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7

Preface

This brief leader’s guide is designed to be used along with 
The God Who Is There: Finding Your Place in God’s Story 
(also published by Baker) and the corresponding video 

series (available on DVD or, as individual talks, as free downloads 
at www.thegospelcoalition.org).

What I have tried to do in the main book and the video series is 
to run through the Bible in fourteen chapters to help those with no 
knowledge of the Bible, or relatively little knowledge, learn how the 
Bible “works,” how it hangs together—whether the readers of the 
book or the viewers of the video series are believers or not. Each 
chapter focuses on one or more passages from the Bible, unpacks 
it a little, and tries to make connections with the context, drawing 
the lines together to show how they converge in Jesus. By and large 
I have presupposed very little prior acquaintance with the Bible.

I should reiterate here what I said in the preface to the larger 
volume: I do not pretend to be a neutral bystander, coolly weighing 
what some will think of as the pros and cons of Christian faith. 
I am a Christian, and what I have found of God in Jesus Christ is 
so wonderful that I am eager for others to know it too—and to 
know him.
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8 Preface

This leader’s guide mirrors the same fourteen chapters that 
are found in the main book. This guide, however, asks discussion 
questions, suggests further reading, indicates how the material 
might tie into broader questions of Christian thought and life, 
and makes some practical suggestions about how to lead group 
discussion and answer questions that may arise. An introduction 
prepares the way for these fourteen chapters with some ideas about 
how leaders might use this guide to help people profit as much as 
possible from the series. From time to time I hope to bring out new 
editions of this guide that benefit from suggestions sent in by those 
who use it, so please do not hesitate to send such suggestions to 
me at the Gospel Coalition.

D. A. Carson 
Soli Deo gloria
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9

Introduction

I would like to begin by making some suggestions about how 
to use this leader’s guide.

Each of the following fourteen short chapters corresponds 
to the fourteen chapters in The God Who Is There: Finding Your 
Place in God’s Story. The chapters in this leader’s guide are divided 
into several sections:

Discussion Questions
Suggestions for Further Reading
Broader Theological and Pastoral Reflections
Practical Suggestions

How much space will be devoted to each section will vary consid-
erably from chapter to chapter.

I cannot too strongly emphasize that leading Bible studies, not 
least Bible studies that take participants through the entire Bible, 
is a skill that can be honed and matured with time and experience. 
If this is your first time leading such a study, do not be intimidated 
by the suggestions for further reading or by the additional theo-
logical reflections that this leader’s guide includes. The section 
“Discussion Questions” may be all you need or want as you help 
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10 Introduction

participants work their way through the material. On the other 
hand, if you are leading people through this material for the second 
or third time, you may find it useful to engage in some of the extra 
reading suggested in this guide. Even then, it will be important not 
to be intimidated, because most likely you will not have time to 
read everything that is suggested. That is likely to be undertaken 
by only the most experienced leaders of Bible studies.

The discussion questions are of several kinds. The first ones 
in any list solicit answers that show readers have understood the 
material in the chapter. Some questions drive participants to read 
certain biblical passages and find answers from the Bible itself. If 
a question asks for specific biblical content, then the leader should 
gently encourage participants to be satisfied with answers only if 
the biblical content is found. “Where did you find that in the text?” 
or “Does verse such-and-such have a bearing on this question?” are 
gentle ways of keeping in touch with what the Bible actually says. 
Later questions in each list require a little more synthesis or reflec-
tion on how the biblical passages and themes relate to contempo-
rary culture and even to the individual participants themselves.

Thoughtful, prayerful preparation by the leader is hugely im-
portant. Such preparation may well encourage you to substitute 
some of your own questions for those provided in this leader’s 
guide. No matter how well you have prepared your questions, 
however, once the dynamic in the group has reached the point 
where participants trust one another and feel free to bring their 
own questions, discussion can—and often does!—run in interesting 
and unpredictable directions. Some suggestions on how to handle 
such developments:

 1. Never let them fluster you. Enjoy the discussion, and love 
the participants.

 2. Prepare far enough ahead in the series that if you can see 
that a good question really belongs in a later session, you 
can suggest that the question be brought up there.
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11Introduction

 3. Where questions are veering off into little set speeches on 
what the participant thinks about life, God, truth, and the 
universe, with very little connection to the topic and texts at 
hand, thank the participant for sharing his or her perspective, 
but keep quietly reminding folk that this is a series that tries 
to understand what the Bible says, whether or not anyone 
believes it.

 4. When someone fixates on a relatively minor point that no one 
else in the group seems to be interested in, suggest that after 
the public session is over there might be time to talk about 
this minor point in private, perhaps over a cup of coffee.

 5. Never bluff. If you plainly do not know how to answer, admit 
it frankly and cheerfully, and promise to try to do some 
homework and find good answers by the next meeting.

The material in this study could be used in half a dozen different 
ways. Some might prefer to watch the video and then engage in 
discussion. Others might find it helpful to read the corresponding 
book chapter, either before or after the video (or, for that mat-
ter, without using the video). The series could be used in a small 
group—in a college dorm Bible study, for example, or in a Bible 
study group in a local church. In some contexts it might be useful 
to begin with a meal and general conversation, mingling believers 
and unbelievers, before embarking on each study.

The German pastor and theologian Helmut Thielicke used to say 
that there are two kinds of evangelism: Cartesian and kerygmatic. 
By “Cartesian” he was thinking of approaches to evangelism that 
begin with “I” and “me”—my needs, hopes, aspirations, guilt, 
fears—followed by a presentation of how God meets me in my 
needs. By “kerygmatic” he was thinking of approaches to evange-
lism that begin by announcing what God has done, often called 
the kerygma. Insofar as The God Who Is There is evangelistic, it 
largely belongs to the latter camp. By unpacking what the Bible 
actually says about who God is and what he has done, in some 
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12 Introduction

ways its chapters are announcing God; they constitute a quiet 
introduction to God. Nevertheless, the Bible’s storyline builds 
a sense of drama and plot precisely by showing how desperate 
human needs are and how only God can meet them. In other 
words, unpacking the Bible is bound to be both Cartesian and 
kerygmatic (if we stick with Thielicke’s categories). However, we 
must keep in mind an important distinction. Very often when we 
humans define our needs, challenges, and problems, they are not 
set out in categories that line up very well with what the Bible 
says. To put it differently, when the Bible sets out human needs, 
its analysis, however complex, is finally tied to the way we ought 
to be relating to our Creator God and then to one another—but 
frequently that is not how we see our needs. So part of a faithful 
and useful unpacking of the Bible’s storyline is to try to show how 
the Bible’s analysis makes sense.

The rest of this introduction is given over to a series of ques-
tions and answers. The questions cover a number of preliminary 
topics; the answers provide some preliminary bibliography. The 
books and essays suggested in the following paragraphs may help 
you negotiate early conversations with nonbelievers and untrained 
believers alike. Some of the books will be volumes you could use-
fully give to those who ask the questions; others are more advanced 
treatments that may benefit leaders but are too much to expect of 
those just starting out. Once again: you do not have to read any 
of the following material to profit from the material in The God 
Who Is There and from this leader’s guide, but obviously exposure 
to some of it may enrich your discussions.

I should add that I have usually not listed commentaries on 
the biblical texts that are treated in each chapter. Many commen-
taries are available in English, written at every conceivable level. 
A standard one-volume Bible commentary is New Bible Com-
mentary, edited by D. A. Carson, R. T. France, and J. W. Motyer. 
For brief notes on available Old Testament commentaries, see 
Tremper Longman III, Old Testament Commentary Survey; the 
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13Introduction

corresponding volume on New Testament commentaries is by 
D. A. Carson, New Testament Commentary Survey. Useful for 
understanding something about the different literary genres of 
the Bible and how to understand them is the book by Gordon D. 
Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth. 
Of the many specialist volumes, I cannot restrain myself from 
mentioning Anthony Esolen, Ironies of  Faith.

(1) What general introductions to Christ and to biblical Chris-
tianity do you recommend?

One of the best is still John Stott’s Basic Christianity. It first 
appeared in print in 1958. In 2008, InterVarsity Press brought out 
the fiftieth anniversary edition. Its strength is its simple clarity; 
its weakness is that it was written when far more people knew 
something about the Bible and Christianity, so the author could 
presume on quite a lot of knowledge. Moreover, fewer people were 
intrinsically suspicious about Christian claims. Today many more 
people are, frankly, biblically illiterate, so it is important to start 
farther back and provide more explanations; equally, it is important 
to dismantle some of the strongest objections many people have 
to Jesus so that they can better hear what he actually says.

A book written at about the same level, but which takes into 
account some of these changes, is Peter Jensen’s The Future of  
Jesus. Perhaps the best “all-arounder” is Timothy Keller’s The 
Reason for God: Belief  in an Age of  Skepticism. Its strength is 
that it simultaneously attempts to dismantle what Keller calls “de-
feater beliefs” while explaining what Christ and the gospel are all 
about. “Defeater beliefs” are beliefs that defeat other beliefs. For 
example, if someone holds that there cannot be only one way to 
God, then if a Christian comes along and insists that Jesus is the 
only way to God, the Christian’s belief is easily dismissed; it has 
been “defeated” by the prior belief that there cannot be only one 
way. Keller skillfully unpacks and respectfully dismantles common 
defeater beliefs while unpacking the gospel.
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14 Introduction

(2) Are there books that can help me better understand the culture 
we live in and enable me to be a better discussion leader of  the 
material in The God Who Is There?

Yes, there are many. Part of the challenge, of course, is that in 
most countries there are many subcultures. One can make some 
large-scale distinctions—urban, suburban, rural, for example—yet 
frankly these are not all that helpful. “Urban” includes city-dwellers 
who are blue-collar workers, others who are yuppies, cities with 
ethnic neighborhoods (think Chicago), cities where there is more 
of a melting pot, and so forth. Some residents are very secular, 
some have Buddhist parents, others are lapsed Catholics, some 
are observant or non-observant Jews—and on the list goes. The 
options are so many and so diverse that background reading can-
not usefully be prescribed for each of them in a short chapter like 
this one. With the exception of those relatively rare churches that 
enjoy teaching ministry so attractive that it draws people in from 
long distances and several subcultures, the best and most sensitive 
urban church planting, evangelism, and outreach is neighborhood 
outreach. Those who lead Bible studies like this one will do best 
if they know well the people who live in the neighborhoods they 
serve—or, if these studies are being used on a college campus, they 
will do best if they know well what makes the students around 
them tick.

Nevertheless, it is worth noting several studies that chart the 
beliefs and values of large numbers of young people, not least stu-
dents, for these are the folk who will grow up to form the dominant 
opinions of the future. Very useful is the book by Christian Smith 
and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and 
Spiritual Lives of  American Teenagers. They coin the acronym 
MTD: moralistic therapeutic deism. The dominant religion of the 
teenagers they study is moralistic (lots of rights and wrongs, and 
you get what you deserve), therapeutic (its purpose is to make you 
whole and happy), and grounded in a deist’s view of God (doubtless 
he made everything, but he cannot be bothered with the details of 
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15Introduction

our lives). To be aware of how strongly these beliefs are assumed 
is to be warned about how much will have to be modified by what 
the Bible actually says. Equally useful are two other books: Jean M. 
Twenge, Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More 
Confident, Assertive, Entitled—and More Miserable Than Ever 
Before; and Richard Kadison and Theresa Foy DiGeronimo, Col-
lege of  the Overwhelmed: The Campus Mental Health Crisis and 
What to Do About It. One need not agree with every argument 
these authors advance to benefit enormously from their work.

A good popular level analysis of various elements of cultural 
drift (though the title is a bit apocalyptic) is the book by Marcus 
Honeysett, Meltdown: Making Sense of  a Culture in Crisis. On 
the broader questions raised by the debate on the role of religion 
and faith in the public square, probably the book to read at the 
moment is Hunter Baker, The End of  Secularism, which some 
are touting as the successor to the older volume by Richard John 
Neuhaus, The Naked Public Square: Religion and Democracy in 
America. For those wrestling with the different kinds of pluralism 
that dominate not only Western countries but many others as well, 
and who find many people to be anti-authoritarian, de-centered, 
committed to the kind of “democracy” represented by the freedom 
of the Internet, and suspicious of moral absolutes and of any 
claim to exclusivism, my book The Gagging of  God: Christianity 
Confronts Pluralism has helped some. At a semi-popular level, see 
Paul Copan, “True for You but Not for Me”: Overcoming Objec-
tions to Christian Faith.

The jury is still out on the long-term effects of the Internet on a 
whole host of public perceptions. While we have quicker access to 
a vast array of information, the Internet provides no framework or 
grid for filtering information, ranking its importance or trustwor-
thiness, or evaluating the credibility of the sources it enables us to 
find. It builds networks of data-sharers and generates some virtual 
relationships, but the kinds of relationships developed with time 
across age groups and ethnicities within the context of a thriving 
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16 Introduction

and well-ordered local church are simply out of reach. Perhaps 
Nicholas Carr is a tad too skeptical when he asks, “Is Google Mak-
ing Us Stupid?” but it is easy to understand his concerns.1 While 
the digital world loves images, the Bible’s message is heavily word-
centered; while many people hide behind computer screens, the gos-
pel emphasizes relationships between God and people and among 
people; while many are certain that it is wrong to be certain about 
very much, Jesus promises certain salvation and pledges a certain 
hope; while leaders resort to endless self-promotion and marketing 
strategies, Christians follow a condemned criminal whose most 
significant hours were spent in agony on a Roman cross.

Learning how Christian doctrines, even difficult doctrines, 
rightly intersect with the lostness of our generation is part of 
how we more winsomely articulate the gospel. For example, in 
predestination God initiates reconciliation and relationships in a 
generation that does not know how—yet he does so in a fashion 
that does not feed our wretched narcissism. Quite a few of the 
theological reflections in the pages that follow attempt to explain 
in a few sentences how an array of Christian truths rightly impinge 
on our needy world.

(3) How do I respond to the rising chorus of  atheist writings that 
seem to be garnering a good deal of  media attention?

Doubtless the most influential books by the so-called New Athe-
ists are the volumes by Daniel Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: 
Evolution and the Meanings of  Life; Richard Dawkins, especially 
his The God Delusion; Christopher Hitchens, God Is Not Great: 
How Religion Poisons Everything; and Sam Harris, especially his 
Letter to a Christian Nation. M. Z. Hemingway’s article “Skepti-
cism, Agnosticism, and Atheism: A Brief History of Unbelief”2 
reminds us that this New Atheism feels contemporary and enjoys 
a certain popularity but is scarcely all that new: atheism and un-
belief have a long history. Moreover, as some historians read the 
evidence, historians like Alister McGrath argue that we should be 
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17Introduction

commenting on The Twilight of  Atheism: The Rise and Fall of  
Disbelief  in the Modern World.

Brief but useful responses are found in Ravi Zacharias, The 
End of  Reason: A Response to the New Atheists and in R. Albert 
Mohler Jr., Atheism Remix: A Christian Confronts the New Athe-
ists. Gary Habermas has written a good essay reviewing some of 
the issues, “The Plight of the New Atheism: A Critique,”3 and 
William Lane Craig’s “Five Arguments for God” refutes Richard 
Dawkins’s The God Delusion.4 Many volumes tackle the New 
Atheism head on, each from a slightly different perspective. To 
mention several: David Berlinski, The Devil’s Delusion: Atheism 
and Its Scientific Pretensions, devastatingly and sometimes uproari-
ously demolishes claims by scientists that clearly go way beyond 
the scientific evidence. David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions: 
The Christian Revolution and Its Fashionable Enemies, exposes 
the philosophical and especially the historical errors and misrep-
resentations of the New Atheists. A courteous, understated, and 
largely compelling response to some of the philosophical questions 
is offered by Gregory E. Ganssle in A Reasonable God: Engaging 
the Face of  the New Atheism. A fine collection of essays on the 
subject has been edited by Paul Copan and William Lane Craig, 
Contending with Christianity’s Critics: Answering New Atheists 
and Other Objectors. Bound in one volume are the arguments of 
both sides, represented respectively by William Lane Craig and 
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, God? A Debate between a Christian 
and an Atheist. See also the fast-paced ninety-minute film Colli-
sion: Christopher Hitchens vs. Douglas Wilson,5 based on their 
book Is Christianity Good for the World? A Debate. A well-known 
scientist who writes in a witty, attractive way, Edgar Andrews, 
has provided us with Who Made God? Searching for a Theory 
of  Everything—a book that goes beyond many volumes in this 
genre in that it goes way beyond arguing for a personal but largely 
generic “God” but contends explicitly for the God of the Bible, 
the God who is there.
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18 Introduction

It is perhaps worth reminding ourselves of some individuals who 
have abandoned atheism. One remembers the famous remark of 
Boris Pasternak, the author of Doctor Zhivago: “I am an atheist 
who has lost his faith.”6 More recently, A. N. Wilson, long com-
mitted to atheism, wrote a rather moving essay in New Statesman, 
“Why I Believe Again.”7 Similarly, one could point to Antony G. N. 
Flew, There Is a God: How the World’s Most Notorious Atheist 
Changed His Mind.8 The reason I mention such sources is not 
that they “prove” anything but that they constitute useful bits 
of evidence against the claims of the New Atheists that the tide 
of history is in their favor. As usual, history is a lot messier than 
many people think.

The reason I have provided this representative bibliography is 
not to turn this series of studies into a debate about atheism and 
theism, but precisely the opposite: so as to be able to set aside such 
discussion as much as possible. If participants raise these questions 
or happily quote one of the New Atheists, it is useful to have in 
mind several treatments of the subject—something at an easy level, 
perhaps, as well as something for inquirers, something for those 
who have been steeped in science or philosophy, and something 
for troubled Christians. The fourteen chapters of this book do 
not address such matters directly, only tangentially, for the focus 
here is to understand what the Bible says about God. Christians 
hold that the God of the Bible is the God who is there, and in this 
book we invite both Christians and nonbelievers to see what the 
Bible says about this God.

(4) Are there other studies that cover ground similar to this book—
studies that attempt to survey the whole Bible—that might be 
useful adjuncts to this one?

There are quite a few of them. At the upmarket end is a book 
by Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of  
Scripture: Finding Our Place in the Biblical Story. It is organized 
around the theme of God as king, of the promise and coming of the 
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19Introduction

kingdom. At a more popular level is John R. Cross, The Stranger 
on the Road to Emmaus: A Clear and Simple Explanation of  the 
World’s Best Seller. It tends to focus in some detail on several large 
turning points: creation, fall, exodus, then immediately to Jesus’s 
birth and related narratives, and so forth. Its charts and drawings 
might make it suitable for use in some Sunday school classes. Its 
strong commitment to young-earth creationism, and especially its 
lack of engagement with the assumptions of the postmodern world, 
will limit its usefulness in some quarters. From Eden to the New 
Jerusalem: Exploring God’s Plan for Life on Earth by T. Desmond 
Alexander is well written and theologically helpful. It starts with 
Eden and picks up several themes in Genesis 1–3 and in successive 
chapters runs them forward to the New Testament. Very accessible 
surveys include Tim Chester, From Creation to New Creation: 
Understanding the Bible Story; Vaughan Roberts, Turning Points; 
and Mark Dever, What Does God Want of  Us Anyway? A Quick 
Overview of  the Whole Bible. A longer treatment is Colin S. Smith, 
Unlocking the Bible Story, published in four volumes.

If you are working with little children, the best children’s Bible 
storybook now is that of Sally Lloyd-Jones, The Jesus Storybook 
Bible. Do not let the title deceive you: it is not a book of stories 
drawn exclusively from the Gospels, but the author tries to weave 
the narrative parts of the Bible together under the rubric “Every 
story whispers his name.”
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1

The God 
Who Made everything

Discussion Questions

 1. Summarize what the Bible is, i.e., what kinds of documents 
make it up.

 2. What does Francis Schaeffer contribute to our understanding 
of the opening chapters of Genesis?

 3. What flows from the Bible’s emphasis on the fact that God 
is a talking God?

 4. What is the fundamental distinction between Creator and 
creature—between God as Creator and everything else that 
exists?

 5. What significance is there that the Bible insists that human 
beings, and human beings alone, are made in the image of 
God?

 6. How does monotheism (belief that there is only one God) 
shape our outlook and our practice of worship in ways that 
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22 The God Who Is There

are fundamentally different from polytheism (belief that 
there are many gods)?

 7. How does what the Bible says about creation establish human 
responsibility and accountability?

Suggestions for Further Reading

The temptation to write a fifty-page annotated bibliography at 
this juncture must be stubbornly resisted. Even cataloguing the 
different views that various Christians hold regarding how God 
created everything would take many pages. Thus the little coun-
terpoint book edited by J. P. Moreland and John Mark Reynolds, 
Three Views on Creation and Evolution, helpful in its own way, 
introduces readers to only three important views: young-earth 
creationism, old-earth creationism, and theistic evolution. For 
people beginning to read in the field, that is a good place to begin, 
but the options are considerably more complicated.1

In some ways the debates over the age of the earth and of the 
universe, though they continue, have been eclipsed by complex and 
heated debates over intelligent design. Have traces been left in the 
created order of the cosmos that suggest the only adequate explana-
tion for what we see is the hand of an intelligent Designer? Among 
the more important of the seminal books that hold this view are 
two by Michael J. Behe, Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical 
Challenge to Evolution and The Edge of  Evolution: Searching for 
the Limits of  Darwinism. One must also read Michael J. Denton, 
Nature’s Destiny: How the Laws of  Biology Reveal Purpose in the 
Universe. A probing volume that works through the mathemati-
cal probabilities is William A. Dembski, The Design Inference: 
Eliminating Chance through Small Probabilities. An important 
contribution to the literature, written not from the perspective 
of biochemistry but from the perspectives of particle physics and 
cosmology, is Stephen Barr, Modern Physics and Ancient Faith. 
A useful history of the movement is Thomas Woodward, Doubts 
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23The God Who Made Everything

about Darwin: A History of  Intelligent Design. For a theological 
perspective, one might read Christoph Cardinal Schönborn, Chance 
or Purpose? Creation, Evolution, and a Rational Faith.

The debate has become complicated. Perhaps the most impor-
tant book to allow proponents of both sides to be heard within the 
covers of one fat volume (805 pages!) is the one edited by Robert T. 
Pennock, Intelligent Design Creationism and Its Critics: Philosophi-
cal, Theological, and Scientific Perspectives. Behind many of these 
debates lurks a knottier one: What is science? I shall pick up on 
this question in the next section. It is enough for the moment to 
mention four more books. A slightly confrontational but certainly 
useful book to give to someone who is convinced that science 
has somehow disproved or buried God is the short book by John 
Lennox, God’s Undertaker: Has Science Buried God? Something 
longer but of the same popular variety is Lee Strobel, The Case 
for a Creator. An excellent short volume for fairly understanding 
Darwin in his own time and place in history, as well as develop-
ments in Darwinism in the ensuing century and a half, is Kirsten 
Birkett, The Essence of  Darwinism.2

To stand one step removed from these endless controversies and 
to appreciate positively how creation testifies, as far as the believer 
is concerned, to some of the attributes of God, one might read 
the book by Mark D. Futato, Creation: A Witness to the Wonder 
of  God. This book picks up on some of the well-known technical 
data regarding the intricacy of the created order, the astonishingly 
narrow limits of various ranges of data for the world to be what it 
is (some of the relevant books were mentioned in the introduction 
to this leader’s guide), and reflects on these data with a helpful 
theological perspective.

Broader Theological and Pastoral Reflections

Here I shall mention four:
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24 The God Who Is There

First, in the previous section I raised the question, What is sci-
ence? At least three definitions (with many more refinements) cur-
rently compete.

(a) Until the nineteenth century, science was simply the state or 
fact of knowing. What we customarily call science today was then 
called natural philosophy.

(b) From the nineteenth century on, however, “science” came 
increasingly to be restricted to knowledge of the natural/material 
realms and was associated with an array of procedures that in-
cluded measurement, creation of hypotheses and theories and ways 
of testing and falsifying them, and so forth. This view of science 
specified the domain to be studied and known, and, increasingly, 
the procedures by which such knowledge could be gained—without 
offering any comment about whether there might be other ways 
of knowing (for example, from revelation) and even other non-
natural/nonmaterial realms that science, so defined, could not 
properly investigate.

(c) Increasingly, however, “science” is associated with the natu-
ral order in the way just described in the point above, but also 
with exclusive claims about how only science can produce genuine 
knowledge. In other words, science not only becomes associated 
with philosophical materialism, but it is assumed that science 
deals with the “real” (material) world of fact and truth while other 
domains are associated with personal preference, perhaps with 
“faith” (although, as we shall see later in the main book, faith is 
never so understood in the Bible).

So where does intelligent design (ID) fit into these diverse def-
initions? ID claims that the irreducible complexity of biologi-
cal matter, especially cell life, makes evolutionary development 
without intelligent design a statistical improbability bordering 
on impossibility; thus intelligent design, and hence an intelligent 
Designer, seems like the best inference to draw. That inference 
does not threaten the first of the three definitions of science; it is 
absolutely anathema to the third, especially if one supposes that 
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25The God Who Made Everything

the intelligent Designer is a God who by definition stands outside 
the system of the “natural” order if he is able to design it.

The tricky one is the second definition. ID claims, in effect, that 
evidence within the domain that science (in this second sense) 
treats, the natural/material world, believably points to the existence 
of something/someone beyond the domain that science (in this 
second sense) treats. For that reason many scientists are suspi-
cious of the ID movement, claiming it is “not science.” Yet ID is 
science in the way that it begins with the natural/material world, 
collects and sifts evidence, works at the mathematics, and develops 
a hypothesis; it is not science in that its conclusion enters a realm 
beyond what can be treated by science (in this second sense) alone. 
Simply to say that ID is “not science,” however, seems to concede 
too much, because the influence of the third definition of science 
invites the conclusion that ID is not about truth or fact but about 
religious opinions which are tied to mere “faith.”

This is not the place to resolve the complicated disputes over the 
credibility of ID. The only reason I have brought it up is that in my 
experience it keeps surfacing when you talk with some people about 
what the Bible says of creation, so it is helpful to know something 
about it. My own view is that endless discussion about whether 
ID is “scientific” is fraught with so many semantic difficulties that 
it is not worth spending a lot of time on the debate unless one is 
extraordinarily careful to define exactly what one means by “sci-
ence” and “scientific.” At the same time, the accumulating evidence 
from the physical world that testifies to the wisdom of God and 
the power of God should not be skirted. It does not constitute 
“proof” (such that the existence of God is mere inference), but it 
does constitute powerful witness that must not be ignored.

Second, more important is the observation that all Christians 
believe the doctrine of creation. In that sense, they are all “cre-
ationists.” The Bible freed the Roman world from the belief (nicely 
articulated by Plato in his Timaeus) that matter (some sort of 
primordial clay) is eternal and that a lesser god, the “Demiurge,” 
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fashioned that clay much as a potter does to make the world we 
know. Christians hold that God alone stretches back into eter-
nity past. He made everything else. That truth is foundational; it 
grounds (as The God Who Is There explains) our understanding of 
the creation’s dependence on God, including human dependence 
on God, but it also establishes human significance. We are more 
than the product of molecules conveniently bouncing around in 
the primordial ooze. We are creatures made in the image of God, 
abounding in privilege, with an eternal destiny, accountable to 
the wise and good Creator who made us. Genesis 1 proclaims a 
God of power and goodness who so undergirds and upholds the 
created order that he gives it purpose and meaning.

Third, the better commentaries carefully disclose how inter-
woven the creation account is. If your Bible study or discussion 
group has enough time for further exploration, it might not hurt 
to develop a chart like the following:

Creation Week (numbers represent the day of  the week)

Problem Preparation Population

darkness 1. creation of light 4.  creation of sky lights (sun, 
moon, stars)

abyss of water 2.  sky vault, separation of 
waters

5. sea and sky creatures

initial world is 
formless and 
empty

3.  dry land and plants: 
world takes form

6.  animals and human be-
ings: world is filled

Careful study of the text makes it possible to unpack how the 
chapter is put together.

Fourth, to help people understand how a right view of God 
actually authorizes science, I have sometimes sketched three simple 
options.

(a) In an “open” universe, commonly adopted in animistic cul-
tures, the relationships between the world and assorted deities are 
often whimsical. What happens depends on the will and whim of 
the gods; the business of religion is to find out what placates these 
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27The God Who Made Everything

gods to make them favorable to you. No science in any modern 
sense is possible, for the natural world is not sufficiently ordered 
to discover regular patterns of cause and effect that are tied to the 
material world itself.

(b) Conversely, in a purely materialist world, all explanations 
must appeal exclusively to matter, energy, space, and time. Science is 
possible, of course, but any appeal to God is not. Questions about 
ultimate origins remain opaque (assuming that speculation about 
the original mass of the big bang springing forth from nothing is 
pretty unsatisfactory), and questions of meaning, purpose, beauty, 
morality, and the like are largely futile and frustrating, despite 
the best efforts to ground such values in exclusively evolutionary 
arguments.

(c) In the controlled universe of Christian theism, God remains 
sovereignly in control of everything, but he operates in an ordered 
way and often through many secondary causes. Biblical writers 
know of the water cycle, but they are happy to say that God sends 
the rain; Jesus knows birds can fall dead from old age, starvation, 
and disease, but he insists that not a sparrow falls from the heav-
ens apart from his heavenly Father’s sanction. The orderliness of 
God’s activity is, from a Christian’s perspective, what makes science 
possible: the discovery of how things work in the natural/material 
world is nothing other than the uncovering of how God normally 
does things in this physical world. But that does not prevent him, 
should he choose to do so, from doing something in an entirely 
extraordinary way—like raising Jesus from the dead. And that is 
one way of defining a miracle.

Practical Suggestions

The most important advice I can give for leading this discussion 
is not to get bogged down. The opening two chapters of Genesis 
raise so many disputed issues that it is easy to lose sight of the 
dominant theological emphases in the text. It is worth becoming 
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informed about some of these issues, partly so that you can deal 
with them briefly and return to what is central, partly so that you 
are prepared to make suggestions for further study, and partly so 
that you can pursue further discussion of relatively tangential issues 
with those most interested in them outside the study group itself. 
But do your best to keep focused on the most central matters.

For what it is worth, in my experience most nonbelievers and 
young Christians prove to be happy with the approach adopted 
here. The most aggressive and sometimes probing questions come 
from those who have been Christians for a longer time and who 
want to get all their questions answered. There is a place for that 
exercise, of course, but ideally not when the focus is on those who 
are just starting out in Bible study. The more technical questions of 
those who are a little more advanced can easily have the effect of 
discouraging beginners from asking simpler things. So work hard 
at unpacking the central themes covered in the book: who God is, 
the implications for what this says about the world, what it means 
to be made in the image of God, and so forth.
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