
their parents; each will die for their own sin. (Deut 24.16) 

In those days people will no longer say, “The parents have eaten sour grapes, and 
the children’s teeth are set on edge.” Instead, everyone will die for their own sin; 
whoever eats sour grapes—their own teeth will be set on edge. (Jer 31.29-30) 

3. Arguments for Original Sinful Nature 

3.1. A Perfect Life 

One might argue that denying original sin opens up the possibility of someone living a perfect 
life. My response is that God has created a world in which everyone freely sins at some point—
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which is not difficult, given that every person after Adam is born into a world with sin and born 
to parents with sinful natures. The believer in original sin might view such a scenario as  
implausible or unjust, but this scenario is certainly more plausible and just than a scenario in 
which every unborn infant who hasn’t sinned is guilty of a sin that some other person committed. 

3.2. Human Responsibility 

One might argue that denying original sin eradicates human responsibility, making us naturally 
good people who are not in need of a savior, thus undermining the entire gospel. This objection 
is wrong, since the result of denying original sin seems to be the complete opposite. In the 
absence of original sin, everyone is fully responsible for their own sinful nature, because each 
person’s sinful nature is brought about by his own sin, not by someone else’s sin. Every person, 
once they sin, is fully in need of a savior, and therefore the Gospel remains intact. When we 
kneel to God and confess our sins, we can truly say, “This is my fault”, whereas on original sin, it 
really isn’t our fault, since our sinful nature and our guilt were inherited from Adam.  

One might object that denying original sin opens up the possibility that a person can go for a 
long stretch without ever having sinned, in contradiction to Romans 3.23. But this can be  
answered by saying that people simply don’t go for long stretches without sinning; everyone sins 
very early on in life. It’s impossible to provide an exact age, but infants probably wouldn’t even 
have the capacity to sin. But that is beside the point. As soon as they sin, they bring guilt and 
corruption upon themselves. Again, however strange this scenario might seem, surely it seems 
more plausible than a scenario in which a newly created soul inside the womb is guilty for 
someone else’s sin and also corrupted because of that person’s sin. 

4. Arguments for Original Guilt 

4.1. Vicarious Liability 

One might argue that guilt is transferred between people all the time. An employer is often held 
liable for the actions of his employees. And, of course, Christ was punished for the sins of all 
men. Given these facts, it seems perfectly just for God to hold us accountable for Adam’s sin. 

But this analogy fails: In the above two examples (the employer and Christ), the person who was 
guilty chose to place themselves in a position in which they might take on the guilt of another. A 
responsible employer hires an employee with full knowledge that the employee’s actions could 
cause the employer to be guilty. And of course, Christ willingly took our guilt upon himself. 
These are worlds apart from the unwanted replication of guilt to conceived infants that is entailed 
by original sin. Surely the mere “act” of being conceived in the womb cannot make you 
responsible for someone else, since your conception is completely out of your control. 
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4.2. Consequences of Sin 

One might argue that all of human history since Adam has involved God’s punishing everyone 
for Adam’s sin, since God has allowed humanity to fall into corruption and disarray, and suffer 
terrible consequences, due to Adam’s sin. 

But this isn’t a punishment in the legal sense of harsh treatment in response to wrongdoing; and 
the legal sense is the relevant sense when talking about original guilt. These are merely the 
natural consequences of Adam’s sin. (At least they are on conservative Christianity.) 

4.3. Biblical Teachings 

Let’s look at some verses people have used to support original guilt: 

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came 
through sin, and so death spread to all for that [ἐφ’ ᾧ] all have sinned. (Rom 5.12) 

This verse doesn’t seem to teach original guilt. [ἐφ’ ᾧ] (“for that”) could be translated as 
“because” or “on account of which”. If it means “because”, then that means death spread to 
people because of their sin. If it means “on account of which”, then that means people sin 
because death spread to them. In neither case does it teach that we are guilty for Adam’s sin. 

Therefore just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act 
of righteousness leads to justification and life for all. (Rom 5.18) 

I’ll concede that on the surface, this verse seems to teach original guilt. But it sure doesn’t have 
to. Just because Adam’s sin led to condemnation for all doesn’t mean we are guilty for Adam’s 
sin. In fact, Verse 5 already explained how Adam’s sin led to our condemnation: everyone else 
has sinned too, and thus incurred guilt from their own sins, not from Adam’s sin. 

For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive. (1 Cor 15.22) 

This verse doesn’t seem to teach original guilt, for two reasons. First, in this context, die (as 
contrasted with made alive) doesn’t seem to be talking about guilt so much as spiritual death—
i.e., separation from God. Second, the die and made alive part is clearly not automatically 
bestowed on people, just because they exist. In order to be made alive in Christ, you have to 
believe in Christ! And so similarly, in order to die, you actually have to sin. 

I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me. (Ps 51.5) 

I’ll concede that on the surface, this verse seems to teach that David was born guilty—especially 
if you use translations such as the NRSV that say that David was “born guilty”. 
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But as Jeremy Myers points out, there are multiple better interpretations of this verse. David 
could be referring to the fact that he was born into a sinful world, and from a sinful mother, or 
that he had been sinful from an early age, perhaps as early as he could remember. It could also be  
hyperbole or non-literal imagery—something that is used elsewhere in the Psalms. The context is 
that David is in a state of intense remorse about his adultery with Bathsheba, and so it wouldn’t 
be surprising for him to use hyperbole. (Recall when Paul says that he is “foremost among 
sinners”.) It’s far too big a stretch to think that this passage is teaching us about a universal 
doctrine of original guilt.  There’s not even a hint that David is thinking of his guilt as something 2

inherited from Adam’s original sin—it sounds like he is just lamenting how sinful of a person he 
is, and saying how he was hopeless from the start. 

 This argument assumes substance dualism and the idea that each new soul is created at physical conception or 1

sometime between conception and birth.

 Jeremy Myers, “Are People Born in Sin? (Psalm 51:5)” (2014), Redeeming God, https://redeeminggod.com/born-2

in-sin-psalm-51_5/.
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BIBLICAL ISSUES 



Critiquing Presuppositionalism 

Presuppositionalism (PS) teaches roughly the following seven tenets: 

1. The Bible is self-authenticating: it “bears evidence within itself of its own divine origins”.  1

2. Our confidence about a view depends primarily on how clearly that view is taught in the 
Bible or can be inferred from the Bible. 

3. Views not endorsed by the Bible are subject to the authority of the Bible. 
4. If our view has an internal tension, we must assume that the Bible is always correct. 
5. We cannot assess the authority of the Bible without assuming the truth of the Bible, since 

apart from the Holy Spirit, our minds are too corrupted to reason properly. 
6. We shouldn’t even try to assess the authority of the Bible without assuming the truth of 

the Bible, since that amounts to placing ourselves as the judge over God’s Word. 
7. Even our basic concepts—such as love and justice—must come from the Bible. 

In this essay, I argue against several facets of PS; in the next essay, I respond to presuppositional 
objections to my own methodology. 

1. Leaping in the Dark 

Instead of encouraging an honest search for the truth, PS tells us to assume that the Bible is true. 
This is leaping in the dark, since we haven’t been given any prior reasons to think that the Bible 
is true. Can we fairly assess the Bible? Or must we leap blindly into circular reasoning?  After 2

all, PS is one view among thousands. There are hundreds of other religions. There are hundreds 
of other versions of Christianity. If we can’t try to neutrally assess any of these, then anything 
goes. If we can assume that PS is true because PS says it is true, then we can assume that Islam is 
true because Islam says it is true. There is no relevant difference. 

And why choose the Protestant canon?  Why not include the Catholic books? Or the Greek 3

Orthodox books? What about the manuscript discrepancies? The differences between the 
Septuagint and the Masoretic Text? The presuppositionalist (PST) cannot appeal to evidence 
here, since that would be encouraging the objector to reason without assuming the truth of the 
Bible, which according to PS is both futile and rebellious.  The consistent PST is stuck with 4

assuming one extraordinarily specific view out of the vast plethora of available views. 

The PST might respond by reasserting tenet (4): beginning with the truth of the Bible is the only 
way to proceed. Apart from God, man’s mind and heart are corrupted and so do not have the 
capacity to reason toward the truth. This corruption is the noetic effect of sin (see 1 Cor 2.14).  5

But this response fails, for five reasons. First, it assumes that PS is correct, once again leaping in 
the dark. Second, it gets us nowhere near PS, since there are hundreds of other theistic views that 
can say that belief in their God is necessary to reason toward the truth. 
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Third, it seems implausible to think that a perfectly rational and intelligent God would make it so 
that the only way to find the truth is to leap in the dark. The PST might respond that God wants 
us to trust in God rather than leaning on our own understanding. I agree, but surely we don’t 
need to leap in the dark to trust in God. Maybe we can find strong evidence for God, or we can 
be attentive to the witness of the Holy Spirit, and then trust in God on the basis of that revelation. 
And if God wants a relationship with us, perhaps God would simply overcome the noetic effects 
of sin so that people have a real shot at reasoning to the truth. 

Fourth, the Bible itself teaches that “since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities …
have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without 
excuse” (Rom 1.20). So people can see extra-biblical evidence without assuming the truth of PS. 

Fifth, people report converting to Christianity at least partially on the basis of evidence. Forty-
seven people who attended the 1993 Craig-Zindler debate “indicated that they had become 
believers” after attending.  Josh McDowell reported that evidence played a role in his 6

conversion.  This phenomena is reported all the time on the internet. The PST might state that it 7

is really because of the Holy Spirit that people convert, not because of evidence. But it seems 
wholly implausible and disingenuous to think that evidence played zero role in all of the reported 
cases. After all, these converts went on to report that evidence did play a role! It seems deceptive 
for the Holy Spirit to convert someone, only to let them falsely think that evidence played a role. 

The PST might respond that PS is best because it all “hangs together”, whereas other views have 
serious internal problems. But anyone can say this about their own view. The Muslim can say 
that Islam “hangs together” and that all other views have serious internal problems.  If we want 8

to properly assess all these claims, we need to do so using basic, logical, and consistent criteria. 

The PST might respond that they ultimately believe in PS because of either basic intuitions that 
PS is true or direct revelation from God that PS is true. But in either case they have abandoned 
PS. For in either case they are denying tenet (4) by assessing the truth of the Bible via extra-
biblical means. The consistent PST must assume the truth of the Bible rather than infer it from 
their basic intuitions or their experience of a divine revelation. 

The PST might respond that everyone has presuppositions, and so there’s nothing wrong with 
presupposing inerrancy. But this seems wrong. Some people might not have presuppositions—
perhaps every one of their beliefs is ultimately based on an intuition or perception.  9

And even if I do have assumptions, it seems that presuppositionalism does worse in two respects. 
First, PS assumes far more than I do. Perhaps I assume basic things about how my intuitions and 
perceptions are reliable. PS assumes a gigantic religious framework with a very specific selection 
of religious texts. Second, PS assumes things far more strongly than I do. I assume things 
tentatively, willing to give them up if the evidence stacks against them. PS assumes things as 
absolute, obligatory truth. The latter seems more likely to lead to error. 
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2. Self-Authentication 

The PST might say that PS is not a leap in the dark, because the Bible is self-authenticating—“it 
bears evidence within itself of its own divine origins”. It gives a good explanation for the 
universe, as well as an accurate diagnosis of the human condition. It also encourages and fortifies 
its readers and imbues them with a sense of its own divinity. 

But this is suspect, for four reasons. First, what is the Bible? The surviving Greek and Hebrew 
manuscripts of the 66 books of the Protestant canon, minus John 7.53-8.11 and Mark 16.9-20? 
This seems arbitrary. There are plenty of other “Bibles” that are also self-authenticating. Add in 
John 7.53-8.11. Or subtract Leviticus 11.46. Or use parts of the Septuagint instead of the 
Masoretic text. These Bibles have an equal claim to being self-authenticating. 

Second, it seems that the Bible is not self-authenticating. The Bible seems to contradict itself and 
violate some of our deepest moral intuitions.  For many people, the Bible does not  encourage 10

them or imbue them with a sense of its divinity. Reading the Bible might actually be very 
painful, because it promises things that the reader would like to believe but does not feel justified 
in believing. Or it promises things that seem horrendous and immoral. 

Third, what is the PST’s basis of their belief that the Bible is self-authenticating? Logically, there 
are only three options: that belief is at least partially based on itself (which is circular), that belief 
is based on nothing (which is a blind assumption), or that belief is based solely on something else 
(which means the PST is using a a non-presuppositional form of investigation). 

Fourth, the Muslim, or the Hindu, or the KJV 1611 Onlyist can say the exact same thing about 
their scriptures. How do we fairly and rationally decide who is right? Surely not by assuming 
that modern non-KJV Protestant evangelicals are right and that everyone else is wrong. The way 
to decide is by attempting to do a neutral investigation of all these scriptures. The fact that such 
an investigation might be difficult is no reason to assume that one particular view is correct. 

3. Basic Concepts 

Affirming tenet (6)—that our basic concepts must come from the Bible—results in certain 
concepts’ being evacuated of their value. Consider the concept of love. Part of an intuitive, 
commonsense definition of to love someone is “to want someone to flourish and be fulfilled”. 
And if one loves a person and is easily able to provide opportunities for that person’s wellbeing, 
then one will naturally provide such opportunities. This is an intuitive, commonsense inference. 

Now suppose that a PST states that God loves everyone, but then says things that imply that God 
does not seek the flourishing and fulfillment of some people. Some people are killed by a 
debilitating, painful disease when they are young. If they don’t believe in God before that, God 
ceases all efforts to pursue their wellbeing, leaving them to eternal conscious torment. Moreover, 
God set up the world knowing that this would happen all along, so it was easily preventable. 
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This leaves me scratching my head. The PST said that God loves everyone, but then described 
something that looks as far away from love as possible. The PST might respond that God does 
desire a relationship with them, but justice requires that God punish them for eternity. But this is 
odd. For while they were living, God could freely pursue them. Why did that suddenly change 
after the disease destroyed them? Biological death is an arbitrary stopping point for God’s love. 
Once again, the PST’s version of love doesn’t look like love at all. 

Similarly, part of a commonsense definition of to act justly is “to not punish one for another 
person’s sin, unless one agrees to bear the guilt of that other person”. The PST will say that God 
is just, but then say that God replicated the guilt of Adam onto every other human without their 
consent. So we are punishable for something that happened before any of us ever existed. This 
empties justice of its value. Again, a basic concept has been rendered unrecognizable. It seems 
dishonest to tell someone that “God loves everyone” and “God is just to everyone” when you 
know that they use the commonsense definitions of those terms and so the message they receive 
is completely different from what you actually mean.  11

The PST might respond that I am imposing my own values on the Word of God. But this begs the 
question by assuming that the Bible is the Word of God. Plus, I don’t see how what I am doing is 
imposing. It is part of seeking the truth. I look at the evidence to figure out which view is most 
likely. That evidence includes not only empirical data but also my most basic moral intuitions. I 
am open to these intuitions’ being wrong, but I would need to see evidence that they are wrong. 

4. Ad Hominem 

If an atheist presents an argument against PS, a PST might dismiss the argument because they 
think the atheist has a corrupt mind or lacks a foundation for reasoning. But this is fallacious, 
because it dismisses the argument without engaging with it. If the PST has agreed to a fair 
discussion, they should engage directly with their interlocutor’s arguments. The PST might 
respond that ad hominem is not always fallacious. For example, if you meet someone who’s 
reported to always lie, then you can reject anything they say. I am not sure about this, but even if 
it’s correct, my point stands: to be charitable, you should still engage with what others say. 

5. Evangelism 

If it is impossible to find the truth without first assuming the truth of the Bible, how does anyone 
become a Christian? The corrupt man cannot even make the first step of assuming the truth of the 
Bible, at least apart from a direct work of the Holy Spirit. That means attempting to persuade an 
unbeliever is always ineffective. This can be shown logically: if a direct work of the Holy Spirit 
is always necessary to reason to the truth, then persuasive attempts are never sufficient. The PST 
might respond, “Of course—only God can make them repent”. But I’m not talking about 
repentance—I’m talking about getting them to reason to the truth. On PST, this is impossible. 
Not even the best argument can accomplish this. The PST might respond that they do apologetics 
because they are commanded to, or because it glorifies God, or because it is a good thing to 
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defend their view. But again, this is irrelevant. My objection is very specific: PS implies that 
apologetics is always ineffective. 

6. Circular Arguments 

PSTs might present circular arguments such as the following: 

1. The Bible is God’s inerrant Word. 
2. (Other premises that do not alone entail the conclusion) 
3. (Therefore) The Bible is God’s inerrant Word. 

As I point out elsewhere,  no one should be persuaded by such an argument. The conclusion is 12

identical with the first premise, so the argument does little more than state the conclusion twice. 

7. Transcendental Arguments 

PSTs might present transcendental arguments, which contend that basic things like rational 
discussion and induction presuppose the existence of God. But this is not persuasive. The same 
argument could be used for non-God foundations—the Tao, Brahman, an impersonal first 
principle, the Greek Monad, Plato’s Ideals, and so on.  Similarly, the atheist can say that the 13

foundation of reality is some physical state with physical properties (mass, charge, etc.). These 
properties are constant, and so reality unfolds in at least a partially predictable way.  14

8. Knowledge Arguments 

Eric Hovind offers a knowledge argument for God, which I have formalized here:  15

1. Our beliefs cover less than one percent of everything there is to know. 
2. If (1) and God doesn’t exist, then we could be wrong about all our beliefs. 
3. If we could be wrong about all our beliefs, then we don’t know anything. 
4. We do know some things. 
5. Therefore, God exists. 

Premise (2) seems obviously wrong. I believe that thinking occurs. I don’t see how I could ever 
be wrong about this. Nothing I might discover in the universe could disprove the fact that 
thinking occurs. Indeed, it would require thinking to even comprehend a potential defeater to the 
idea that thinking occurs. I also believe that 1+1=2, and I am certain about it; from my 
perspective, there’s no way I could be wrong about it, regardless of whether God exists. 

Premise (3) seems wrong. I hear my grandmother talking just outside my room. I believe that she 
hasn’t been replaced by a Martian who sounds like her. Surely I know this, even though there’s a 
possibility that I’m wrong about it. Mere possibility of falsehood doesn’t preclude knowledge. 
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Premise (4) is also questionable. Skeptics might simply deny this premise because they might not 
think we have what it takes to know anything—perhaps none of our beliefs are justified, as Kane 
Baker has stated. 

 Michael Kruger, “What Do We Mean When We Say the Bible is ‘Self-Authenticating’?”, Canon Fodder (2015), 1

https://www.michaeljkruger.com/what-do-we-mean-when-we-say-the-bible-is-self-authenticating/. Thanks to Joseph 
Daughtry for making me aware of this concept.

 According to John Frame, Theology in Three Dimensions (Phillipsburg: R&R Publishing, 2017), 60, 2

Apologists have sometimes argued that we should not appeal to Scripture, since Scripture is 
precisely what is in question. If we appeal to Scripture to prove the truth of Scripture, we would be 
engaging in circular argument. So it is [supposedly] better … to argue … from fact alone (meaning 
extrabiblical facts), and from those facts to derive conclusions about the truth of Scripture. 

But there are fatal confusions in this line of reasoning. First, what do we mean by “fact”? … If the 
Bible is God’s word and therefore inerrant, then isn’t its inerrancy a fact? 

I do not know of anyone who says we must limit the evidence to extra-biblical facts. Evidence can make use of the 
Bible. What it can’t do is presuppose that the Bible is inerrant, since that is completely unpersuasive.

 See Bandy, “Historicity of the Gospels” and Bart Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus (HarperOne, 2007).3

 The same goes if the PST says that Christians are more virtuous than others; that appeals to extra-biblical evidence.4

 According to Simon Kistemaker, “The Debate About the Bible, Inerrancy versus Infallibility” (book review), 5

themelios 4.1, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/review/the-debate-about-the-bible-inerrancy-versus-
infallibility, “Man’s reason has been affected by sin. And because of sin, man’s reason cannot be trusted as an 
infallible guide. Furthermore, one simply cannot place human reason above the authority of the Bible”. But even if 
our reason is not infallible, it might be semi-reliable—and one who is unconvinced about divine revelation will 
probably think that their reasoning is simply the best they can do. And even if atheism turns out to be true, they can 
conclude that their reasoning powers evolved via mostly predictable physical processes.

 https://subsplash.com/+47a8/embed/mi/+4728be9?video&audio&info&embeddable&shareable&logo_watermark6

 Josh McDowell, Evidence that Demands a Verdict (Thomas Nelson, 2017). 7

 Plus, it is no surprise that someone who leaps blindly into a view, training themselves to think only in terms of its 8

truth, and subjecting their reasoning to its authority, would end up thinking that their beliefs all “hang together”.

 One’s senses and intuitions might also be the reason that one believes that those senses and intuitions are reliable. 9

For example, I have a basic intuition that some of my basic intuitions and senses are generally reliable.

 See Bandy, “Critiquing Inerrancy” and “Arguments against Inspiration”. 10

 The same goes if the PST states that Christians are more virtuous than everyone else, if what they mean by virtuous 11

isn’t the commonsense meaning (being kind, generous, honest, etc.) but something that requires being a Christian.

 See Bandy, “Circularity”. 12

 Thanks to Richard Howe for these insights.13

 The PST might challenge the truth of such worldviews, but that is irrelevant to their objection that such 14

worldviews prevent justified use of induction (which I just showed is faulty). Some atheistic philosophers, on the 
other hand, concede the point and so become radical skeptics (e.g., Kane Baker).

 Eric Hovind, “Everyone knows God exists! (Here is why…)🤯🤯 ”, https://www.facebook.com/erichovind/15

videos/952935299408785/.
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Defending Evidentialism 

This essay follows up on the previous one by defending global evidentialism from several 
objections that presuppositionalists might offer. For the purposes of this essay, I define 
evidentialism as that approach to truth-seeking whereby one attempts to neutrally examine 
different theories by using evidence as well as internal virtues of the theories. This is to be 
distinguished from evidentialism as a form of Christian apologetics.  1

1. The Judge of God 

Presuppositionalists (PSTs) might say that it is rebellious to look at extra-biblical evidence for 
God’s existence or the Bible, since in doing so one is placing oneself as the judge over God or 
God’s Word. 

I take this objection seriously. If God exists and I am doing something rebellious, then I want to 
know. But how could I know? By leaping in the dark? It seems irrational for me to just assume 
that PS is true. And so, apart from some direct, self-authenticating revelation of God, it seems 
there is only one way to find out whether I am being rebellious: to look at the evidence. 

In addition, the judge analogy doesn’t seem entirely accurate. True, a judge examines evidence 
pertaining to a suspect, as does the evidentialist pertaining to God. But a judge places themselves 
in legal authority over the suspect. This is not the case with the evidentialist. The evidentialist is 
simply trying to find out whether God exists. If the evidentialist honestly comes to the conclusion 
that God exists, they can make a decision to either submit their life to God or rebel against God. 
But if they honestly come to the conclusion that God does not exist, then they aren’t placing 
themselves as a “judge over God”, because they don’t think that there is a God. So evidentialism 
does not inherently involve rebellious behavior. 

For evidentialists, looking honestly at the evidence is the opposite of rebellion—it is the standard 
for truth-seeking. It requires humility to set aside your desires and follow the evidence wherever 
it leads. Surely God would want us to use our brains to rationally discover God and God’s love 
for us, rather than leaping in the dark to such conclusions. The PST might respond that I am 
“making God in my own image”—that I am selecting a version of God that conforms to my 
desires. But I don’t think so. It just seems most likely that God would want us to be rational. 

2. Authority 

The PST might say that I am declaring that I—not God’s Word—have the authority to interpret 
the evidence. I agree. How else could it be? I need to look at the evidence and see if it’s 
convincing. No one else can do this for me. This doesn’t mean I’m setting myself above God’s 
Word. If the Bible is God’s Word, then it has authority over me. But maybe God has granted 
people the authority and ability to interpret evidence. Maybe that’s partially why God made 
people rational! 
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The PST might say that I am giving the evidence the authority as opposed to God’s Word. It’s a 
little hard to understand what this means, but my guess is that they mean that I am saying that 
evidence can grant justification to belief. Of course I think that. I don’t see a problem with that. 

The PST might say something like, “God exists, God has spoken, and the Bible is God’s Word, 
so everything in the Bible is true, and we’re obligated to believe it, since we’re obligated to 
believe God”. But of course, this just assumes the PST’s position—including a very conservative 
model of biblical inspiration which I dispute in “Arguments against Inspiration”. 

3. Disagreement 

The PST might point how different evidentialists look at the same evidence but come to different 
conclusions. I agree, but how is that an objection to evidentialism? It might just be what we’re 
stuck with, just like how we’re stuck with child hunger. Plus, two different PSTs can come to 
different conclusions if they’re presupposing different things. The PST might respond that on 
evidentialism, the emphasis is on the method, whereas on PS, the emphasis is on the truth. I 
disagree—it seems to me that both evidentialism and PS are simply employing the method that 
they think is most likely to get them to the truth. 

From the previous point, the PST might conclude that on evidentialism, our intuitions are 
unreliable. I agree that they are often unreliable, but that doesn’t mean they are always 
unreliable. If God created us, then surely our intuitions are sometimes reliable.  2

The PST might say that I don’t have a good foundation for my beliefs; that my beliefs are 
groundless. Maybe this is right. But I don’t see how presuppositionalism fares any better. My 
beliefs are based on intuitions and perceptions. The presuppositionalist’s beliefs are based on 
assumptions and circular reasoning. That doesn’t seem any better to me. In fact, it seems worse. 

If I say that I can form my beliefs on the basis of intuitions, the PST might ask something like, 
“Says who?” or “Who gets to decide?” I’m not exactly sure what the question is asking, but I 
guess the answer would be that I decided it. Of course, I didn’t decide it in the sense of just 
picking my favorite methodology and assuming that it is reliable. Rather, it just seems obvious 
that I can form my beliefs on the basis of intuitions and perceptions. 

4. Certainty 

The PST might say that PS is superior to evidentialism because evidentialists can never be 
certain of Christianity. The evidence might let them get up to 99% certainty, but evidentialists 
will always have at least some doubt, which is terrible for Christian faith. 

But this is faulty, for five reasons. First, why would the opportunity for more certainty make PS a 
better theory? It might be a reason to want PS to be true, but we must set aside what we want to 
be true and instead try to find out what is true. Second, some evidentialists might end up being 
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certain about Christianity, especially if they count religious experience as evidence. Third, if the 
evidence for a view is only fairly good, then we actually shouldn’t be certain about that view. 
Otherwise we would be disconnecting our beliefs from the evidence, which is surely an error.  

Fourth, I don’t see how PS would help get rid of doubts. Leaping in the dark would seem to 
make someone more worried that they are making an error. Obviously the PST could lock 
themselves in an echo chamber and brainwash themselves into certainty, but that would be an 
epistemic error. The PST might respond that they think in terms of trusting God instead of 
certainty. But this seems wrong. It seems that trust depends on belief. For example, if I have no 
belief that my friend knows about my wedding, then I shouldn’t trust that he’ll make it there 
anyhow. Similarly, if one has no belief that God exists, then one has no reason to just trust that 
the Bible is God’s Word. And even if the PST doesn’t think in terms of certainty, their certainty 
or uncertainty is still a psychological fact—they have some level of credence in Christianity. 
Fifth, it seems wrong that uncertainty is terrible for Christian faith, for three reasons. First, 
though uncertainty might lead to giving up the faith, if that is done for honest reasons, then I 
think that is a good decision. If God exists and wants a relationship with them, then their 
honestly is the soil in which God might try to grow a faith that is founded on good reasons. 
Second, trusting God even while you are not completely certain might be virtuous. Third, 
uncertainty can drive someone to dive into theology and philosophy, which might strengthen 
their faith and lead to greater understanding of God and the world God has created. 

 Thanks to Joseph Daughtry for making me aware of this distinction. Thanks also to Joseph for extensive 1

discussions on this and the previous essay.

 Of course, I’m not going to assume that God created us if I’m investigating whether God created us; that would be 2

circular.
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Arguments for Inspiration 

The evangelical doctrine of biblical inspiration is the doctrine that God has inspired the words of 
original manuscripts of the sixty-six books of the Protestant canon (hereafter the autographs).  1

Biblical inspiration has five properties: (1) Active and intentional on the part of God,  not a 2

merely passive process where people who encounter God become inspired to write religious 
texts. (2) Textual—inspiration applies to the texts, not necessarily the authors. (3) Verbal—God 
inspired the very words of the autographs, not just the general themes. (4) Plenary—it applies to 
every word of the autographs. (5) Confluent—it involves both a divine author and human author 
working to produce the text. In this and the next essay, I consider arguments for and against this 
evangelical doctrine of biblical inspiration, hereafter simply inspiration.  3

1. Presuppositionalism 

Presuppositional arguments for inspiration are arguments that presuppose the inspiration, truth, 
and authority of the autographs. For anyone who wants to look at the evidence and figure out 
whether inspiration is true, presuppositional arguments are entirely unhelpful. After all, if 
someone is undecided about inspiration, then merely asserting or assuming the truth of 
inspiration will not be effective at all. I deal extensively with presuppositionalism in “Critiquing 
Presuppositionalism” and so will not repeat that discussion here. 

2. Unified Message 

One might argue that the Bible, though written by forty human authors over the course of 1,500 
years, presents a unified message, which must be the result of divine inspiration. But this is 
unpersuasive, for three reasons. First, even if God actively inspired the general message of the 
Bible, it does not follow that the autographs were inspired in the evangelical sense. Second, 
given that the canon was recognized by humans, and that unification was surely an important 
criterion for the canon, it is unclear why one should infer that the unified message was the result 
of divine inspiration as opposed to merely human selection. Third, it is not clear that the Bible 
presents a unified message, given intense disagreements on virtually every theological issue. 

3. Benevolent God 

One might argue that a God who desires to reveal God’s self to humans would actively inspire 
scriptures for humans and then order the world such that the scriptures that the Protestants ended 
up with are the inspired ones. But this sure assumes a lot of specific intentions on the part of 
God. Perhaps such a God would find it preferable to provide only passively inspired texts, such 
as the writings of those who have mystical experiences as a result of spiritual discipline or direct 
revelation. Perhaps God would find it preferable to raise Jesus from the dead and passively allow 
the early Christians to compose religious texts. Perhaps God would find it preferable to “speak 
through” religious texts rather than micro-manage every proposition. Again, why should we just 
accept the evangelical Protestant beliefs about God’s intentions rather than any others? 
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4. The Development of the Canon 

There are no known attempts to recognize a NT canon until around 130 CE, when Marcion 
constructed a canon that included only 9 NT books, and added the Gospel of Marcion and the 
Epistle to the Laodiceans. After that came the Muratorian fragment around 170 CE, which 
included at most 23 NT books, and added the Apocalypse of Peter and the Book of Wisdom. A 
complete list of the 27 NT books did not appear until 367 CE in Athanasius’s 39th Festal Letter, 
which included only 22 OT books and added the Book of Baruch and the Letter of Jeremiah. 

One might argue that since the canon ended up with the books that we have, we can conclude 
that they ended up the way God wanted them to. But this is unpersuasive, for three reasons. First, 
the inference is false. Just because something is a certain way doesn’t mean that God exists and 
wanted it to be that way. Second, we can explain the development of the canon through historical 
means, without need for divine action. Adding theological beliefs on top of this web of historical 
beliefs complicates one’s theory and so lowers its probability, and so should not be done without 
sufficient evidence. Third, since 382 CE, the largest Christian denomination, Roman Catholicism 
(1.3 billion adherents), has affirmed 6 books not found in the Protestant canon.  So the “what 4

Christians ended up with” argument provides more evidence for the Catholic canon than the 
Protestant canon. Given that evangelicals reject the Catholic canon, they already implicitly 
believe that the “ended up with” argument is ineffective. 

5. Jesus and the Apostles on the Old Testament 

1. Jesus and the apostles said that the Law and Scriptures were inspired. 
2. If Jesus and the apostles said that the Law and Scriptures were inspired, 

    then Jesus and the apostles affirmed that the OT Writings were inspired. 
3. If Jesus and the apostles affirmed that the OT Writings were inspired, 

    then the OT Writings were inspired. 
4. Therefore, the OT Writings were inspired. 

(1) can be supported by multiple alleged sayings of Jesus: “Scripture cannot be broken” (Jn 
10.35). “Not an iota, not a dot, will pass away from the Law until all is accomplished” (Mt 5.18). 
“Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Mt 
4.4). “You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Mt 
22.29). One might argue that the early Christians would not have been motivated to invent these 
sayings of Jesus, since the early Christians were under persecution by the Jews. On the other 
hand, one might argue that early Christians were motivated to plant Jesus firmly within Judaism, 
to express that Jesus was the true Jewish Messiah. In the absence of strong evidence, it is not 
obvious that all these sayings go back to Jesus. 

(2) is not obvious, since we have no record of Jesus saying that the OT Writings were what he 
meant by the “Law and Scriptures”. There are no records of the entire set of OT Writings’ being 
accepted as inspired until at least 300 CE, so additional historical evidence is needed. We can get 
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partway there, however, by recognizing that Jesus cited or referred to 14 of the 39 OT books, and 
that the NT cites 34 of the 39 OT books. 

(3) is not obvious. We would have to believe that Jesus and the apostles were reliable in this 
regard. Obviously, if Jesus was God’s son, sent to usher in the Kingdom of God, it would be 
deceptive for Jesus to spread lies about which scriptures were inspired. But apart from an 
assumption of Jesus’s divinity, (3) is suspect. 

6. The Apostles on the New Testament 

5. The apostles affirmed that the NT autographs were inspired. 
6. If the apostles affirmed that the NT autographs were inspired, 

    then the NT autographs were inspired. 
7. Therefore, the NT autographs were inspired. 

(5) is not obvious, since the apostles never refer to the NT as a whole. We can get partway there, 
however, by examining some passages. A disputed letter of Paul quotes an alleged saying of 
Jesus as Scripture: “For the Scripture says, … ‘The laborer deserves his wages’” (1 Tim 5.18, Lk 
10.7). A highly disputed letter of Peter refers to Paul’s letters as Scripture: “Paul wrote to you 
according to the wisdom given him, speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There are some 
things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, 
as they do the other scriptures” (2 Pt 3.15-16). The same letter values apostolic testimony equally 
with prophetic testimony: “Remember the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets, and the 
commandment of the Lord and Savior spoken through your apostles” (2 Pt 3.2). Paul considered 
1 Corinthians to be authoritative: “Anyone who claims to be a prophet … must acknowledge that 
what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord” (1 Cor 14.37). John the Revelator 
considered his own book to be authoritative: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of 
this prophecy” (Rev 1.3). But as noted, the authorship—and so apostolicity—of 1 Timothy, 2 
Peter, and Revelation is highly disputed. 

So although the apostles very likely thought that most or all of the apostolic writings were 
inspired, this does not get us all the way to (5). In addition, we would need further evidence to 
think that the apostles viewed the NT as inspired in the evangelical sense defined above. 

(6) depends on the reliability of Jesus and apostles. If Jesus was God’s Son and the apostles stuck 
to Jesus’s message, then (6) is obvious. But was Jesus God’s Son? Did the apostles stick to 
Jesus’s message? After all, Jesus never said that future letters to churches would be inspired. 
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 I use the term NT autographs to refer to the original manuscripts of each of the 27 New Testament books and OT 1

writings to refer to the manuscripts of the 39 Protestant Old Testament books, including all redactions, that existed 
around the time of Jesus.

 “Every Scripture [is] God-breathed [θεόπνευστος]” (2 Tim 3.16).2

 See “The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy” (1978), https://www.etsjets.org/files/documents/3

Chicago_Statement.pdf.

 Also, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church (36 million adherents) affirms 15 books not found in the Protestant canon.4
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Arguments against Inspiration 

1. The Determinism Problem 

1. If inspiration is true, then either 
      (i) God determined every word of the autographs, 
     (ii) God Molinistically guaranteed some words of the autographs, or 
    (iii) God got lucky with some words of the autographs. 

2. God did not determine every word of the autographs.  
3. God did not Molinistically guarantee some words of the autographs. 
4. God did not get lucky with some words of the autographs. 
5. Therefore, inspiration is false. 

(1) Inspiration is defined as verbal and active: God actively inspires the individual words of the 
autographs. If this is true, then God intends for certain individual words in every case. If that’s 
right, then God must have some way of bringing about those intended words. And so either God 
determined every word of the autographs (option i), or God merely guaranteed them without  
determining them (option ii), or God didn’t even guarantee them but just got lucky (option iii). 
The only way to guarantee something ahead of time without determining it is to know that it 
would indeterministically result from a scenario that you can set—this is the Molinistic model.  1

(2) If God determined what the autographs would say, then the human authors had no freedom; 
they couldn’t have refrained from writing the exact words they wrote. Was it really true that, out 
of the 783,000 words in the autographs, the authors were unable to write a single word 
differently? When Paul told the Roman church to greet twenty-eight people (Rom 16.3-15), was 
he unable to word those greetings any differently? This seems implausible. 

(3) As I argue in “Critiquing Molinism”, it seems wrong that God can Molinistically guarantee 
anything—both due to the influence problem and the grounding objection. 

(4) The idea that God got lucky seems implausible. Was the Word of God a matter of luck? If it 
was important to God that we receive God’s exact words, surely God would guarantee that we 
receive God’s exact words—God would take no chances. But if God did take chances, then it is 
improbable that all the words left up to chance turned out exactly how God wanted. 

To picture the problem, suppose that God determined half of the words (which seems far too 
much, but I’ll grant it) and left the rest up to chance. Suppose further that even the words which 
God left up to chance had a 99% chance of turning out exactly how God wanted (again, this 
seems far too optimistic, but I’ll grant it). The chance of all those words turning out exactly how 
God wanted, even in this extremely optimistic case, is less than 2 × 10–1707%. So it is hopeless to 
think that God got lucky. 
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2. Authorship 

It seems the majority of scholars hold that 2 Peter was not written by the apostle Peter, even 
though it claims that it was (2 Pet 1.1). Below I provide an incomplete bibliography by Michael 
Gilmour—who says that the inauthenticity of 2 Peter is the “consensus view” —followed by ten 2

reasons Gilmour outlines for why this is the consensus: 

• W. G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament, trans. H. C. Kee (… Nashville, 1975), 430-34. 
• J. H. Elliott, “Peter, Second Epistle of”, in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. D. N. Freedman, et al. (New York, 

1992), 5:282-87. 
• “The characteristics of pseudonymity are particularly clear” [my translation]. A. Lindemann, Paulus im 

ältesten Christentum: Das Bild des Apostels und die Rezeption der paulinischen Theologie in der 
frühchristlichen Literatur bis Marcion (BHT 58; Tübingen, 1979), 91; supported by reference to 2 Pet 
1.16-18 and 3.1. 

• “No document included in the NT gives such thorough evidence of its pseudonymity as does 2 Peter. The 
arguments against authenticity are overwhelming”. D. G. Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon: An 
Investigation into the Relationship of Authorship and Authority in Jewish and Earliest Christian Tradition 
(Grand Rapids, 1986), 179. 

• “The pseudonymity of II Pet is more certain than that of any other NT work”. Raymond Brown, An 
Introduction to the New Testament (ABRL: New York, 1997), 767. 

• “Only a few recent discussions of the work still dissent [to the idea that 2 Peter is pseudepigraphal]”. 
Richard Bauckham, “2 Peter”, in Dictionary of the Later New Testament & Its Developments, ed. R. P. 
Martin and P. H. Davids (Downers Grove: Illinois, 1997), 924.  3

(1) … It is beyond dispute that some literary relationship exists between [2 Peter and Jude] and most 
commentators conclude that Peter is the borrower. A date for Jude is as difficult to determine as it is for 2 
Peter; generally it is thought to have been written after 70 C.E. which, if true, would put 2 Peter to a period 
after Peter’s death (which was, according to tradition, in the mid 60s C.E.). It may also be important to ask 
whether a ‘pillar’ in the early church would make use of Jude who was not an apostle. … (2) Connections to 
1 Peter may or may not be relevant. Differences in style between 1 and 2 Peter suggest that these two 
documents were written by different authors. … (3) Reference to Paul’s letters as Scripture may point to a 
later period of the church’s history as also the reference to the apostles as long in the past (3:2, 4). This 
speaks against a time of writing when many of them were still living. (4) There is a conspicuous emphasis on 
Peter-as-author which, it has been argued, indicates efforts to hide a forgery … (5) The author seems at home 
in a Hellenistic religious and philosophical context; this is far removed from the Peter known from the 
Gospels. (6) There was a wide tradition of pseudonymous writings using Peter’s name meaning that it would 
not be unusual to understand 2 Peter as another example of this (even if it is earlier in date than the others). 
(7) A concern with proper interpretation of Scripture and a high regard for apostolic tradition suggests greater 
similarity with the emerging catholicism of the second century than with the young faith evidenced by the 
earliest NT writings. (8) Second Peter is poorly attested in the second century … (9) The church was 
reluctant to accept this document into its canon—a fact that speaks against apostolic authorship. (10) And 
perhaps the most significant argument is that of genre. Second Peter has been identified as a testament, a 
farewell discourse. In many instances such literature is clearly pseudonymous in nature.  4

Also, as Bart Ehrman has pointed out, Peter was a peasant fisherman in rural Galilee who spoke 
Aramaic. It is almost certain that he was illiterate—only the upper-class elite in that context 
could read and write. First and Second Peter, however, are well-crafted letters written in highly 
literate Greek, using Greek idioms and quoting the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament that Peter almost certainly would not have been familiar or comfortable with. Where 
would Peter have gotten the time or money to spend years in school learning how to write words, 
sentences, and paragraphs in Greek, let alone two entire letters? And to deflect the “dictation” 
response, there is zero evidence of someone in the ancient world dictating a letter to someone 
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else to translate into another language (and edit to be fluent and idiomatic). By contrast, there is a 
plethora of examples of ancient writings being forged—including Christian ones (think of all the 
non-canonical Christian books).  5

 
Of course, anyone with sufficient training to understand the issues can reasonably accept 2 
Peter’s authenticity if that is the conclusion they honestly reach. But what about us non-experts 
who cannot simply look at the evidence and see for ourselves? One might argue that because 
there are scholars defending 2 Peter’s authenticity, we are justified in believing that 2 Peter is 
authentic. This seems right, but surely we shouldn’t be concerned with which beliefs are justified
—we should be concerned with which view is the best. And it seems better to either deny or be 
agnostic about 2 Peter’s authenticity than to say that 2 Peter was authentic. 

This should cast doubt on the belief that 2 Peter was divinely inspired, since surely God would 
not deceive us by including forged books—that claim to be authentic!—in God’s Word. The 
same goes for the other disputed books: Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, 1-2 Timothy, 
Titus, 1 Peter, 1-3 John, James, and Jude, although these are less disputed than 2 Peter. I think 
there should be doubt about inspiration especially because the two main passages affirming 
inspiration, 2 Tim 3.16 and 2 Pet 1.21, are from two of the most disputed books.  6

3. Abhorrent Divine Deeds 

There was a famine for three successive years; so David sought the face of the LORD. The LORD said, ‘It is 
on account of Saul and his blood-stained house; it is because he put the Gibeonites to death.’ … The king 
summoned the Gibeonites and spoke to them. … ‘What do you want me to do for you?’ David asked. They 
answered the king, ‘As for the man who destroyed us …, let seven of his male descendants be given to us to 
be killed and their bodies exposed before the LORD’ … The king took Armoni and Mephibosheth… together 
with the five sons of Saul’s daughter Merab… He handed them over to the Gibeonites, who killed them and 
exposed their bodies on a hill before the LORD. … After that, God answered prayer in behalf of the land.      
(2 Sam 21.1-4)  7

So according to 2 Samuel, God brings a famine on David’s kingdom because of the deeds of 
Saul, who had already died and been defeated by his enemies. Then, as far as we can tell, God 
stands back and watches as David hands over seven innocent people—who were merely children 
during the time of Saul’s deeds —to be slaughtered. 8

There are four serious problems with this: (1) What was the point of God’s bringing the famine? 
How did that help anyone or anything? If someone was hurt and needed to be repaid, why 
wouldn’t God help them instead of bringing a famine? It seems that God’s bringing the famine 
was just adding insult to injury. Imagine that you are running a successful farm, when suddenly 
all of your crops start dying. When you pray about it, God tells you that God is killing all of your 
crops because the previous owner of the farm, who is long since dead, was a murderer. This is 
unthinkable, yet it is exactly what 2 Sam 21 describes. 
(2) Saul was already dead. He had been defeated by his enemies and then had killed himself (1 
Sam 31.1-6). Surely this was all the punishment that was needed. 

266



(3) It is clearly wrong to punish David and his kingdom for something Saul had done. One 
cannot respond that “Everyone is a sinner, so everyone is guilty”, because in the passage, God 
specifically says that the famine is because Saul put the Gibeonites to death (2 Sam 21.1). 

(4) Either God condoned the slaughter of Saul’s sons, or God did not. If God condoned the 
slaughter of Saul’s sons, this calls into question God’s character—God was okay with seven men 
being vengefully slaughtered because of what their father had done? It also creates a 
contradiction. In other parts of the Bible, God made it absolutely clear that everyone should die 
for their own sin, not the sin of their relatives: 

• Parents are not to be put to death for their children, nor children put to death for their parents; each will die 
for their own sin (Deut 24.16). 

• In those days people will no longer say, “The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are 
set on edge.” Instead, everyone will die for their own sin; whoever eats sour grapes—their own teeth will 
be set on edge (Jer 31.29-30). 

This is a clearly virtuous principle, which the Bible itself teaches. The evangelical cannot say 
that God changed God’s mind between Deuteronomy and 2 Samuel (and then changed it back for 
Jeremiah), since the evangelical believes that “God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of 
man, that he should change his mind” (Num 23.19). So God did not condone the slaughter. 

But if God did not condone the slaughter of Saul’s sons, then why doesn’t 2 Samuel say that God 
did anything about it? It wasn’t like they were in a period of divine inactivity—God had just sent 
three years of famine and spoken directly to David. Surely, while informing David what the 
“problem” was, God could have added the most minimal suggestion: “Don’t hand over Saul’s 
sons to be slaughtered. They’re innocent”. But this is not recorded. The passage gives us no 
indication that God was bothered in the least by what happened. Instead, it implies that God 
accepted the slaughter as an appropriate sacrifice (2 Sam 21.14). 

Clearly, the God portrayed in 2 Sam 21 is bloodthirsty, willing to punish people for the sins of 
others, and appeased by the slaughter of innocent people. This is a God that clashes with both our 
deepest moral intuitions and most of the rest of the Bible. What should we conclude? Perhaps 
that 2 Sam 21 informs us what certain ancient Jews thought God was like, not what God is 
actually like, if God exists. This, I think, is powerful evidence against inspiration. Surely God 
would not include false and abhorrent depictions of God’s self in God’s own Word. 

The Bible also depicts God telling Israelites that they can capture wives from their enemies 
(Deut 21.10-12) and commanding Israelites to slaughter men and women, most of whom 
apparently had nothing to do with the reason for God’s anger (Num 31.17). Again, these passages 
seem to depict an ancient Jewish conception of a heavy-handed war God.  

One might object that God can do whatever he wants because he is God—it is God who decides 
what is right and wrong. But then we lose our grasp on any sense of morality and goodness. If 
we say that God is good, just, perfect, loving, etc., but we really mean that God is occasionally 

267



bloodthirsty, willing to punish people for the sins of others, and appeased by the slaughter of 
innocent people, then we have no assurance about much of anything. Maybe God will decide that 
it’s better to break God’s promises and just kill everyone to appease God’s bloodthirstiness. My 
point is that if we allow for such extreme deviations in God’s behavior, then we fall into radical 
skepticism about morality and about God’s character. 

One might acknowledge this problem, but since they are committed to inspiration, they cling to 
their view, determined to hold out until either inspiration is proven false or someone comes along 
with a solution. But surely this is one of the worst ways to seek the truth. If all the data stacks 
against inspiration, then we should stop believing in it. Otherwise we are not seeking the truth 
but merely sticking with what is comfortable. 

4. Manuscript Tradition 

We do not have the original manuscripts of the Bible, and in many places, we do not know what 
the originals said. Bart Ehrman has stated, “Given that [God] didn’t preserve the words, the 
conclusion must be that he hadn’t gone to the trouble of inspiring them”.  This seems right—9

although it might not be much “trouble” for God to inspire something, it would be pointless to do 
so if God was going to let the original words become uncertain. I deal with these issues in 
“Gospel Historicity” and so will not repeat that content here. 

5. Contradictions 

If there are contradictions in the Bible, then there are falsehoods. If that’s right, then it seems like 
God would be deceiving us if the evangelical model of inspiration is true. For me, the apparent 
contradictions I discuss in “Biblical Inerrancy” tip the scales against biblical inspiration. 

6. Complexity 

Everyone agrees that the Bible had human authors, and that we can go back through history and 
show how the canon developed. To add on top of those beliefs a complex web of theological 
beliefs—commitments to divine action of inspiring Scripture over the course of 1500 years, and 
then guiding the early church to accept only the inspired books—makes one’s theory a lot more 
complex and so less probable. 

The problem is heightened when we tie in the arguments above. Accepting some sort of 
mysterious or unknown solution to the determinism problem—or going with Molinism and all 
the complexities it entails—as well as mysterious or unknown interpretations of every 
problematic passage, and committing to the idea that the non-original Greek and Hebrew copies 
of manuscripts we use are all inspired word-for-word—minus John 7:53-8:11, Mark 16:9-20, and 
every other late addition and uncertain word—makes the complexity problem enormously worse. 
(This paragraph is not an independent argument since it relies on the previous arguments.)  
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7. Conclusion 

We have seen that the arguments for inspiration range from useless to minimally persuasive, 
whereas the arguments against inspiration range from somewhat persuasive to powerful. I think 
all these considerations should lead us to not accept the evangelical doctrine of inspiration. 

Does this conclusion change for someone who already believes in God? I do not see why it 
would. Apart from removing a barrier to believing in inspiration, none of the arguments seem 
affected. What if someone already believes in Jesus’s resurrection? In the previous essay, 
arguments 5 and 6 had premises assuming the reliability of Jesus and the apostles, and I think 
Jesus’s resurrection makes those premises more likely. So I think the resurrection does strengthen 
the case for inspiration. But it doesn’t get us all the way there. First, we would need to establish 
that Jesus said the relevant statements. Second, we would need to understand what God meant 
about Jesus by resurrecting him. Was the resurrection a confirmation of Jesus’s general message? 
Of his upright character? His moral teachings? His theological teachings? Every single statement 
he uttered? We would need additional argument to make it all the way to evangelical inspiration. 

This doesn’t mean there was zero divine activity that influenced the creation of the Bible. Maybe 
only one or two of the five tenets of evangelical inspiration—active, plenary, verbal, textual, and 
confluent—is incorrect. God still could have had something to do with at least parts of the Bible. 
But of course, that is beyond the scope of this essay. 

 On Molinistic inspiration, God placed the authors in circumstances where God knew they would freely write God’s 1

intended words. Although they could have written words that God did not intend, they in fact did end up writing the 
words that God intended. God guaranteed the exact words without determining them. Thanks to William Lane Craig 
for this view.

 Michael Gilmour, “Reflections on the Authorship of 2 Peter”, EQ 73.4 (2001): 292. An important recent 2

contribution is Bart Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics 
(Oxford University Press, 2012). See chapter 8 for discussion of how the style and grammar of Colossians differs so 
systematically from Paul’s undisputed letters. See chapter 10 for discussion of 2 Peter.

 Gilmour, “Reflections”, 292. The indicated translation is mine.3

 Gilmour, “Reflections”, 295-296.4

 Bart Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics (Oxford 5

University Press, 2012), chapter 11.

 An evangelical might claim that we shouldn’t trust most scholars because they have biases—maybe they are intent 6

on disproving the Bible. But the critic can say that all evangelical scholars are biased toward affirming 2 Peter’s 
authenticity because they are religiously committed to believing that the Bible is God’s inspired, inerrant Word.

 Thanks to the Non-Alchemist for bringing this passage to my attention.7

 The ESV Study Bible (Crossway, 2008), 576.8

 Bart Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus (HarperOne, 2007), 211.9
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Critiquing Biblical Inerrancy 

The evangelical doctrine of biblical inerrancy is the doctrine that every proposition affirmed by 
the autographs is true.  This doesn’t mean that every statement of the Bible, when taken literally 1

and at face value, is true. It means that the actual meaning—the intended meaning—of each 
statement of the Bible is true.  There are no false propositions, whether by error or intention. 2

The only reason I can think of for affirming inerrancy is a prior belief in biblical inspiration. I 
have dealt with inspiration in the previous two essays and so will not repeat that discussion here.  

1. Genealogy of Jesus 

In Matthew, Joseph’s patrilineal ancestry is Jacob, Matthan, Eleazar, Eliud, Achim, and so on 
(1.14-16). Matthew also excludes four characters from the parallel genealogy in 1 Chronicles 
3.4-19 and miscounts thirteen generations (from the exile to Jesus) as fourteen generations (see 
endnote).  In Luke, Joseph’s patrilineal ancestry is Heli, Matthat, Levi, Melchi, Jannai, and so on 3

(3.23-25). Needless to say, these genealogies have major differences. 

Regarding the ancestry—and almost every apparent contradiction—it seems that the two most 
likely conclusions are (1) one of the two passages is non-literal, and (2) one of the two passages 
is in error. In this case, either (1) Matthew was using the phrase “the son of” in a non-literal way, 
or (2) Matthew and Luke used different sources for Jesus’s family line, and one of those sources 
was incorrect. I do not know how to decide between (1) and (2). 

Regarding the exclusion, it seems that Matthew wasn’t trying to literally follow the genealogy 
from 1 Chronicles, but intentionally changed it to make a theological point: the numerical value 
of the Hebrew name David (דָּוִד) is fourteen, and Matthew likely wanted to emphasize that Christ 
was the son of David by having fourteen generations in each of the three segments. 

Regarding the miscounting, it does seem that Matthew made an error. One might argue that this 
doesn’t count against inerrancy because neither the statement of fourteen nor the list of thirteen is 
intended to be literal. But this seems wrong. Suppose Matthew changed the generations to make 
a theological point. In this case, the proposition behind Matthew’s statement about the fourteen is 
that “There were exactly fourteen people who made up the theologically significant generational 
segment”. But the entailed proposition behind Matthew’s actual genealogy—with only thirteen 
people in it—is that “There were exactly thirteen people who made up the theologically 
significant generational segment”. So I think we have a theological contradiction here. 

2. The Daughter of Jairus 

In Mark, “Jairus came and, when he saw [Jesus], fell at his feet and begged him repeatedly, ‘My 
little daughter is at the point of death’. … So [Jesus] went with him” (5.22-24). Later on, “some 
people came from the leader’s house to say, ‘Your daughter is dead’” (5.35). So according to 
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Mark, Jairus’ daughter died after Jairus approached Jesus. However, in Matthew, Jairus “came in 
and knelt before [Jesus], saying, ‘My daughter has just died’” (9.18). So according to Matthew, 
Jairus’ daughter died before Jairus approached Jesus. 

One might respond that “My daughter has just died” can be retranslated as “My daughter has just 
come to the point of death”. But this is wrong. The Greek word for “died” (τελευτάω) as used in 
the Bible always means the death or end of something,  and over 25 major biblical translations 4

translate it that way (including the NIV, NRSV, ESV, NASB, and NKJV). The only translation I 
found that uses something different (“My daughter is dying even now”) is the Aramaic Bible in 
Plain English, which was obviously not translated directly from the best Greek manuscripts.  5

So taken literally, the two passages are contradictory. But perhaps Matthew did not mean his 
story to be taken literally. Perhaps he took Mark’s story and compressed it. I think this is 
probably right, and so a contradiction is avoided. 

3. Taking Staffs for the Journey 

In Mark, Jesus told the disciples “to take nothing for their journey except a staff” (6.8). But in the 
parallel passage in Luke, Jesus told the disciples, “Take nothing for your journey, no staff” (9.3). 

Once again, the two main options are (1) non-literality and (2) error. Mike Licona has suggested 
that Luke changed Mark’s “except a staff” (6.8) to “no staff” (Lk 9.3) to emphasize that Jesus 
wanted the disciples to be completely dependent on God during their journey. So it seems that 
non-literality is an option for this problem as well. 

4. Cursing the Fig Tree 

In Matthew, Jesus, “seeing a fig tree by the side of the road, … went to it and found nothing at all 
on it but leaves. Then he said to it, ‘May no fruit ever come from you again!’ And the fig tree 
withered at once. When the disciples saw it, they were amazed, saying, ‘How did the fig tree 
wither at once?’” (21.19-20) So according to Matthew, the fig tree withered at once. However, in 
Mark, Jesus curses the fig tree (11.14), but the next morning, Peter is surprised to see it withered: 
“In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. Then Peter 
remembered and said to [Jesus], ‘Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered’” 
(11.20-21). So according to Mark, the fig tree did not wither at once. 

Here again it seems that Matthew has compressed Mark’s story into a single day. Given that 
Matthew is not intending for his own timeline to be taken literally, there is no contradiction. 

5. The Temple Curtain Tearing 

In Matthew, “Jesus cried again with a loud voice and breathed his last. At that moment the 
curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom” (27.50-51). So according to Matthew, 
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the curtain tore at the moment that Jesus breathed his last. However, in Luke, “it was now about 
noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon, … and the curtain of 
the temple was torn in two. Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into your hands I 
commend my spirit’. Having said this, he breathed his last” (23.44-46). So according to Luke, 
the curtain tore before Jesus gave his last cry. 

As always, if Matthew and Luke were both trying to communicate the precise order that events 
occurred, then we would have a contradiction. But—again, as always—it is not clear that they 
were both doing that. Perhaps the tearing of the curtain was a theological symbol for the barrier 
between God and man being broken. However, this does not explain why it is in different places 
between the two passages. Perhaps Matthew and Luke are affirming contradictory theological 
propositions about exactly when the barrier between God and man was broken—although it 
seems impossible to know whether they were being specific about this either. I tend to think that 
the tearing story was invented as a symbol, and that neither Matthew or Luke intended to affirm 
anything literal about when the curtain tore. So I don’t think there is a contradiction here. 

6. The Rolling of the Stone 

In Mark, when the women at the tomb “looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, 
had already been rolled back” (16.4). So according to Mark, the stone had already been rolled 
back before the women came. However, in Matthew, the women “went to see the tomb. And 
suddenly there was a great earthquake, for an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and 
came and rolled back the stone and sat on it” (28.1-2). So according to Matthew, the stone had 
not already been rolled back before the women came—they obviously saw it being rolled back. 

Again, taken literally, these passages are in contradiction. But perhaps Matthew’s account of the 
earthquake and the angel is a theological embellishment on Mark’s mundane account, and so not 
intended to report a literal angel and earthquake. Once again, since it’s hard to know what 
Matthew was thinking, it’s difficult to establish a contradiction. 

7. Awaiting of Pentecost 

In Matthew, on the day of the resurrection (28.1), Jesus said to the disciples: “Go and tell my 
brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me” (28.10). Later on, “the eleven disciples went to 
Galilee” and saw Jesus (28.16-17). However, in Luke, on the day of the resurrection (24.13), 
Jesus told the disciples to “stay here in [Jerusalem] until you have been clothed with power from 
on high” (24.49).  6

Taken literally, these passages are contradictory—there’s no way the disciples could have walked 
70 miles to Galilee, saw Jesus there, and then walked 70 miles back to Jerusalem in the same day 
(after which Jesus told them to stay put). It takes 20+ hours to walk 70 miles, and so it is 
physically impossible to do that twice in the span of one day. Inserting a miraculous 
transportation is ridiculous (besides, Matthew says that they “went” there). 
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Perhaps there is some ancient literary technique that explains this issue, but I do not think so. It 
seems to me that the authors of Matthew and Luke used different sources about what Jesus said 
post-Resurrection, and one of these sources—I have no idea which—had incorrect information. 

8. Roasting or Boiling 

The Passover instructions in Exodus 12.8-9 say to “roast” (צְלִי־) the meat over fire and prohibit 
boiling (ל ) in water. But the Passover instructions in Deuteronomy 16.5-7 say to boil (מְבֻשָּׁ֖  (וּבִשַּׁלְתָּ֙
the meat in water (notice how two words for “boil” both contain בשל and are completely different 
from the word for “roast”). What’s more, the author of 2 Chronicles 35.13 saw the discrepancy 
and mashed the two instructions together, saying that the Israelites “boiled (ּוַיֽבְַשְּׁל֥ו) the meat in 
the fire”, which makes zero sense. Many English translations hide the discrepancy altogether by 
incorrectly translating ָּ֙וּבִשַּׁלְת and ּוַיֽבְַשְּׁל֥ו  as “roast”.  7

This looks like an error. First of all, it seems wrong to think that God—seemingly arbitrarily—
changed God’s instructions on how to prepare the Passover. Second of all, it is simply false that 
the Israelites “boiled the meat in the fire”, since you can’t boil meat in fire. 

9. None of You Asks Me 

John 13.36: “Simon Peter said to [Jesus], ‘Lord, where are you going?’” But in John 16.5, Jesus 
says, “But now I am going to him who sent me, yet none of you asks me, ‘Where are you 
going?’” The apparent error by Jesus is clear. Some have stated that “asks” is in the present 
tense, so it doesn’t apply to Peter’s previous question. But this seems strained. Surely Jesus 
wasn’t limiting his statement to the past five seconds. At the very least, he was limiting it to the 
scene. And the two verses are depicted in the same scene, since Jesus’s long speech—with 
occasional interjections by the disciples—spans at least from John 13.31 to 16.33. 

10. You Will See the Son of Man 

In Mark 14, Jesus says to the high priest, “‘you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand 
of the Power’ and ‘coming with the clouds of heaven’”. As far as we know, this never happened. 
It was never reported or hinted at in the slightest, in the Bible or anywhere else. First of all, it 
seems like Jesus is describing a true, physical coming of the Son of Man, publicly visible. This 
obviously never happened. Second of all, even if Jesus was merely talking about a vision, then if 
the high priest had seen such a wondrous vision, it surely would have been reported somewhere. 
So this appears to be a false prediction on Jesus’s part. 

One might state that this isn’t a problem for inerrancy, since the Bible could be truthfully 
reporting Jesus’s failed prediction. Odd though it is, I think this is a valid response. But if Jesus 
made false predictions, then surely evangelicalism is false. And if evangelicalism is false, then 
we have zero reason to believe in inerrancy in the first place. So the failed prediction passage 
seems to be more of an undercutter to inerrancy. 
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11. Conclusions 

Drawing on the evidence in the previous two essays, I think we don’t have good reasons to 
believe in evangelical inspiration, which means, it seems clear, that we don’t have good reasons 
to believe in evangelical inerrancy. And I think problems 1, 7, 8, and 9 above, as well as the 2 
Samuel passage discussed in the previous essay, give us reason to reject inerrancy. So in 
conclusion, I think that we should probably reject—or at least not accept—the evangelical 
doctrine of biblical inerrancy. 

The conclusion is strengthened if we think that the Gospel authors were being literal in all the 
above passages. In that case, inerrancy is false beyond reasonable doubt. But, as stated, I don’t 
think this is right. There are, however, consequences to believing in ancient literary techniques 
and theological embellishments. I discuss these in the next essay. 

 The related doctrine of infallibility is the view “that the Bible is completely trustworthy as a guide to salvation and 1

the life of faith and will not fail to accomplish its purpose” (Donald McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological 
Terms (Westminster John Knox Press, 1996)). Similarly, “The Bible is infallible if and only if it makes no false or 
misleading statements on any matter of faith and practice” (Stephen Davis, The Debate about the Bible: Inerrancy 
Vs. Infallibility (Westminster John Knox Press, 1977), 23). Obviously this leaves open whether inerrancy is true. R. 
C. Sproul, “Infallibility and Inerrancy”, Ligonier, https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/infallibility-and-
inerrancy says that infallibility means “that the Word of God is incapable of erring” and claims that Davis’s 
definition is a “misuse of the word”, but Sproul seems to be in the minority here.

 I think clarity is sacrificed if we fail to frame the inerrancy discussion in terms of propositions. We end up using 2

phrases like “mixing genres” and “imposing a modern lens on an ancient worldview”, which invite confusion and 
frustration. For unfortunate examples, see Mike Licona and Bart Ehrman, “DEBATE: Bart Ehrman vs Mike Licona 
(Are the Gospels Historically Reliable? 2018)”, Mike Licona (YouTube, 2018), https://youtu.be/qP7RrCfDkO4 and 
the first few chapters of Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problem of the Old 
Testament, 2nd ed. (Baker Academic, 2015). These two sources are otherwise helpful.

 Matthew miscounts by claiming fourteen generations from the exile to Jesus but listing only thirteen. So either 3

Matthew’s report of “fourteen generations” is false, or the list of thirteen is false: 

1. Abraham 
2. Isaac 
3. Jacob 
4. Judah 
5. Perez 
6. Hezron 
7. Ram 
8. Amminadab 
9. Nahshon 
10. Salmon 
11. Boaz 
12. Obed 
13. Jesse 
14. David 

1. Solomon 
2. Rehoboam 
3. Abijah 
4. Asa 
5. Jehoshaphat 
6. Jehoram 
7. Uzziah 
8. Jotham 
9. Ahaz 
10. Hezekiah 
11. Manasseh 
12. Amon 
13. Josiah 
14. Jeconiah 

1. Shealtiel 
2. Zerubbabel 
3. Abihud 
4. Eliakim 
5. Azor 
6. Zadok 
7. Akim 
8. Elihud 
9. Eleazar 
10. Matthan 
11. Jacob 
12. Joseph 
13. Jesus

 “G5053 - teleutaō - Strong’s Greek Lexicon (rsv)”, Blue Letter Bible, https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/4

g5053/rsv/mgnt/0-1.

 One might respond that the original spoken Aramaic could be translated either way, but this is irrelevant, since this 5

paper is about contradictions in the gospels, which were written in Koine Greek.
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 I have removed the following issues from the body because I do not think a contradiction can be demonstrated in 6

any of them even if they are taken literally: 

•Settling in Nazareth (Mt 2.14-15, 22-23; Lk 2.4, 39). Allegedly, Matthew states that Joseph had never lived in 
Nazareth before Jesus’s birth, whereas Luke states that Joseph had. In reality, Matthew only hints that Joseph had 
never lived in Nazareth before. “[Joseph] turned aside into the region of Galilee [and] made his home in a town 
called Nazareth” (2.22-23). Perhaps Matthew said “a town called Nazareth” (2.23), not because Nazareth was a new 
town for Joseph, but because it was unfamiliar to Matthew’s readers. (Thanks to Dane Rich for this possibility.) 

•The Day and Time of the Crucifixion (Mk 14.12, 17-18, 15.25; Jn 19.14-18). Allegedly, Mark states that Jesus was 
crucified after the Passover and at 9 AM, whereas John states that Jesus was crucified before the Passover and at 12 
PM. But after further research, I found that (1) the “Day of Preparation” is the term for Friday of Passover week, (2) 
the lamb is slain on Thursday, (3) the Passover meal is on Thursday evening, and (4) ancient Jews divided a day into 
three-hour chunks, so if Jesus was crucified in mid-morning, then perhaps Mark rounded the time down to the 
earlier chunk (9 AM) and John up to the later chunk (12 PM). After all, the only way they could guess the time was 
to glance up at the sun. Since neither of them intended to supply precise times, there is no contradiction. So Jesus 
was crucified on Friday in mid-morning. See “Day of Preparation”, Got Questions, “https://www.gotquestions.org/
Day-of-Preparation.html and “What time was Jesus crucified?”, Got Questions, https://www.gotquestions.org/what-
time-was-Jesus-crucified.html. (Thanks to Jonathan Passmore for discussion.) 

•The Death of Judas (Mt 27.5-8; Acts 1.18-19). Allegedly, Matthew states that Judas threw down the money and 
hanged himself, and the priests bought the “Field of Blood”, so named because of Jesus’s blood; whereas Acts states 
that Judas used the money to buy the field, and exploded in the middle of it, and for that reason the field was named 
“Field of Blood”. But “The two ‘fields’ of blood”, The Journal of Biblical Accuracy, https://www.jba.gr/Articles/
nkjv_jbaother3.htm provides a solution: whereas the priests bought an agricultural field with the thirty pieces of 
silver that Judas threw down, Judas himself used money stolen from the money bag to buy himself an estate, where 
he hanged himself, and the rope/branch snapped, and when he landed, his bloated insides gushed out. 

The only problem is that Acts says that Judas fell “headlong” (head first or prone), which wouldn’t happen if the 
rope/branch snapped—surely Judas would have fallen feet first. Perhaps—and this is rather interesting—Judas tied 
the rope around his neck and jumped off a precipice head first, and the rope pulled “him sharply to a stop causing a 
severe rectal prolapse” (Paul Manning, “How does Judas hang himself and then fall headlong …”, Quora, https://
www.quora.com/How-does-Judas-hang-himself-and-then-fall-headlong-according-to-Matthew-27-5-and-Acts-1-18). 
This, though strange, seems reasonable if you consider that likely, no one watched Judas die, so the only sources on 
the information were people who came across Judas’s dead body, disemboweled and likely with a fractured skull.

 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problem of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Baker 7

Academic, 2015).
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Historicity of the New Testament 

1. Basic Facts about Jesus 

Most scholars hold that we can establish a handful of facts about the historical Jesus: he was an 
itinerant preacher, he was baptized by John the Baptist at the beginning of his ministry, he 
preached about the Kingdom of God, he was known as a miracle-worker, he had disciples, he 
was crucified, and after his death, his disciples had experiences which they believed to be 
appearances of the risen Jesus. Beyond all of this, matters are more controversial. 

2. Names and Places 

Scholars have noted that the gospels correctly identify dozens of names and places in first-
century Palestine. This makes them more likely to be accurate than they would be if they failed 
to do so. But this fact alone does not make them more likely to be accurate than not. The gospel 
authors could correctly identify every single name and place but still be inaccurate regarding the 
events they record. 

3. Eyewitnesses Reliability 

In recent years, a wealth of literature on psychology, memory, and eyewitness testimony has 
emerged. The consistent results of research indicate that memories of events from long ago are 
far less reliable than we would like to believe. Even flashbulb memories—such as people’s 
recollections of details about their situation when they witnessed 9/11 or the shooting of JFK—
have been demonstrated to be frequently unreliable.  Of course, this would be relevant only if the 1

eyewitnesses of Jesus waited for decades before beginning to tell their stories. But that seems 
highly unlikely; surely eyewitnesses of Jesus were frequently telling their stories right up until 
the time when the gospels were written. These stories became what are known as oral traditions, 
and there is no reason to suppose that these traditions underwent extreme variations between 
their first tellings and when they were finally written down.  2

4. Eyewitness Testimony 

Most scholars hold that the gospels were not written by eyewitnesses (who spoke Aramaic and 
were almost all illiterate), but by Greek-speaking Christians who lived outside of Palestine and 
heard stories that had been in circulation in the Christian communities for over 30 years (or, in 
the case of John, over 60 years). There are four primary reasons for thinking this. First, the 
gospels never claim to be written by eyewitnesses. The gospels were not even mentioned in other 
sources until 120 and not given titles until around 185. Second, the disciples spoke Aramaic and 
were uneducated and almost certainly illiterate, whereas the gospels are written in highly literate 
Greek. There is no evidence in the ancient world of anyone’s using a secretary to translate a 
dictation into another language. Third, the gospels used earlier sources. Luke and Matthew used 
Mark as a source. They also probably used Q, a collection of sayings of Jesus that had been 
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circulating in Christian communities. In addition, Mark, Matthew, and Luke probably had their 
own sources, such as the Markan Passion narrative, M (material unique to Matthew) and L 
(material unique to Luke). Fourth, Luke and Mark were not even disciples of Jesus, and Luke 
even claims that he investigated “everything from the beginning, to write an orderly account” 
after the original stories had already been “handed on to us by those who from the beginning 
were eyewitnesses and servants of the word” (1.2-3). 

5. Manuscript Transmission 

In addition, the gospels that we have are not the original manuscripts. The original manuscripts 
were written around 70-100 CE, and they were copied by people in the Christian communities. 
Those copies were copied, and this continued for hundreds of years. The earliest copies that 
survive today are from 125 at the very earliest, and even these manuscripts are fragments each 
containing only a handful of verses. For example, the original manuscript of Mark was written 
around 70, and the earliest manuscript we have is a six-verse fragment from 150 at the very 
earliest. The first complete gospel of Mark (excluding 16.9-20) does not appear until the 300s. 

Yes, we have an enormous number of Greek manuscripts of the New Testament—over 5800—
but many of these are fragments, not even entire books or chapters. In addition, almost all of 
them were created multiple centuries after Jesus’ death, and many of them are so similar that it’s 
clear that many of them had earlier manuscripts as common sources. So, contrary to popular 
Christian apologetic claims, the mere fact that we have an enormous number of similar 
manuscripts does not confirm that we have the original writings, let alone that the manuscripts 
are historically accurate about Jesus’s life or miracles (see §8 below). 

One might object that we should be confident that we have the original writings because we have 
multiple lines of transmission that match up pretty well with each other. But this assumes that the 
originals were copied multiple times and that each (or most) of these first-generation copies was 
the source of a distinct surviving line of transmission. It is just as likely that the original was 
copied once and then lost, and that the first-generation copy was also copied once and then lost, 
with mistakes and intentional changes being introduced into each new copy. In this case, the 
multiple lines of transmission originated from the copy of the copy, not the original manuscript. 
This might even be too optimistic, since the first several generations of copies might have been 
lost before multiple lines of transmission began. 

One might claim that we have been able to establish the original text to over 99% accuracy. But 
this claim is seriously problematic, for two reasons. First, all the manuscripts we have might 
have originated from some later copy that might be less than 99% similar to the original. Second, 
since we do not have the original text, we cannot compare it to the manuscripts that we do have, 
and therefore it makes little sense to say that we know with 99% accuracy what the original text 
said. Even if all our manuscripts are 99% similar to each other, that does not imply that we know 
with 99% accuracy what the originals said. In addition, the Greek New Testament contains 
138,162 words, and the gospels contain 64,767 words. Even if we can establish the original text 
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to 99% accuracy, that means we are unsure about over 13,000 words in the New Testament and 
over 6,000 words in the gospels. 

One might claim that we can reconstruct essentially the entire original text of the New Testament 
from the quotations of church fathers. But once again, this makes no sense, since we do not have 
the original text to make a comparison.  3

So what should we believe about what the originals say? On the one hand, we have thousands of 
manuscripts that are 99% similar to each other. And the differences among them do not disagree 
about any major Christian doctrines (except perhaps any useful definition of biblical inerrancy). 
On the other hand, we do not have the originals, and so we can’t be certain what changes were 
made between the originals and the copies that we have. And it doesn’t look like we will ever 
discover any new evidence that will change this situation. At the end of the day, it seems to me 
more reasonable to think that our copies closely resemble the originals than to think there are 
significant, undiscoverable differences. I wouldn’t be surprised if we somehow found that minor 
details here and there have been changed from the originals, but I wouldn’t expect anything 
significant or monumental. So although I maintain a sliver of doubt, I personally accept that we 
have close representations of the original texts. 

6. Scribal Changes 

Multiple passages are known to have been added by scribes. The resurrection story in Mark 
16.9-20 and the story of the adulterous woman in John 7.53-8.11 are considered not to be part of 
the original writings, since they are not found in any of the oldest manuscripts. Many scholars 
think the bloody sweat passage in Luke 22.43-44 was a late addition.  Bruce Metzger states, 4

These verses are absent from some of the oldest and best witnesses, including the majority of the Alexandrian 
manuscripts. It is striking to note that the earliest witnesses attesting the verses are three Church fathers – 
Justin, Irenaeus, and Hippolytus – each of whom uses the verses in order to counter Christological views that 
maintained that Jesus was not a full human who experienced the full range of human sufferings. It may well 
be that the verses were added to the text for just this reason, in opposition to those who held to a docetic 
Christology.  5

Other passages have been changed by scribes in order to correct apparent mistakes in the 
originals. In the earliest surviving manuscripts of Mark, the author claims to cite “Isaiah the 
prophet” (1.2), but cites Malachi, and Isaiah after that (Mk 1.2-3). In later manuscripts, scribes 
changed “Isaiah the prophet” to “the prophets”, an obvious correction of Mark’s apparent 
mistake. Similarly, in the earliest surviving manuscripts of Matthew, the author claims to cite 
“what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah” (27.9), but instead provides a reworded 
version of Zechariah 11.13. In later copies of Matthew, some scribes omitted “Jeremiah” and 
others replaced it with “Zechariah”, obviously attempting to correct Matthew’s error. 

Other non-Gospel passages were apparently inserted within a sentence, e.g., the Johannine 
comma (bracketed): “For there are three that bear record [in heaven, the Father, the Word, and 
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the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there are three that bear witness in earth], the Spirit, 
and the water, and the blood: and these three agree in one” (1 Jn 5.7-8 KJV). All scholars 
apparently agree that this was a late addition.  6

Another possible insertion is 1 Cor 14.34-35: “Women should remain silent in the churches. 
They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the law says. If they want to inquire 
about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman 
to speak in the church”. Although it exists in all our earliest manuscripts, it (1) appears inserted, 
breaking up an otherwise natural flow of thought, (2) contradicts Paul’s implied condoning of 
women prophesying (with their head covered) in 1 Cor 11.5, and (3) appears in different places 
in different manuscripts—which many scholars consider unlikely if Paul wrote it.  7

7. Ancient Literary Techniques and Theological Embellishments 

As mentioned in the previous essay, multiple passages in the Gospels apparently should not be 
taken literally—not to avoid a contradiction, but because the author was either (1) using an 
ancient literary technique (see note for examples)  or (2) inserting a theological embellishment. 8

But how common are these alterations? If they happened in multiple of the passages discussed 
above, could they not happen anywhere—in most of the stories we find in the Gospels? 

It seems that ancient literary techniques could have happened anywhere. Suppose Matthew 
changed Jesus’s genealogy. How do we know Luke also didn’t? We are thus in the dark about the 
name of Jesus’s grandfather, great-grandfather, great-great-grandfather, and so on. Similarly, we 
don’t know whether Jairus told Jesus that his daughter was dying or dead, whether Jesus told the 
disciples to take staffs, how long the fig tree took to wither, whether the temple curtain tore 
during or after Jesus’ last cry, whether the stone was rolled away before or after the women came 
to the tomb, or whether the disciples stayed in Jerusalem. Maybe the “gists” of all these stories 
are correct, but we are left in doubt about the details. 

The same goes for theological embellishments. If the curtain tearing, the angel, and the 
earthquake were theological embellishments, then how do we know that other miracles were not? 
We don’t know that the virgin birth wasn’t a theological embellishment on the part of Matthew to 
make sure that Jesus fulfilled Isaiah 7.14’s prophecy of a “virgin” birth (if it was, then it would 
have been a mistake, since Isaiah speaks only of a “maiden” (עַלְמָה) birth). The same goes for 
many other miracles. So the admission of theological embellishments—which is necessary to 
maintain inerrancy, as I demonstrated in “Biblical Inerrancy”—leaves us in doubt about many of 
the Gospel miracles. 

8. Establishing Historicity 

An important reason for doubting the historicity of the gospels is that they were not written by 
disinterested historians, but by religiously committed Christians proclaiming certain messages 
about Jesus, including that he was the Jewish messiah, a divine figure sent from God, and the 
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savior of the world. Early Christians are known to have made up stories about Christ. So how do 
we know that Matthew did not invent the narrative of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, to make sure 
that Jesus fulfilled the prophecy of Micah 5.2? How do we know that most or even all the 
miracle stories were not invented by the gospel writers out of devotion to their Lord Jesus? I am 
not suggesting that nothing recorded in the gospels ever occurred. I am saying that it is 
irresponsible simply to assume that some event happened merely because it is recorded in a 
gospel, at least if such a record betrays a theological agenda. 

In any case, we have to evaluate events individually. The likelihood of the historicity of a given 
event increases to the extent that the event meets certain historical criteria, for example: multiple 
attestation, dissimilarity to the authors’ agendas, embarrassment, and variations in minor details 
along with sameness of the gist of the event. 

But even these criteria are doubtful. Embarrassment doesn’t guarantee historicity. Anything that 
survived until today was obviously not embarrassing enough for early Christians to omit from 
their traditions. Such details could still have been invented. Similarly, multiple attestation doesn’t 
guarantee historicity. At the most, it guarantees that the event/saying is older than each of the 
sources in which it is found. One of the sources could have copied it from another,  and the 9

original event/saying still could have been invented. On the flip side, the fact that an event/
saying has only one attestation does not necessarily mean it is less likely to be historical. An 
event/saying might be singly attested because it caused theological problems in the early church 
and so was omitted from other copies.  10

An example of an established historical event is the crucifixion of Jesus. The crucifixion is 
recorded in all four gospels (Mt 27, Mk 15, Lk 23, Jn 19). In these gospels, there are significant 
variations in both details and emphases, such as the words and dispositions of Jesus. The 
crucifixion is also attested in the New Testament epistles as well as extra-biblical sources. 
Finally, the crucifixion was very dissimilar to the authors’ agenda that the Jewish messiah would 
come to earth as a powerful ruler to destroy the forces of evil. Therefore we can be very 
confident that the crucifixion occurred. 

 See Bart Ehrman, Jesus Before the Gospels (New York: HarperOne, 2017).1

 See Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (2nd ed., Grand 2

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), esp. ch. 10-12.

 I owe all the points in the last three paragraphs to Bart Ehrman.3

 See Bart Ehrman, “Did Scribes Add the Passage of the Bloody Sweat?”, The Bart Ehrman Blog, https://4

ehrmanblog.org/did-scribes-add-the-passage-of-the-bloody-sweat/ and Yuriy Stasyuk, “bloody forgery?”, The 
Reluctant Skeptic, https://yuriystasyuk.com/did-jesus-really-sweat-blood/.

 Bruce Metzger, The Text of the New Testament (Oxford University Press, 1968).5

 See Michael D. Marlowe, “The Johannine Comma”, bible-researcher.com, https://www.bible-researcher.com/6

comma.html. 
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 See “Is 1 Corinthians 14:33-35 an interpolation?”, Biblical Hermeneutics,      7

https://hermeneutics.stackexchange.com/questions/1156/is-1-corinthians-1433-35-an-interpolation.

 “[T]ransferal (words or deeds of one character are transferred to another), displacement (an event is moved from 8

one context to another), conflation (two or more events or people are combined and narrated as one), compression 
(events are portrayed as occurring over a shorter period in one instance than in another), spotlighting (one character 
is emphasized to the neglect of others), simplification (details are omitted or altered for the sake of simplification), 
expansion (details that were unknown are added to fill out a story in a plausible manner), and paraphrasing 
(something similar is said using different words)”, from Mark Strauss, review of Mike Licona, Why Are There 
Differences in the Gospels?, themelios 42.1, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/review/why-are-there-
differences-in-the-gospels-ancient-biography/.

 For example, it seems clear that Matthew (21.19-20) copied Mark’s (11.14, 20-21) fig tree story and compressed it.9

 The points in this paragraph are from Dale Allison, Jesus of Nazareth: Millenarian Prophet (Fortress Press, 1998).10
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Jesus the Apocalyptic Prophet 

In this essay I look at evidence that Jesus expected the world to end within a few generations. 

1. Jesus 

Jesus is reported to have said things that betrayed expectations of a near apocalypse. Each of 
these sayings would seem quite unexpected if Jesus did not expect a near apocalypse. 

• Mk 13.29-30/Mt 24.33-34: “When you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, 
at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have 
taken place.” 

• Mk 9.1/Mt 16.28: “Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death until 
they see that the kingdom of God has come with power.” 

• Mk 1.15: “The time has come,” [Jesus] said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and 
believe the good news!” 

• Mk 14.62: “‘I am [the Messiah],’ said Jesus. ‘And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the 
right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.’” 

• Mk 13.2: “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all 
will be thrown down.” 

• Mt 10.23: “When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next; for truly I tell you, you will 
not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes.” 

• Mt 23.36: “Truly I tell you, all this [i.e., all the aforementioned judgement and woes] will 
come upon this generation.” 

• Mt 24.42, 44: “Keep awake, therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming. 
… You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.” 

• Mk 13.14: “When you see ‘the abomination that causes desolation’ standing where it does not 
belong—let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains.” 

As Tim O’Neill points out, these passages do not portray a distant event, nor a vague spiritual 
age, but an imminent apocalypse. This coheres with the Judaism in which Jesus grew up:  1

• Hab 2.3: “For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, and does not 
lie. If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay.” 

• Isa 46.13: “I am bringing my righteousness near, it is not far away; and my salvation will not 
be delayed.” 

• 4 Ezra 4.26, 8.61: “The age is hurrying swiftly to its end … judgement is now drawing near.” 
• 2 Bar 85.10, 82.20: “The advent of the times is very short … the end which the Most High 

prepared is near.”  2

Jesus is recorded as cleansing the temple (Mk 11.15-19, Mt 21.12-17, Lk 19.45-48, Jn 2.13-16). 
As E. P. Sanders and Dale Allison argue, the best interpretation of this is that Jesus thought God 
would raise a new temple.  The Gospels record Jesus’s prophesying that the temple would be 3
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destroyed (Mk 13.2, Lk 19.44, see also Acts 6.14) and prophesying that it would be rebuilt (Mk 
14.58, Jn 2.19). As Allison points out, “such a prophecy coheres with the expectation preserved 
in 1 En. 90:28-29 and 11QTemple 29:8-10”.  4

Jesus is recorded as choosing twelve disciples (Mk 3.13). Sanders and Allison argue that this 
“should be interpreted in terms of restoration eschatology, the end-time reestablishment of 
Israel’s twelve tribes”.  Allison points out that “[m]ost of the tribes had disappeared into the 5

mists centuries before Jesus”, and so there isn’t any reasonable explanation for why Jesus chose 
twelve disciples except to remind people of Israel and symbolize her imminent restoration.  6

2. Parallels 

There are many striking parallels between Jesus’s mission and the outlook of other groups that 
expected an imminent apocalypse: 

• The Jewish “Ṣabbatai Sevi, whose movement thrived amid rumors of the imminent return of 
the ten tribes, chose twelve rabbinic scholars to represent restored Israel.”  7

• The Ghost Dance, the Maccabean Revolt, and Pacific cargo cults appeal to the “disaffected and 
unfortunate [people] in a period of social change that threatens traditional ways.”  8

• The Ghost Dance, Earth Lodge Cult, Milne Bay Prophet Cult, Borneo njuli movement, and 
some Chinese and Japanese movements interpreted “the present and near future as times of 
atypical, or even unprecedented, suffering, and/or catastrophe.”  9

• The Mansren myth, African-American “Wilderness Worshipers”, Mt. Rurun Movement, and 
the Canudos messianic uprising envisaged a large-scale reversal, a “divinely-wrought 
comprehensive righting of wrongs.”  10

• Apocalyptic movements “tend to divide humanity into two camps, the saved and the unsaved”, 
“emphasize the value of [a] … cultural heritage”, replace family bonds with bonds within the 
movement,  involve “intense commitment and unconditional loyalty”, “coalesce around a 11

charismatic leader”, formulate their beliefs “as fresh revelation … authenticated by a prophet’s 
miracles”, “sometimes take a passive political stance in expectation of a divinely-wrought 
deliverance”,  and “commonly expected a restored paradise that will restore the ancestors”.  12 13

It would seem odd to think that, despite all these parallels, Jesus’s movement turned out not to be 
apocalyptic. On the other hand, if Jesus’s movement was apocalyptic, then there is no tension; 
Jesus’s movement fits well within the apocalyptic category. 

3. John the Baptist 

John the Baptist, a Jewish preacher closely associated with Jesus and sometimes considered to be 
Jesus’s forerunner, is also reported as preaching an imminent apocalypse: “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven has come near” (Mt 3.3). Given also that John baptized Jesus (Mt 3.13-17), it 
seems strange to think that Jesus’s message was discontinuous with John’s. 

283



4. The Early Church 

The early church (30-60 CE), most notably Paul, apparently expected an imminent apocalypse in 
which there will be wrath, judgement, and a resurrection of the already-dead: 

• Dale Allison: “Almost everything … known about early Christianity brands it as an 
eschatological movement.”  14

• 1 Thess 1.9-10: “For they report about us what kind of welcome we had among you and how 
you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God and to wait for his Son from 
heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.” 

• 1 Thess 4.14: “For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who 
are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died.” 

• 1 Thess 4.16-17: “For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and 
with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise 
first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to 
meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.” 

• 1 Thess 5.1, 6: “Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do not 
need to have anything written to you. For you yourselves know very well that the day of the 
Lord will come like a thief in the night. … So, then, let us not fall asleep as others do, but let 
us keep awake and be sober.” 

• 1 Cor 4.5: “Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who 
will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the 
heart. Then each one will receive commendation from God.” 

• 1 Cor 7.26: “In view of the impending crisis, it is good for you to remain as you are. Are you 
bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife.” 

• 1 Cor 10.11: “These things happened to them to serve as an example, and they were written 
down to instruct us, on whom the ends of the ages have come.” 

• 1 Cor 15.51-52: “Look, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be 
changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 
sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.” 

• 1 Cor 15.12, 20: “Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you 
say there is no resurrection [ἀνάστασις] of the dead? … But in fact Christ has been raised from 
the dead, the first fruits of those who have died.” Given that Paul used the word ἀνάστασις, 
which always in this context means a physical bodily resurrection,  and that Paul labeled 15

Christ as the “first fruits”—i.e., the first of many to have died and then been raised, Paul is 
clearly talking about a future bodily resurrection event. 

• According to Allison, early Christianity witnessed a missionary explosion, which makes good 
sense of the urgency that comes from expectation of an imminent apocalypse.  Allison points 16

out that Mark 13.10 urges evangelism in the context of speaking about the end times.  17

This evidence would be extremely odd if Jesus had not expected an imminent apocalypse—i.e., 
the early church had developed that doctrine on their own. Presumably, the early church received 
its central practices and beliefs from Jesus: opposition to divorce, calling God “Father”, lack of 
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concern with Pharisaic laws, a “strong missionary impulse”, the “imperative to love others”, the 
fact that being Jewish was not enough (and not necessary!) to be saved. Why would we make an 
exception for their apocalyptic expectations? It makes the most sense to say that these 
expectations, like all the beliefs just mentioned, came from Jesus.  18

5. The Shift 

There is a clear shift between earlier Christian writings (Mark, Matthew, 1 Thess, 1 Cor) and 
later Christian writings (Luke, John, 2 Cor, Colossians). After a generation had gone by and the 
apocalypse had not arrived, the expectation of an imminent apocalypse was replaced by the 
teaching that a spiritual, heavenly kingdom is already present and that eternal life is immediately 
accessible. Jesus’s sayings are redacted and interpreted accordingly.   19

• Lk 17.20-21: “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will 
they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For, in fact, the kingdom of God is within you.” 
This stands in complete contrast to Mk 14.62, 13.14, and 13.29, which specifically say that 
coming kingdom will be indicated by visible signs. 

• Lk 22.67-69: “If I tell you, you will not believe; and if I question you, you will not answer. But 
from now on the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the power of God” (my 
emphasis). (Note how different this is from the earlier version of the saying in Mark 14.62: 
“And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on 
the clouds of heaven.”) 

• In the Gospel of John, Jesus’ message is no longer centered around the coming kingdom but 
around the divine identity of Christ and the possibility of immediately entering into eternal life. 
The judgement is no longer coming but has already come. 

• Jn 1.1, 14: “In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos was 
God. … And the Logos became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory.” 

• Jn 3.19: “And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved 
darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.” 

• Jn 3.3: “I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” 
• Jn 3.16/Jn 3.36: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 
• John contains the seven “I am” statements: the bread of life (6.35), the light of the world 

(8.12), the door (10.7), the good shepherd (10.11), the resurrection and the life (11.25), the 
way, the truth, and the life (14.6), the true vine (15.1). 

• Jn 4.14: “Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water 
that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” 

• In 2 Corinthians, Paul shifts his emphasis away from an imminent apocalypse to a present, 
ongoing ministry of the Spirit within a new covenant. As N. T. Wright has pointed out, the 
disappointment and pain that Paul expresses in 2 Corinthians is tangible (see esp. 1.3-8, 4.7-12, 
5.2-4, and 11.23-29).  Absent is any notion of a near apocalypse—rather, there is a sense of 20

needing to settle in for the long haul. 
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• 2 Cor 3.8, 18: “Will not the ministry of the Spirit be even more glorious? … And we all, who 
with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with 
ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” 

• 2 Cor 4.6: “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our 
hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of Christ.” 

• 2 Cor 5.17: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, 
the new is here!” 

• Col 1.13: “He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom 
of his beloved Son.” 

• Col 3.1: “So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ 
is, seated at the right hand of God.” So the teaching is no longer about a future physical 
resurrection, but a present spiritual resurrection. 

This new message is strikingly different from the earlier message of Jesus and Paul. It seems that 
the best explanation for this evidence is that Jesus and the early church originally did expect a 
near apocalypse, but when that did not happen, Paul and the early church had to update their 
beliefs, prepare to live out their lives as Christians, start families, and begin consolidating the 
church into a structured organization.  21

6. Conclusions 

All this evidence might not give us absolute certainty that Jesus expected a near end.  This 22

position is especially difficult to embrace for someone who has thought differently about Jesus 
for their entire life—myself, for example. This is not merely the view that the Bible contains a 
few errors here and there; it is the view that a central component of Jesus’s message was 
mistaken. How can one be a follower of Jesus if they think he was so crucially mistaken? 

In addition, I want to be clear that not every piece of evidence points in the same direction. For 
example, the beatitudes in Luke 6 are more physical in nature, whereas those in the likely earlier 
Matthew 5 are more spiritual in nature. 

However, it seems to me that if we try to be neutral and compare the different theories about 
Jesus, the apocalyptic theory seems to be the best theory. Non-apocalyptic theories—Jesus as 
mere aphoristic sage, or mere moral teacher, or political revolutionary, or social justice warrior, 
or teacher of the “already-but-not-yet” doctrine—do not account for the evidence as well as the 
apocalyptic view, and sometimes add unnecessary complexity. I think the second-best theory is 
the view that Jesus’s prophecies were conditional upon human cooperation, but I am not 
convinced and I need to pursue it further.  23

 Tim O’Neill, “Jesus the Apocalyptic Prophet”, History for Atheists, https://historyforatheists.com/2018/12/jesus-1

apocalyptic-prophet/. Several of the biblical passages in the present essay were taken from Tim’s article.
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 “In addition to Daniel and Revelation, prominent literary apocalypses include 1 Enoch, 2 and 3 Baruch, 4 Ezra, the 2

Apocalypse of Abraham, the Shepherd of Hermas, and the Apocalypse of Peter”, from Greg Carey, “Apocalyptic 
Literature”, Oxford Bibliographies, https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780195393361/
obo-9780195393361-0005.xml.

 Dale Allison, Jesus of Nazareth: Millenarian Prophet (Fortress, 1998), 96, who for this point cites E. P. Sanders, 3

Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia, Fortress: 1985), 61-90.

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 100.4

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 97, citing Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 95-106.5

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 101.6

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 101, citing Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah (Princeton: 7

Princeton University Press, 1973), 222.

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 81.8

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 82.9

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 84.10

 Mk 3.33-35: “For whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister and mother”.11

 Mk 12.17: “give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar”.12

 The quotations in this paragraph are from Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 86-92. 13

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 110.14

 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Fortress, 2003).15

 Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 110.16

 Mk 13.10: “And the gospel must first be preached to all nations”.17

 This paragraph is adapted from Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 113.18

 To be clear, apocalyptic expectations don’t disappear—they persist into the modern age (think of Hal Lindsey). 19

Thanks to Bart Ehrman for this point.

 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God.20

 Surely this makes more sense than the alternatives: (i) that Jesus’s message was non-apocalyptic but the early 21

church temporarily made it apocalyptic, or (ii) that both messages were believed concurrently by the same groups.

 One might accuse me of cherry picking (selecting verses that support my view and ignoring verses that run 22

counter to it). But what’s the evidence for this? After all, I cannot cite the entire New Testament, and much of the 
New Testament is (on the surface) neutral on this topic. Plus, people may look for themselves. I doubt they will find 
anti-apocalyptic evidence that is comparable to the apocalyptic evidence. (By evidence I mean hard evidence in the 
form of first-century writings.) Finally, I think that the passages I quoted are representative of the general messages 
of the writings in which they are found.

 Christopher Hays and Casey Strine, in Jordan Hampton, “Solving the Problem of the Delay of the Parousia”, The 23

Analytic Christian (YouTube, 2023), https://youtu.be/XrxiIerQoq8. See also their book, When the Son of Man Didn’t  
Come (Fortress Press, 2017). 
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The Bible and Calvinism 

1. Verses against Calvinism 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” (Jn 3.16) 

I know some Calvinists will cringe that I have included this verse, but I want to take a hard look 
at it. Given the presence of Calvinism, it seems that there are two main ways to interpret this 
verse and see what the author of the passage is trying to teach: 

1. God loves all humans and wants them to have a genuine opportunity to be saved. 
People’s sin, however, is separating them from God, and so God provided a way of 
atonement through the life and death of his Son. When someone hears about Jesus, they 
at least might have a genuine opportunity to repent and believe. 

2. God loves only a portion of humanity and has chosen for only them to be saved and for 
all other humans to suffer eternal conscious torment. God sent his Son to save only some 
humans by dying for only their sins. When someone hears about Jesus, it’s ultimately not 
up to them whether they believe or not, since God has already determined their choice. 

Surely (1) is a better interpretation of the verse. I am trying to be charitable here, but I would be 
shocked if I found out that the author of John was thinking along the lines of (2) when writing 
John 3.16, or even believed anything like (2). 

“As surely as I live,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “I take no pleasure in the death 
of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from 
your evil ways! Why will you die, people of Israel?” (Ezek 33.11) 

Again, given that Calvinism is alive and well today, I guess there must be two main ways to 
interpret this verse and see what the author of the passage is trying to teach: 

1. God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked but rather desires that they turn from 
their ways and live. In general, God does not want wicked people to be separated from 
God but rather desires that they repent. God is frustrated that the people of Israel are not 
repenting; God wants to see them turn back to God. 

2. God has decided that a large portion of the earth’s population should be eternally 
separated from God and should suffer eternal conscious torment, with no choice in the 
matter and no opportunity to repent, turn from their ways, and live. God also decided for 
the people of Israel to turn away at this time; that choice was ultimately not up to them. 

Once again, I would be floored if I found out that the author of Ezekiel 33 was attempting to 
communicate anything like (2), or even believed anything like (2). It seems to me that (1) is a 
more straightforward, reasonable interpretation of the verse. 
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Genesis 19.22-33. Abraham has a back-and-forth conversation with God in which Abraham 
dissuades God from destroying Sodom and Gomorrah until Lot and Lot’s family cleared out. 
Now, in context, this passage shouldn’t be taken entirely literally, since God is described as 
“going down” to earth to find out what is going on in Sodom and Gomorrah (19.21). So maybe 
we can grant that God knew all along that God would stay God’s hand until Lot and Lot’s family 
cleared out. But still, are we to believe that, throughout the entire conversation, Abraham was 
merely a conscious puppet? That every word Abraham said was not of his own (libertarian) free 
will, but was causally determined by God? That the entire dialogue was just a big act of pretend? 
Surely not. And yet that is what Calvinism implies. 

Paul’s burden toward unbelievers. Throughout Paul’s surviving letters, Paul feels a tremendous 
burden toward the lost, which he lives out by spending his life as a missionary. But on 
Calvinism, people are lost because that’s exactly what God wants. God has specifically chosen 
for certain individuals to be eternally separated from God. So on Calvinism, it seems that Paul—
who surely wants everyone to repent—is or at least could be desiring directly against the will of 
God, who does not want everyone to repent. 

“God shows no partiality.” (Rom 2.11, Acts 10.34) 

At face value, this verse seems to count against unconditional election: if God shows no 
partiality—i.e., God is not a “respecter of persons”—then God doesn’t “respect” certain persons 
by choosing them for eternal life and consigning the rest of humanity to eternal conscious 
torment. Calvinists might be quick to point out that such passages are in the context of wealth, 
ethnicity, or social status: in saying that God “shows no partiality”, such passages really mean 
that God doesn’t save people because of their their wealth, ethnicity, or social status. 

This seems right, but it doesn’t help the Calvinist’s case. First of all, Calvinists are exclusivists 
and non–second-chancers. On their view, anyone who undergoes physical death without 
consciously accepting Jesus as their Lord and Savior is consigned to eternal conscious torment. 
That means that all the millions of people who never hear about Christ simply because they were 
born in the wrong geographical location, ethnic group, or wealth bracket are consigned by God 
to eternal suffering. As the Calvinist Brian Schwertley points out, 

Why did Jesus Christ not pray and intercede for all men, but only for some (Jn. 17:9)? In Acts 9, Jesus Christ 
appears to Paul and turns a zealous persecutor of Christians into the greatest evangelist the world has ever 
known. Why doesn’t God raise up thousands of apostle Pauls to spread the gospel throughout the earth? God 
certainly has the power to do so. But He does not.  1

Even if the Calvinist says that God eventually will save people from every part of the world, that 
doesn’t change the fact that millions of people in eastern Asia and the Western Hemisphere have, 
according to Calvinism, been sent off to hell; a fate which might have been avoided if they had 
been born closer to the Middle East. What’s more, Calvinists believe that God set it all up to play 
out this way. Assuming that God didn’t make a mistake, but intentionally set up the world so that 
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Middle Eastern people would be far more likely to be saved, this sure looks like partiality; or in 
the very least is not morally relevantly different from partiality. 

Second of all, let’s ask why it would be morally wrong to show partiality. Why is it a virtue that 
God shows no partiality? Surely this isn’t just some brute moral fact; surely there is an 
underlying moral principle behind the wrongness of partiality. Here is a guess: partiality is wrong 
because it is wrong to judge people based on things that are outside of their control. Well, on 
Calvinism, God judges people solely based on things that are outside of their control. So even a 
simple moral analysis still puts Calvinism in the wrong. 

The Calvinist might respond that God doesn’t send people to hell because of their geographical 
location, but because of their sin. Everyone deserves to be separated from God, and that’s 
because of the sins they have committed. In choosing certain persons to be saved, God is having 
mercy on some, and merely giving the remainder of humanity their just desert. 

But this response is problematic on three levels. First, I argue that the idea of a divine justice 
system in which people deserve to be separated from God is seriously problematic (see “The 
Atonement”). Second, on Calvinism, someone’s sin is completely outside of their control, since 
they were born with a sin nature, they can do nothing to resist it or get rid of it, and all of their 
sinful choices are determined by prior factors completely outside of their control. Third, on 
Calvinism, election is unconditional. God doesn’t take sin into account when deciding whom to 
save and whom to condemn. God’s elective decree is in no way influenced by knowing that 
people were going to sin. Those sins merely serve as justification for God to condemn the people 
that God has already, independently, chosen to condemn. Sin per se is not a sufficient reason for 
God to condemn someone, since God saves plenty of people who sin. 

I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for 
everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a quiet 
and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity. This is right and acceptable before 
God our Savior, who desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge 
of the truth. (1 Tim 2.1-4) 

Again, this verse just plainly teaches that God desires everyone to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth. Calvinists might object that it really just means “all types of people”, but 
that’s just reading Calvinism into the text. 

But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a 
thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow about 
his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to 
perish but all to come to repentance. (2 Pet 3.8-9) 

Again, this verse plainly teaches that the Lord is not wanting any to perish but all to come to 
repentance. Calvinists might object that it’s really just talking about the elect (understanding 
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election in an eternal, individual, secret Calvinistic sense), but that’s just reading Calvinism into 
the text. Calvinists might object that it’s only talking about Peter’s audience. But that makes zero 
sense, since Peter’s audience is people “who have received a faith as equally honorable as ours 
through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1.1). Peter wouldn’t be 
saying that God wants people who are already repentant to come to repentance. 

2. Verses Allegedly Supporting Calvinism 

When the gentiles heard this, they were glad and praised the word of the Lord, 
and as many as had been destined for eternal life became believers. (Acts 13.48) 

This verse is used by Calvinists to support unconditional election, the doctrine that God has 
unconditionally selected certain individuals to enter into an eternal relationship with God, 
thereby consigning the remaining individuals to eternal conscious torment. The word destined 
(τεταγµένοι) is usually translated as “appointed” or “ordained”, which certainly looks like God is 
selecting certain individuals for eternal life. 

But there is another way to understand this passage. τεταγµένοι can also be translated as 
“disposed”. In Acts 13, some of the gentiles in Paul’s audience are not pagans or unregenerate, 
hard-hearted people, but people who already fear and worship God (Acts 13.16). Such people 
would naturally be more receptive to Paul’s message, more so than pagans or calloused Jews. So 
by the time Paul preached to them in Acts 13, they had already been disposed to believe in Paul’s 
message and receive it with a contrite heart.  Now, this doesn’t have to be a “human-effort-only” 2

type of event; God could have been working in those gentiles’ hearts over some type period and 
preparing them for eternal life. This scenario does not imply a full-blown doctrine of 
unconditional election. With all this in mind, it seems that Acts 13.48 provides very weak, if any, 
evidence for unconditional election. 

As it is written, “I have loved Jacob, but I have hated Esau.” (Rom 9.13) 

Calvinists might use this verse to support unconditional election. But as before, there is another 
way to understand this passage. As Leighton Flowers points out, 

The term “hate” is sometimes an expression of choosing one over another, and does not literally mean 
“hatred.” For instance, Jesus told Peter, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother 
and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 
14:26). No commentator worth his salt would suggest the term “hate” in Luke 14 is literal, otherwise he 
would be hard pressed to explain scripture’s other teachings about loving and honor our parents. Instead, this 
passage is understood to mean that man must choose following God’s will over the will of even the most 
beloved in one’s life. Could the same hermeneutical principle be applied toward understanding God choice of 
Jacob over Esau? Certainly, it could. God clearly chose one over the other for a noble purpose (Jacob became 
the lineage through whom the Christ would come).  3

God did not choose Esau for a noble purpose. This doesn’t mean that God literally hated Esau. 
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Acts 9.1-8. Saul, on the road to Damascus, is interrupted by a blinding light and the voice of 
Jesus. Calvinists might use this passage to support either unconditional election or irresistible 
grace, the doctrine that every person who is saved is saved by an irresistible act of grace on the 
part of God. But this seems wrong, since there is no indication that Saul had no freedom to resist 
God. The Gospels describe plenty of people who resist God even after seeing a divine miracle, or 
seeing God face-to-face. 

Do not be ashamed, then, of the testimony about our Lord or of me his prisoner, 
but join with me in suffering for the gospel, in the power of God, who saved us 
and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works but according to his 
own purpose and grace, and this grace was given to us in Christ Jesus before the 
ages began, but it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior 
Jesus Christ, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light 
through the gospel. (2 Tim 1.8-10) 

I do not see how this verse teaches that God has selected to eternally save certain people and to 
eternally damn others. If anything, the author here is talking about how God has saved the author 
and his audience and has called them to the holy calling of spreading the Gospel to the world. 

 Brian Schwertley, “Sovereign Grace: An Examination of the Five Points of Calvinism” (2007). It appears that this 1

paper has been removed from its original website (reformed.com). Please send me an email at 
sitecubing@gmail.com if you’d like me to send it to you.

 Leighton Flowers, “Does Acts 13:48 Support Calvinism?”, Soteriology 101, https://soteriology101.com/2

2018/09/13/does-acts-1348-support-calvinism/ and Brian Abasciano, “James White’s Faulty Treatment of the Greek 
and Context of Acts 13:48”, Society of Evangelical Arminians (2015), https://evangelicalarminians.org/brian-
abasciano-james-whites-faulty-treatment-of-the-greek-and-context-of-acts-1348/.

 Leighton Flowers, “Does God Hate the Unborn?”, Soteriology 101, https://soteriology101.com/2015/01/04/does-3

god-hate-the-unborn/.
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The Bible and Classical Theism 

Classical Theism entails the following four doctrines:  1

1. Divine simplicity. God has no internal distinctions or differences. All of God’s properties are 
numerically identical with each other and with God. All of God’s properties are necessary. 

2. Divine atemporality. God is not located or extended anywhere in time. Thus, God does not 
exist right now, God never existed in the past, and God will never exist in the future. Rather, 
God exists in a single, changeless, static, timeless state. 

3. Divine immutability. All of God’s properties are essential properties. Thus, God cannot 
change in any way, intrinsically or extrinsically. 

4. Divine impassibility. It is impossible for God to be influenced or affected in any way by 
anything external to God’s self. 

Let’s see what the Bible and Christian orthodoxy teach about each of these four doctrines. 

1. Divine Simplicity 

Psalm 30.5: “For his anger is but for a moment; his favor is for a lifetime.” 

This verse differentiates between two properties of God: anger and favor. It says that they last for 
different durations. That implies that they are different properties. They are not the same 
property. Plus, an easy conceptual analysis shows that they are different. Anger is an internal 
negative feeling, perhaps toward some object, perhaps accompanied by the desire for that object 
to undergo suffering. Favor, however, is an internal positive feeling toward an object, especially 
accompanied by beneficient acts toward that object. These are not the same thing. There’s no 
“mystery” that we need to accept here. Anger and favor are different things. 

Similarly, the Bible describes God as merciful, loving, jealous, invisible, powerful, eternal, wise, 
knowledgeable, immaterial, and so on. These are different properties. Being invisible is not the 
same as being merciful. Air is invisible but it is not merciful. 

Moreover, Christian orthodoxy states that there are distinctions within God: namely, the three 
persons of the Trinity. The Father, Son, and Spirit. These are different persons. I don’t see any 
way to reconcile a robust Trinity with divine simplicity. 

2. Divine Atemporality 

The Bible is filled with verses where God speaks to people (Ex 14.1), threatens judgement (Jer 
1.16), expresses regret (Gen 6.6-7), goes and checks out certain situations (Gen 18.20-21), reacts 
to human events by changing God’s course of action (Jonah 3.10), says that things didn’t happen 
the way God thought they would (Jer 3.6-7), has back-and-forth conversations with humans (Gen 

293



18.23-33), and promises that God will do certain things in the future (Gen 18.14). God also 
becomes incarnate as a human being who walks around and talks with people. 

This surely doesn’t look like the static, timeless, unchanging state that classical theism teaches. 
This looks more like a personal creator who is involved with human affairs and has dynamic, 
two-way relationships with individuals and groups. 

The Bible also teaches that God is temporal in terms that are about as explicit as possible: “Holy, 
holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty,’ who was, and is, and is to come” (Rev 4.8). The Bible 
teaches that God is eternal because God has always existed and will always exist—not that God 
exists in some static, timeless realm. Sure, there are verses that imply that God does not 
experience or think about time the same way we do: “With the Lord a day 
is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day” (2 Pt 3.8). But it’s not surprising 
that a non-physical, perfect, omnipotent, omniscient, eternal being would experience time a little 
differently than we do. But it’s quite a leap from this to infer that the Bible teaches that God 
exists in a static, timeless state. 

Plus, the context of 2 Peter 3.8 concerns awaiting the day of judgement. The author seems to be 
arguing that God has no problem waiting a thousand years if that’s what it takes for everyone to 
be saved. The same sort of language seems to be used to describe Jacob: “So Jacob served  
seven years to get Rachel, but they seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for 
her” (Gen 29.20). I don’t know of anyone who uses this as an argument that Jacob exists in a 
static, timeless realm. 

Sure, one can say that all of those verses (and many more) are non-literal, but now you are just 
reinterpreting the Bible in order to support classical theism. Not only that, but as Ryan Mullins 
points out, you are reinterpreting the Bible against the grain—i.e., consistently going against the 
most plain reading of the text. I would think that as a Christian, the Bible would be your standard 
for truth, not a doctrine that developed out of Greek, Hindu, and Neoplatonist philosophies.  

3. Divine Immutability 

According to the Bible, God became a human. God was not always a human, but became one in 
the incarnation. Therefore, God changed. This is the textbook definition of change: God acquired 
a property which God previously did not bear. 

4. Divine Impassibility 

Again, the Bible describes God as feeling regret because of evil, being moved with compassion, 
relenting from judgement because of the words or deeds of humans, and granting people 
reprieves in response to their supplication (e.g., Hezekiah). The Bible doesn’t paint a picture of a 
static, timeless, unchanging God, but a personal creator who lives in dynamic relationships with 
its creatures. 
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 I owe this set of four definitions to Ryan Mullins.1
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The Bible and Apostasy 

Does the Bible teach that true believers can apostatize—i.e., fall away from the faith? (Eternal 
security is the doctrine that this cannot happen.) Let us take a look. I have italicized key phrases 
that either seem to explicitly teach the possibility of apostasy or at least would be very strange if 
the biblical authors thought that apostasy was impossible. 

1. Verses Supporting the Possibility of Apostasy 

• 1 Tim 4.1: “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by 
devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons”. One can only depart from 
the faith if one is part of the faith. 

• Heb 6.4-6: “For it is impossible, in the case of those who have once been enlightened, who 
have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness 
of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, and then have fallen away, to restore 
them again to repentance, since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to their own 
harm and holding him up to contempt.” 

• Heb 3.6, 12: “But Christ is faithful as the Son over God’s house. And we are his house, if 
indeed we hold firmly to our confidence and the hope in which we glory. … Take care, 
brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from 
the living God.” 

• James 5.19-20: “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone 
brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save 
his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins”. I think this makes abundantly clear the 
possibility of apostasy. James is not talking about a mere period of doubt or rebellion that 
someone goes through while remaining a true believer. James says that this wandering leads to 
“death” of the “soul”. And the wanderers were true believers: they wandered “from the truth” 
and they could be brought “back.” 

• John 15.1-4: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me 
that bears no fruit … Remain in me, as I also remain in you. … If you do not remain in me, you 
are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the 
fire and burned”. Again it is unmistakable: John is talking about true believers, people who 
were, in Jesus’s words, “in me” and whom God “cuts off.” 

• 1 Thess 3.5: “For this reason, when I could bear it no longer, I sent to learn about your faith, 
for fear that somehow the tempter had tempted you and our labor would be in vain”. Why 
would Paul be fearful if he believed in eternal security? 
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• Col 1.22-23: “But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to 
present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—if you continue in 
your faith, established and firm, and do not move from the hope held out in the gospel.” 

• Gal 5.1-4: “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to 
a yoke of slavery. Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no 
advantage to you. … You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you 
have fallen away from grace.” 

• Heb 2.1-3: “Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift 
away from it. … How shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation?” 

• Heb 10.26-29, 32: “For if we willfully persist in sin after having received the knowledge of the 
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins but a fearful prospect of judgment and a fury 
of fire that will consume the adversaries. Anyone who has violated the law of Moses dies 
without mercy ‘on the testimony of two or three witnesses.’ How much worse punishment do 
you think will be deserved by those who have spurned the Son of God, profaned the blood of 
the covenant by which they were sanctified, and outraged the Spirit of grace? … But recall 
those earlier days when, after you had been enlightened”. Here, the author uses we to indicate 
the people at risk of apostasy. The author says that such people have received the knowledge of 
the truth, that they have been sanctified by the blood of the covenant, and that they had been 
enlightened. The author is clearly talking about true believers who are at risk of apostasy. 

• 2 Peter 2.20-21: “If they have escaped the corruption of the world by knowing our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ and are again entangled in it and are overcome, they are worse off at the 
end than they were at the beginning. It would have been better for them not to have known the 
way of righteousness, than to have known it and then to turn their backs on the sacred 
command that was passed on to them”. Once again, this verse can only be about true believers 
(real or hypothetical) who have fallen away. This verse (and all the others above) make no 
sense if the authors thought that apostasy wasn’t possible. 

• 2 John 2.8-9: “Watch out that you do not lose what we have worked for, but that you may be 
rewarded fully. Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does 
not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son”. The words 
we and continue indicate that the people being addressed are true believers. One cannot 
continue in something that one was never a part of. 

2. Verses Against the Possibility of Apostasy 

• John 10.27-28: “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them 
eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one will snatch them out of my hand”. I concede 
that this seems to teach eternal security. However, as William Lane Craig has pointed out, what 
if the sheep decide to jump out of Jesus’s hand? What if they decide not to be sheep anymore? I 
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am not sure, but perhaps the “eternal life” and the promise to “never perish” that Jesus gives 
the sheep is conditional upon their continuing in faith. 

• Eph 1.13: “In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 
salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit”. 
This passage also seems to teach eternal security. Again though, I wonder if the “seal of the 
promised Holy Spirit” is conditional upon continuing in faith—might the seal be broken if the 
believer apostatizes? It seems that the author of Hebrews would have interpreted it that way. 

• 2 Tim 1.12: “I am not ashamed, for I know the one in whom I have put my trust, and I am sure 
that he is able to guard the deposit I have entrusted to him”. This verse seems weaker, since it 
clearly leaves open the possibility that even if God guards the deposit, the author of 2 Timothy 
might not hold up his end of the bargain. 

• 1 John 2.19: “They went out from us, but they did not belong to us, for if they had belonged to 
us they would have remained with us”. This verse seems to imply that true believers persevere 
until death, since it says “if they had belonged to us they would have remained with us”. 
Perhaps this doesn’t apply to all Christians at all times? 

• Luke 10.20: “Rejoice that your names are written in heaven”. Based on my religious 
background, it seems that such writings are permanent, but perhaps they are not? Assuming 
that this is a literal account of particular persons as opposed to something figurative, perhaps 
someone’s name might be erased if they leave the faith. 

• Acts 11.18: “Even to Gentiles God has granted repentance that leads to life”. This verse seems 
to leave open the possibility that if a true believer becomes unrepentant, they will lose that life. 

• Eph 2.8-9: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from 
yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast”. This passage, to me, 
clearly leaves open the possibility that our salvation is conditional upon our faith. If we don’t 
have faith, or if we stop having faith, then we are not saved. The same goes for Acts 15.11. 

• 1 Peter 1.23: “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, 
through the living and enduring word of God”. Taken literally, this seems to clearly teach 
eternal security. But the idea of a “seed” seems figurative, and if that’s the case, I again wonder 
if being “born again” is conditional upon faith. 

• Romans 8.30: “And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he 
also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified”. As Leighton Flowers points out, 
it seems that Paul is talking about a group of chosen people from the past. After all, the verse is 
in the past tense, and Paul was perfectly capable of using future tense (as he does so in other 
verses such as Romans 8.17).  1
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3. Conclusion 

By my count, there are 11 verses that clearly teach or imply that apostasy is possible. By 
contrast, I see only 5 verses that teach that apostasy is impossible. Unless there is a contradiction, 
we should conclude that overall, the Bible teaches that apostasy is possible. I personally think 
that there is a contradiction—it seems that Hebrews simply disagrees with those five verses. 

 Leighton Flowers, “Romans 8:28-30: Foreknowledge and Predestination”, Soteriology 101,  https://1

soteriology101.com/2018/02/14/romans-828-30-foreknowledge-and-predestination/.

299

https://soteriology101.com/2018/02/14/romans-828-30-foreknowledge-and-predestination/
https://soteriology101.com/2018/02/14/romans-828-30-foreknowledge-and-predestination/


The Bible and Universalism 

In this essay, I wish to discover whether or not the Bible teaches universalism. If you, the reader,  
strongly oppose universalism, I would ask you simply to be open-minded. What if the way you 
have been reading the Bible is simply incorrect? Wouldn’t you want to know the truth about what 
the Bible teaches, instead of merely following what you’ve been taught all your life? If so, I ask 
that you try to remove your biases and instead look honestly at the verses below, and ask 
yourself: what does the Bible really teach about universalism? 

1. Verses in Support of Universalism 

• 1 Cor 15.22: “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive”. As Keith 
DeRose points out, the phrase “in Christ” is not a delimiter for the term “all”, but rather a 
description of how all are made alive: they are made alive in Christ.  1

• Col 1.19-20: “For in [Christ] all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to 
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven.” 

• Rom 5.18: “Then as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of 
righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the 
one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many 
will be made righteous”. There is a clear parallel between the “all” of Adam and the “all” of 
Christ. The phrase “the many” doesn’t count against this; it is merely a comparison between 
“the one” and “the many”, illustrating how the act of one person can affect many people. 

• Rom 11.32: “For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all”. 
There is no reason to limit “all” to either a specific group of people, or “all without distinction”
—what is that supposed to mean, anyway? There is no suggestion here that Paul is merely 
talking about a few people from each nation.  Adding that in would be an extrabiblical 2

assumption. Plus, it is simply implausible. If God were merciful on only three people from 
each country, would we say that God was merciful on all? No, not in any reasonable sense. 

• Phil 2.9-11: “For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name 
which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 

• Rom 14.11: “For it is written, “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every 
tongue shall confess to God”. One might object that this verse merely says that God desires for 
every knee to bow, similar to how the ten commandments use the future tense to express God’s 
prescriptive will.  This seems right, although it is surely more than a passive desire: it is 3

something that God is actively planning to accomplish. In the Isaiah passage that Paul was 
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quoting, God swears an oath that every knee shall bow and every tongue confess: 

Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no 
other. By myself I have sworn; from my mouth has gone out in righteousness a 
word that shall not be revoked: ‘To me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall 
swear allegiance.’ “Only in the Lord, it shall be said of me, are righteousness and 
strength; to him shall come and be ashamed all who were incensed against him.” 
(Isaiah 45.22-24) 

This passage makes clear that God desires for everyone to be saved and is acting to bring that 
about. It seems reasonable to think that God expects to succeed. Even those who are angry at 
God will eventually “come and be ashamed”. This passage also dispenses with the objection 
that some of the confessors are not being genuine but are merely going through the motions 
with hardened hearts. Isaiah explicitly says that every tongue will swear allegiance to God.  

• 1 Tim 4.9-10: “We have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all people, and 
especially of those who believe”. As Brett says, “Notice that God is the Savior of all people.   
The title of Savior can only apply if He indeed saves”.  Notice also that the verse doesn’t say, 4

“God is the potential Savior of all people.” 

• John 12.32: “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” 

• Isaiah 66:23: “From new moon to new moon, and from Sabbath to Sabbath, all flesh shall 
come to worship before me, declares the LORD.” 

• 1 Chr 16.34: “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures 
forever!” It is difficult to see how this verse can be true in any sense if God decides to give up 
on people. 

• Rom 3.23-24: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by 
his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” 

• Rom 8.19-21: “For the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God to be 
revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of 
the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to 
decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God.” 

• 1 Cor 15.25-28: “For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last 
enemy to be destroyed is death. For he ‘has put everything under his feet.’ … When he has 
done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so 
that God may be all in all”. It is difficult to see how death could be destroyed, how all of God’s 
enemies could be under God’s feet, and how God could be “all in all” if there are still people 
who are eternally rebelling and suffering in hell. 
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• Rev 21.3-5: “‘Behold, the dwelling place of God is with mortals. He will dwell with them, and 
they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor 
crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.’ … And he who was seated 
on the throne said, ‘Behold, I am making all things new’”. Notice that Revelation doesn’t say 
that the dwelling place of God is with “some people”—it is with mortals, period. Also notice 
that God doesn’t say, “Behold, I am making some things new”. God says, “Behold, I am 
making all things new.” 

2. Verses Allegedly against Universalism 

• Matt 25.46: “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life”. 
The word translated “eternal” [αἰώνιον] also means “of the age” or “pertaining to the age”. In 
addition, the word translated “punishment” [κόλασιν] is often used in classical Greek as well 
as the New Testament to refer to corrective punishment; an original definition was “checking 
the growth of trees”.  So this verse, despite its appearance in English and the contrary beliefs 5

of church tradition, does not teach eternal conscious torment. 

• Heb 9.27: “And just as it is appointed for mortals to die once and after that the judgment”. This 
passage doesn’t say that the judgment is immediate. Indeed, most people who believe in this 
passage believe that there is a period of time between death and the final judgment. What the 
passage clearly teaches is that mortals will not be reincarnated and then die a second time 
before the judgment. In addition, as Brett says: 

The point of the passage is to explain that Jesus only had to die once, not multiple 
times, because his sacrifice was enough to pay for all sin! In the same way that 
we only have to die once, Christ too only had to die once to pay for the sins of the 
world. The final sentence further explains his second coming in which he won’t 
have to deal with sin any longer. Why? Because he already has atoned for it! 
When he returns, he will be coming to save us.  6

• Jn 8.21: “I go My way and you shall seek Me, and shall die in your sins; where I go, you 
cannot come”. To quote from Louis Abbott: “Jesus was telling those to whom he spoke that He 
would be returning to His Father, but they could not go with Him there”.  More to the point, 7

Jesus is telling the Pharisees (see 8.13) that they will die in their sins, presumably because they 
have not accepted him. This doesn’t mean they will suffer eternal conscious torment.  

• Jn 3.36: “He that believes on the son has everlasting life; and he that believes not on the Son 
shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him”. Again, this doesn’t seem to be speaking 
of a future eternal state (the word αἰώνιον is used again for “everlasting”). Christians generally  
already accept that the wrath of God abides upon the wicked, but when one repents, then they 
are no longer under God’s wrath. 
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• As Brett points out, every verse in the Bible that uses the Greek word for hell (Mt 5.22, 5.29, 
5.30, 18.9, Mk 9.42-44, 45, 47, Lk 12.5, Mt 10.28, 23.15, 23.33, Jas 3.6, 2 Pet 2.4) is actually 
referring to the “Valley of Hinnom” or “Gehenna”, which was “a deep, narrow glen to the 
south of Jerusalem, where the idolatrous Jews offered their children in sacrifice to Molech”.  8

The Bible never associates Gehenna with an everlasting place of torment.  9

• Matt 7.13-14: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that 
leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate is small and the way 
is narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it”. The word translated “destruction” 
[ἀπώλειαν], which can also mean ruin, loss, or being completely severed, does not mean either 
annihilation or eternal conscious torment. Based on the immediate context of treating others 
the way you want to be treated (Matt 7.12), it seems that Jesus is talking about how few people 
are currently finding life (it is in the present tense, after all) because of their self-centeredness. 

• Rev 20.14, 21.8: “Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second 
death, the lake of fire … But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the polluted, the murderers, the 
sexually immoral, the sorcerers, the idolaters, and all liars, their place will be in the lake that 
burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death”. Again, there is no indication that this 
“second death” is a place of eternal conscious torment or annihilation. Apart from our religious 
biases, it is just as easily a fire of purification. 
 
In addition, Revelation states that people who are outside the gates can wash their robes and 
enter the city: “Blessed are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree 
of life and may go through the gates into the city” (22.14). So who exactly is outside the gates? 
The next verse answers this: it is the people already described in 21.8: “Outside are the dogs, 
those who practice magic arts, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and everyone 
who loves and practices falsehood” (22.15). 

• Mark 3.28-30: “Truly I tell you, people can be forgiven all their sins and every slander they 
utter, but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; they are guilty of 
an eternal sin”. Again, the word “eternal” is an inaccurate translation; the Greek reads “εἰς τὸν 
αἰῶνα”, which means “to the age.” Similarly, the word “never” is an inaccurate translation; the 
Greek reads “οὐκ”, which simply means “not”. 

• Heb 6.4-6: “It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the 
heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of 
God and the powers of the coming age and who have fallen away, to be brought back to 
repentance”. I concede that this seems to teach that people can apostatize and then never be 
brought back. But this verse is still consistent with universalism, since it never says that any 
person will fall away. And also, following the evangelical rule of interpreting Scripture with 
Scripture, James 5.19-20 clearly teaches that it is possible to bring back someone who 
“wanders from the truth”, and Mark 10.24-27 teaches that although it is impossible with man 
to save the hard-hearted, “all things are possible with God”. So unless we want to say that 
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Hebrews 6 contradicts James 5 and Mark 10, it seems clear that we should interpret Hebrews 6 
in light of those two passages. 

• Matt 25.1-13 tells the parable of the ten virgins, five of whom foolishly neglect taking oil with 
them to meet the bridegroom, and as a result are shut out and told, “Truly I tell you, I do not 
know you”. Now, this certainly implies that the virgins do not get to participate in the wedding 
banquet, and this is severely unfortunate. But it doesn’t imply that they are consigned to 
endless torment, or that an unbeliever who gets hit by a car is consigned to endless torment.  10

• Rom 9:16-24: 

So it depends not on human will or exertion but on God who shows mercy. For the 
scripture says to Pharaoh, ‘I have raised you up for this very purpose, that I may show my 
power in you and that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth.’ So then he has mercy 
on whomever he chooses, and he hardens the heart of whomever he chooses. You will say 
to me then, ‘Why then does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?’ But who 
indeed are you, a human, to argue with God? Will what is molded say to the one who 
molds it, ‘Why have you made me like this?’ Has the potter no right over the clay, to 
make out of the same lump one object for special use and another for ordinary use? What 
if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with much 
patience the objects of wrath that are made for destruction, and what if he has done so in 
order to make known the riches of his glory for the objects of mercy, which he has 
prepared beforehand for glory—including us whom he has called, not from the Jews only 
but also from the gentiles? 

There is nothing in this passage that implies that some persons will be annihilated or go through 
eternal conscious torment. As the passage makes clear, Paul is presenting a merely hypothetical 
situation (“What if God …”) in order to illustrate that God can set up God’s plan for salvation 
however God pleases. It does not say that God has predestined some persons to eternal conscious 
torment. Plus, ἀπώλειαν is used again here for “destruction”.  11

So the question is: how did God set up God’s plan for salvation? This question is answered 
clearly at the end of Paul’s argument: 

What the people of Israel sought so earnestly they did not obtain. The elect among them 
did, but the others were hardened. … Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not 
at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make 
Israel envious. But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means 
riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their full inclusion bring! (Rom 
11.7, 11-12) 

So Paul clearly says that Israel, who was hardened, will be fully included in the salvation. What 
else could Paul be saying here?  If this wasn’t clear enough, Paul says it again: 12

Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come 
in, and in this way all Israel will be saved. … Just as you who were at one time 
disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience, so they too 
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have now become disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy as a result of 
God’s mercy to you. For God has bound everyone over to disobedience so that he may 
have mercy on them all.  
(Rom 11.25, 26, 28-32) 

If Romans 9 through 11 do not teach that God will have mercy on everyone and invite everyone 
to be saved, it is hard to see what it is teaching at all.  13

3. Conclusion 

We have seen ten verses that explicitly teach universalism, and many other verses teaching that 
God will give everyone a chance to be saved. In addition, we saw only one verse that seemed to 
deny universalism, and we saw that it could be interpreted in light of other verses to be consistent 
with universalism. Finally, in “Defending Universalism”, we saw overwhelming reasons to 
accept universalism, and no good objections to it. So regardless of whether one holds to biblical 
authority, universalism is clearly the best theory of salvation for the theist. 

 Keith DeRose, “Universalism and the Bible”, https://campuspress.yale.edu/keithderose/1129-2/.1

 Thanks to Keith DeRose for this insight.2

 I owe this objection to Chris Date. One can also find this view in the Keil and Delitzsch Biblical Commentary on 3

the Old Testament, accessible at https://biblehub.com/commentaries/isaiah/45-23.htm.

 Brett, “Salvation for all people (Is it Biblical?)”, https://salvationforall.org/2_Is_Salvation_For_All_Biblical/4
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 Brett, “Kolasin’s Meaning”, Salvation for All, https://salvationforall.org/10_Strongholds/7-kolasin-meaning.html.5

 Brett, “Addressing Objections: We Die Once and Then the Judgment Argument”, Salvation for All, https://6

salvationforall.org/8_Addressing_Objections/3_after_death.html.
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Tools, https://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionaries/eastons-bible-dictionary/gehenna.html.
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teaches that “the others”—i.e., those who were not elect—did not “stumble so as to fall beyond recovery”. 
Moreover, Romans 11.17-21 explicitly teaches that branches “were broken off because of unbelief”, again directly 
contradicting unconditional election. This passage clearly teaches that God’s plan of salvation is to save people 
conditional on their belief.

 Suppose for the sake of argument that all the verses I’ve cited in favor of universalism are merely talking about 13

God’s intentions or will—they establish merely that God desires for everyone to be saved. No problem. Combine 
that with my arguments in “Defending Universalism”, and you easily get universalism. 
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SCIENCE 



Evolution 

Young-earth creationism (YEC) teaches that (1) less than 15,000 years ago, God created the 
universe, the sun, and the earth and its contents, in six consecutive twenty-four–hour days; (2) 
God created all animals in specific kinds that constitute evolutionary boundaries; no animal of a 
specific kind can evolve into a different kind;  and (3) God created the first human out of the 1

dust, and this man and his wife are the progenitors of every other human. Before they first 
sinned, there was no pain or death in humans or animals. In this and the next essay, I assess YEC 
on various data. 

1. Genetic Data 

1. Genetic Code. Thousands of new species, DNA sequences, and protein sequences are 
discovered every year. The theory that all species descended from a single organism strongly 
predicts “that all newly discovered species that belong to the known phyla will use the ‘standard 
genetic code’ or a close derivative thereof ”.  This is exactly what we have observed. On the 2

other hand, the theory that God created all the different kinds individually does not predict this 
data. God could have created all sorts of different kinds of life on earth. After all, “there are 1.4 × 
1070 informationally equivalent genetic codes, all of which use the same codons and amino acids 
as the standard genetic code”. Plus, using a variety of genetic codes would likely have been more 
beneficial, since that would have reduced viral infections between organisms.  3

2. Nested Hierarchy. The standard way of grouping species is via a “nested hierarchy”, which 
can be represented with a tree diagram  that shows groups of species descending from ancestors, 4

which in turn are members of earlier groups of species, each with an ancestor, and so on. These 
groupings are not random but based on characteristics observed in the organisms. This is 
analogous to the way linguists group languages—e.g., English descended from European 
languages and so is more closely related to German than it is to Hindi, which descended from 
Indic languages.  Plus, out of the 1.5 million known species, none of them fails to fit into this 56

scheme. Again, the theory of common descent predicts exactly what we see, whereas the theory 
of special creation does not. 
 
3. Molecular Hierarchies. The standard evolutionary tree, which is derived by considering 
biological structures, can also be independently derived by cytochrome c molecular studies. This 
is an incomprehensible coincidence, since “there are over 1038 different possible” trees that could 
be diagrammed using the biological species that we are aware of—and yet both morphological 
and molecular studies deliver the same evolutionary tree. Again, this is highly expected, if not 
entailed, on common descent, but it is not expected on special creation. 
 
4. Vestiges. A vestige is a structure that is “reduced and rudimentary … compared to the same 
complex structure in other organisms. Vestigial characters, if functional, perform relatively 
simple, minor, or inessential functions using structures that were clearly designed for other 
complex purposes”.  7
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• Ostriches have “rudimentary wings which are useless as wings”, since ostriches cannot fly. 
• “Most pythons … carry vestigial pelvises hidden beneath their skin …. The vestigial pelvis in 

pythons is not attached to vertebrae (as is the normal case in most vertebrates) … [but] simply 
floats in the abdominal cavity.” 

• “Some lizards carry rudimentary, vestigial legs [trapped] underneath their skin.” 
• “Many cave dwelling animals”, including several species of fish and salamander, “are blind yet 

have rudimentary, vestigial eyes”. “The eyes of the Mexican tetra [fish] have a lens, a 
degenerate retina, a degenerate optic nerve, and a sclera, even though the tetra cannot see”. 
“The blind salamanders have eyes with retinas and lenses, yet the eyelids grow over the eye, 
sealing them from outside light.” 

• Many flightless beetles (including some weevils) have “perfectly formed wings housed 
underneath fused wing covers.” 

• “Over 90% of all adult humans develop” wisdom teeth, which usually never “erupt from the 
gums, and in one third of all individuals they are malformed …. These useless teeth can cause 
significant pain, increased risk for injury, and may result in illness and even death.” 

• The human appendix, though perhaps not completely useless, is “a rudimentary version of the 
much larger caecum that is essential for digestion of plants in other mammals.” 

• As embryos, humans grow tails that are “degraded and eaten by our immune system” and are 
“unnecessary for sitting, walking, and elimination”. What is left over is the coccyx, “the four 
fused caudal vertebrae at the base of the spine, exactly where most mammals and many other 
primates have external tails protruding from the back. Humans and other apes are some of the 
only vertebrates that lack an external tail as an adult”. The coccyx doesn’t help us with 
“balance and grasping, their usual functions in other mammals”, but instead can cause 
“extreme and unnecessary chronic pain” and can be entirely removed, an operation which 
almost always relieves the pain. 

• Examples of poor design in humans: (1) Human testicles are outside the body and so are 
unprotected and very painful when struck, but some other animals, such as frogs, have their 
testicles safely inside the body. (2) Human childbirth is extremely painful because the infant 
grows large in the womb, but in kangaroos, the baby grows in the mother’s pouch.  8

All these examples can be explained in terms of the beneficial functions and structures of the 
organisms’ predicted ancestors, or at least in terms of common descent. For further lines of 
evidence for common descent, see Douglas Theobald’s article cited in the footnotes. 

2. The Fossil Record 

1. Biological Intermediates. We have complete sets of several transitional fossils. We have at 
least twenty fossils representing intermediate stages between dinosaurs and birds (including 
Eoraptor, Herrerasaurus, and Ceratosaurus). We have several fossils representing intermediate 
stages between reptiles and mammals (including pelycosauria, therapsida, and cynodonta). We 
also have fossils of archaic humans such as Denisovans, as well as twelve fossils representing 
intermediates between chimpanzees and modern humans (including Australopithecus, homo 
habilis, Neanderthals, homo heidelbergensis). We also have fossils representing intermediates 
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between land animals and sea animals (such as Pezosiren portelli). Moreover, the stratigraphical 
dating on these fossils is consistent with the chronology posited by phylogenetic studies: fossils 
predicted to be earlier in the phylogenetic tree are confirmed as earlier by stratigraphical dating.  9

Again, all this data is better explained on common descent than on special creation. Regarding 
hominids, “the difficulty in reconstructing exact genealogical relationships among all of these 
fossils species is that there are too many links, not that there are missing links. Like most family 
trees, the family tree of the hominids is best described as a wildly branching bush”.  10

2. Geographical Intermediates. Based on the phylogenetic information, the theory of common 
descent makes predictions about which time period and regions certain fossils will be found in. 
These predictions have been consistently confirmed and never disconfirmed. Common descent 
predicts that the “common ancestors of South American marsupials and Australian marsupials” 
are fossilized in a time period before South America and Australia separated from each other, and 
this is what we observe. Plus, we have a complete horse fossil record stretching across North 
America; this record makes good sense geographically and biologically. Finally, common 
descent (since Darwin) has long predicted that “early hominid fossils” will be found in Africa 
and not “in Australia, North America, South America, Antarctica, Siberia, or on any oceanic 
islands removed from Africa”. Again, all this has been confirmed; “numerous transitional fossils 
between humans and the great apes have been found in southern and eastern Africa”.  11

3. Possible Responses 

1. Genetic Boundaries. The creationist might say that it is genetically or chemically impossible 
for one kind to evolve into another—that there are genetic boundaries between kinds or species. 
But this is just a claim. What is the evidence for that? What is the evidence that none of the 
branches on the phylogenetic tree could have obtained? 

2. Irreducible Complexity. Similarly, the intelligent design theorist Michael Behe at one point 
argued that “irreducibly complex” organisms—i.e., organisms whose functions are lost when one 
of their parts is removed—could not evolve by direct, gradual evolutionary mechanisms. But this 
has routinely been disconfirmed, including within the past century.  12

3. Effects of Sin. The same goes for the creationist who says that harmful or useless genetic 
features, such as vestigial organs, are the results of Adam’s original sin. Once again, this adds 
additional complexity to their theory, which, arguably, is already worse off than common 
descent, since YEC explicitly requires the existence of a transcendent, supernatural intelligent 
being, whereas the theory of common descent leaves open the question of theism. This belief 
also carries with it the counterintuitive idea theological idea that God saw fit to curse all of 
creation—humans, animals, plants, even the weather—just because two humans disobeyed God. 

 Thanks to Mary Lyons for clearing this up for me.1

 Douglas Theobald, “The Unique Universal Phylogenetic Tree”, in “29+ Evidences for Macroevolution”, 2

talkorigins.com, https://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/comdesc/section1.html.
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 See https://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/comdesc/phylo.html#fig1 for such a diagram.4

 Theobald, “Prediction 1.2: A nested hierarchy of species”, in “29+ Evidences for Macroevolution”, 5
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the URL to work.]

 See https://www.sssscomic.com/comicpages/196.jpg for a diagram.6

  This entire section, except where noted otherwise, is adapted from Theobald, “Part 2: Past History”, in “29+ 7
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quotes and information in this section of my essay are from Theobald’s article. 
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The Age of the Universe 

The previous essay assessed Young-Earth Creationism (YEC) on genetic and fossil data. This 
essay continues with other scientific data and closes with biblical data. 

1. Other Scientific Data 

1. The Andromeda Galaxy. The Andromeda Galaxy, first observed in the 300s, “is a barred spiral 
galaxy and is the nearest major galaxy to the Milky Way”.  Its distance from earth is measured at 1

765 kiloparsecs, which translates to 2.5 million light-years away. This distance has been 
calculated using multiple methods. A Cepheid-based method uses the difference between the 
apparent and absolute magnitude of a faraway object to calculate its distance.  An eclipsing 2

binary method observes two stars that orbit each other and so “pass in front of and behind each 
other”, forming periodic eclipses. From the duration of the eclipses, along with the size, 
temperature, and apparent brightness of the stars, their distance from earth is calculated. Both of 
these methods independently produce a distance of about 2.5 million light-years away.  3

Of course, in order for us to see the Andromeda Galaxy, light must travel from the Andromeda 
Galaxy to us. But since the galaxy is 2.5 million light-years away, then it has taken 2.5 million 
years for light to travel from the galaxy to us. This contradicts the YEC idea that the universe is 
less than fifteen thousand years old. And more recently, the Hubble eXtreme Deep Field shows 
images of galaxies that are calculated at 13.2 billion light-years away. 

2. Expansion of the Universe. In 1924, Edwin Hubble “used spectroscopic red-shift data to 
measure the speeds [that certain] objects were travelling[,] then graphed their distance from 
Earth against their speed. He discovered that … the farther away objects are from Earth, the 
faster they are moving away from us”.  4

A simple explanation for this is that universe is expanding. To illustrate this, suppose that cities A 
and B are 100 miles apart from each other, cities C and D are 500 miles apart, and cities E and F 
are 1000 miles apart. If Earth suddenly expanded like a balloon so that its diameter was doubled, 
then A and B would become 100 miles farther apart, C and D would become 500 miles farther 
apart, and E and F would become 1000 miles farther apart. When the surface expands, objects 
that are farther apart recede more quickly from each other. And so the theory that space is 
expanding accounts well for the data that more distant galaxies are receding more quickly. 

Now if the universe is expanding as time progresses, then the most straightforward extrapolation 
is that as we go back in time, the universe contracts. Based on numerous independent 
calculations from the expansion rate, the density of the universe, and (sometimes) the amount of 
dark matter, the age of the universe has been calculated as being between 10 and 20 billion years 
old, with the most precise calculations at around 13.8 billion years.  5
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3. Background Radiation. In 1965, two astronomers accidentally discovered a consistent signal 
that “apparently came from everywhere with the same intensity, day or night, summer or winter”. 
This signal was discovered to be the result of “cosmic microwave background radiation”, a 
radiation whose wavelength is too long to be visible but is nonetheless captured by instruments. 
The big bang theory predicts this radiation better than any other scientific theory. The big bang 
theory posits that about 300,000 years after the big bang, the universe had cooled down enough 
for light to travel freely. The wavelength of this light increased over time as space expanded, 
which is why it is no longer visible today. Note how this fits with the data about expansion.  6

4. The Age of the Earth. “Isotopes are variations of an element differentiated by the number of 
neutrons in their nuclei. The isotopes of unstable radioactive elements—known as parent 
isotopes—eventually decay into other, more stable elements—known as daughter isotopes—in a 
predictable manner, and in a precise amount of time called a half-life. The half-life of an element 
is the amount of time required for exactly half of a quantity of that element to decay. The age of a 
sample can be determined based on the ratio of parent to daughter isotopes within the sample”.  7

This method, called radiometric dating, has established that certain terrestrial rocks and minerals 
are at least 3.5 billion years old, which means that the earth is at least that old. In addition, by 
examining ice layers in glaciers, scientists have “found ice that is 123,000 years old in Greenland 
and 740,000 years old in Antarctica”.  8

Of course, the YEC proponent can build all the data from this and the previous essay into their 
theory. The YEC proponent can say that God created the universe with the appearance of age. 
God made the earth look old. God created the various animal kinds in a way that made them look 
like the product of common descent. God (or Satan) put fossils in the ground. God created the 
universe with streams of photons reaching all the way from Andromeda to Earth so that we could 
“see” Andromeda. But to me, these beliefs seem ridiculous. They make God out to be pointlessly 
deceptive. They also add additional complexity and inner tension to YEC. 

2. Biblical Data 

YEC requires that the first several chapters of Genesis be interpreted literally—i.e., as teaching 
that God created the entire universe and its contents in six consecutive twenty-four–hour days. 
But there are strong reasons to interpret the first several chapters of Genesis non-literally, even if 
we accept certain literal truths such as the existence of a historical Adam: 

• The Hebrew word translated “day” (יום) does not necessarily mean a twenty-four–hour day. 
Even in Genesis, it does not always mean this. Genesis 2.4 states, “This is the history of the 
heavens and the earth when they were created, in the day (י֗וֹם) that the LORD God made the 
earth and the heavens”. If taken literally, this contradicts Genesis 1.6-14, which states that it 
took two to four days for God to create the earth and the heavens, not just one day. 

• Genesis 1.3 says that God said, “Let there be light”. But this cannot literally be true, since God 
did not have vocal cords at this time. Neither did God—or anything else at the time—have 
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ears. There were no sounds for anyone to hear. So although this seems like a rather pedantic 
point, it still isn’t literally true that God said those words. 

• Genesis 1.3 says that God created light and separated it from the darkness. But how could there 
be light if God hadn’t created the sun yet? Did God just create a bunch of stray photons? Plus, 
God presumably hadn’t created any objects for the photons to bounce off of, nor any eyeballs 
to see the photons. In addition, what does it mean to “separate” the light from the darkness? 
Light is already separated from darkness by definition; they aren’t the same thing. So this verse 
seems to be more poetic than literal in nature. 

• Genesis 1.5, 1.8, and 1.13 say that morning and evening occurred in succession. But how could 
this happen before the sun was created? Presumably for ancient people, morning and evening 
were defined in reference to the sun. What is a “morning” supposed to be without a sun? 
Again, this seems to be poetic rather than literal. 

• Genesis 1.11 says that on the third day, the land produced seed-bearing plants and fruit trees. 
But it takes more than a day for such plants to grow. Are we to think that the author of Genesis 
imagined plants and trees shooting up in fast motion over the course of a single day?  9

• Genesis 1.9-10 entails that the “primordial waters of creation … drained away in 24 hours”. 
But the author surely knew this was impossible, especially since he writes that it took over 150 
days for the Flood waters to drain enough for even “the tops of the mountains” to be visible.  10

• Genesis 1 and 2 seem to recount events in contradictory orders. Genesis 1 states that God 
created plants and animals before humans, but Genesis 2.5-2.7 seems to clearly state that “no 
shrub had yet appeared on the earth and no plant had yet sprung up” when God created Adam. 
Similarly, Genesis 2.18-19 states that God created animals after creating Adam, for the purpose 
of finding Adam a partner. The tense of Genesis 2.19 is “waw-consecutive (waw + imperfect 
verb), which is the standard narrative form for communicating narratival succession”.  11

• Genesis 2.7 states that God formed “a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life”. Again, this seems poetic rather than literal. What is the “breath of 
life”? If God had arranged dust particles to form a biologically complete human being, then 
nothing more needed to be done. What, literally, would it mean for God to breathe the “breath 
of life” into the man? 

• Genesis fits into mythical categories in that it constructs a narrative that grounds and 
authorizes the practices of the author’s religion. For example, the author’s religion, Judaism, 
held to the practice of resting on the seventh day. The creation story, in which God works for 
six days and rests on the seventh, authorizes this Jewish practice. 

• Genesis has similarities with Ancient Near Eastern myths such as the Enuma Elish, the 
Atrahasis Epic, and the Egyptian Creation Myth (although there are also stark differences).  12

• Genesis also has eight characteristics that unite it with myths in general:  13

1. Myths are narratives, whether oral or literary. 
2. Myths are traditional stories handed down from generation to generation. 
3. Myths are sacred for the society that embraces them. 
4. Myths are objects of belief for members of the society that embraces them. 
5. Myths are set in a primeval age or another realm. 
6. Myths are stories in which deities are important characters. 

313



7. Myths seek to anchor present realities such as the world, mankind, natural phenomena, 
cultural practices, and the prevailing cult in a primordial time. 

8. Myths exhibit fantastic elements and are not troubled by logical contradiction or 
incoherence. E.g.: talking animals, God walking around as a humanoid (Judaism was 
opposed to such ideas), trees growing in a single day, morning with no sun, global waters 
draining away in a single day, fruit trees with supernatural powers, and so on. It’s 
important to note that these are fantastical not just from a modern scientific perspective, 
but also for an ancient person. The author of Genesis would know full well that such 
things couldn’t ordinarily happen.  14

One might point out that Exodus refers to creation as happening in six days.  Exodus holds up 15

the creation story—six days of work followed by one day of rest—as the reason for keeping the 
Sabbath and resting on the seventh day. Surely the author of Exodus wouldn’t have told the 
Israelites to keep the Sabbath because of something that hadn’t actually happened. Therefore, 
surely the author of Exodus read Genesis 1-2 literally. And if the author of Exodus read Genesis 
1-2 literally, then so did the author of Genesis 1-2, since it seems very unlikely that the author of 
Genesis 1-2 intended a non-literal account but was subsequently misunderstood by the author of 
Exodus, who forgot the genre of Genesis 1-2. 

This is a fair point. However, it isn’t entirely persuasive. It seems reasonable that the author of 
Exodus recognized that Genesis 1-2 was non-literal and used it as an illustration. This happens in 
other cases. We use the parable of the Good Samaritan as an illustration of helping those in need, 
even if we don’t believe that that exact story ever happened. Many Christians use the parable of 
the Rich Man and Lazarus as an illustration of the Rich Man’s stubbornness and how there was 
no second chance for him, even though such Christians might not think that Abraham ever 
communicates with people in Hell by talking to them across a chasm. With examples like these 
in mind, it seems quite reasonable that the author of Exodus used Genesis 1-2 to remind people 
of God’s intentionality and orderliness, and to give credence to the Jewish tradition of taking one 
day out to rest and worship God. Presumably, both the creation story and the Sabbath tradition 
were already existing when the author of Exodus was writing, and it made good sense for him to 
connect the two traditions together. 

So in conclusion, we have seen that every relevant piece of scientific data supports common 
descent and an old universe over and against YEC. In addition, the biblical data does not support 
YEC. Finally, YEC is intrinsically worse off because it posits the existence of God.
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