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Begging the question

The god-of-the-gaps objection assumes the gaps will be filled. But the issue at 

stake is whether the gaps are real or only apparent due to our current level of 

understanding. The assumption that there are no gaps demonstrates a prior 

commitment to methodological naturalism i.e. that it is possible to explain the 

existence of life by a purely naturalistic process that creates a seamless link 

between single-celled life and man. An atheist like Dawkins has to assume a 

process like this occurred for he has no alternative. The only debate for him is 

the details of the mechanism of that naturalistic process. Thus he is bound to 

accept even a poor naturalistic theory rather than one involving an intelligent 

agent even if the evidence supports the latter better. The mere existence of a 

naturalistic theory does not in itself make a theory invoking God’s action false. 

The question is whether the naturalistic theory explains the data better than the 

theistic one.

The ‘god-of-the-gaps’ accusation is really a statement that, axiomatically, there 

are no gaps, rather than an argument against there being any gaps. The fact 

that some gaps may have been wrongly identified in the past does not mean 

there are no real gaps to be identified today. 

Van Till’s doctrine of the ‘functional integrity’ of creation is another example of 

question begging. It is hardly a self-evident doctrine and it lacks justification 

from scripture. (With respect to its application to evolution, all the Biblical 

arguments against a Darwinian model of origins, such as the need for 

suffering before the fall, are also relevant.) Where are we told that this is the 

principle by which God made the world? We cannot know except by looking at 

the world (See the discussion of Van Till’s argument in Dembski (2002)) and the 

evidence overwhelmingly points to the inability of natural processes to account 

for the intricate designed structures we find. Miracles in the Bible (for all their 

limitations in inducing faith) are portrayed as signs of divine intervention (see 

discussion in Dembski 1999b) in a way that counts against the sort of doctrine 

Van Till proposes.

God’s involvement in creation

Theistic evolutionists make much of their doctrine of God’s sovereignty – that 

He is involved in all events ‘upholding’ creation (e.g. Col. 1v17), not just the 

‘miraculous’. But they have no monopoly on doctrine of God’s sovereignty. I fail 

to see the relevance of this argument against creationists in particular, because 

I have never seen a creationist ever deny or question that God is involved 

in all that happens in the world. (The issue for Dembski is not whether God 

interacts with the world the immanence of God, but whether he does so in an 

empirically detectable way.) Our interest focuses on the miraculous because 

that is the point at issue but it in no sense denies the divine upholding of the 

regular. The problem for theistic evolutionists is that their concept of divine 

action in the world is entirely undetectable i.e. the world looks exactly the same 

as if there was no God since they do not question the scientific validity of the 

Darwinian model of origins. Not surprisingly atheists such as Dawkins are not 

impressed (Dawkins, 1995).

“If, on the other hand, there are no traces of God’s involvement in the universe; if 
God did indeed set things up so that life would evolve, but covered His tracks so 
brilliantly that no clues remain; if He made the universe look exactly as it would 
be expected to look if He did not exist, then what we have is not an argument 
from design at all. There can be no argument from design if the universe is 
expertly designed to look undesigned. All we are left with, in this case, is the 
feeble, though strictly valid, argument that just because we don’t find any 
evidence for a God, this doesn’t prove that there isn’t one. Of course we can’t 
prove there isn’t one but, as has been said sufficiently often before, exactly that 
same can be said of fairies and Father Christmas.”

Conceding to naturalism

Theistic evolutionists avoid god-of-the-gaps by 

selling out to naturalism (almost) completely. 

Ironically their position is equivalent to someone 

who was a creationist who decides that science has 

filled all the gaps he had originally identified and 

admitted defeat. They have created an undetectable 

God and as such have a belief that is (conveniently) 

unchallengeable, but for that very reason it does not 

impress an atheist like Dawkins. The position is safe, 

but irrelevant to someone outside.4

The area where evangelical theistic evolutionists 

do not concede to naturalism is with central 

supernatural events such as the resurrection. But 

one wonders why this itself could not be seen as a 

god-of-the-gaps mistake. Maybe science will one 

day explain how a crucified man can rise from the 

dead by purely natural processes. Carson (1999) 

argues as follows:

“Would they [theistic evolutionists] want to propose 
that all the forces that brought Jesus back from the 
dead with a resurrection body can be explained 
on purely ‘natural’ terms? Or would they say in this 
case God dramatically intervened, setting aside the 
structures of normal physical forces to introduce a 
stunning miracle? And if God did so in this case, 
why should it be so difficult to imagine that he did 
so in connection with the creation – especially when 
the evidence for design, evidence from the physical 
order, is multiplying.” 

Reynolds (2001) also questions the consistency of 

some theistic evolutionists.

“Many of the Old Testament portions of salvation 
history do not fit contemporary natural science. 
Not surprisingly, these parts are often reinterpreted 
as non-historical. The happy result for the theistic 
naturalist is that exactly those stories most 
open to modern verification are declared purely 
theological and off limits. And stories, like the story 
of the resurrection, that are no longer likely to 
be challenged on scientific grounds are allowed 
historical content. Put another way, God uses 
“primary causation” when no scientists are looking.”

To quote Warfield, Christians are ‘unembarrassed 

supernaturalists’ and one wonders why that could 

not also apply to creation. Similarly, I question the 

motivation behind Humphreys recent book on the 

Exodus (Humphries, 2003), whatever the validity 

of the particular explanations he proposes for the 

Exodus miracles. Why should we feel compelled to 

provide a naturalistic account of an apparent miracle 

as somehow superior to a supernatural one? 

As Meyer (1994b) notes, why shouldn’t a theistic 

explanation be seen as an advance of science 

– unless you are committed to naturalism. 
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Finally, I would note the cutting assessment Dembski makes of the cost of 

the position adopted by theistic evolutionists as actually undercutting any 

apologetic impact (Dembski, 1999c) 

“If theistic evolution finds no solace from intelligent design, neither does it find 
solace from the Darwinian establishment. For the Darwinian establishment the 
“theism” in theistic evolution is superfluous. For the hard-core naturalist, theistic 
evolution at best includes God as an unnecessary rider on an otherwise purely 
naturalistic account of life. Thus by Occam’s razor, since God is an unnecessary 
rider in our understanding of the physical world, theistic evolution ought to 
dispense with all talk of God outright and get rid of the useless adjective theistic. 
This, at any rate, is the received view within the Darwinian establishment.

“It’s for failing to take Occam’s razor seriously that the Darwinian establishment 
despises theistic evolution. Not to put too fine a point on it, the Darwinian 
establishment views theistic evolution as a weak-kneed sycophant that 
desperately wants the respectability of being a full-blooded Darwinist but refuses 
to follow the logic of Darwinism through to the end. It takes courage to give up 
the comforting belief that life on earth has a purpose. It takes courage to live 
without the consolation of an afterlife. Theistic evolutionists lack the stomach to 
face the ultimate meaningless of life, and it is this failure of courage that makes 
them contemptible in the eyes of full-blooded Darwinists. (Richard Dawkins is a 
case in point.)”

Not an argument from ignorance

It is a misunderstanding to think that the argument for intelligent design rests 

on ignorance (Meyer 2000c; Moreland 1994b). Rather is the logical deduction 

from known scientific laws. For example Dembski’s explanatory filter (Dembski, 

1998) detects design in a rigorous mathematical way. Evolutionists adopt 

similar reasoning themselves. The search for extra-terrestrial life involves 

the search for coded messages in radio waves which would be counted as 

positive evidence for alien intelligence. No one suggests such messages could 

be explained by an as yet undiscovered naturalistic process and that an ‘alien-

of-the-gaps’ has been invented by the SETI scientists. Similarly, cave paintings 

are not explained by natural forces but as the creations of intelligent people. 

Such an explanation is not seen as an appeal to ignorance: the ‘gap’ is real 

and a scientific deduction from the evidence.

In this context the search for a naturalistic mechanism for the origin of life is 

as ridiculous in the light of what we know of the laws of science as funding a 

research program to find heat spontaneously flowing from a cold body to a 

hot one. Our current knowledge of thermodynamics says that is impossible, 

but maybe that is just present ignorance? Maybe alchemy has been too hastily 

dismissed as impossible due our limited current knowledge and should also 

receive funding? (Demski, 1999d)

Some lessons for intelligent design and creationism

There are some things for creationists to learn from the god-of-the-gaps 

argument. Notwithstanding the comments above, intelligent design objections 

to evolution are vulnerable to the god-of-the-gaps objection to the extent 

that they are negative theories saying in effect, “I bet you can’t explain X”. 

Biblical creationists have an advantage in that we are not first and foremost 

critiquing Darwinian evolution but presenting a positive model of earth history 

that we believe can explain the data better. Creationists are saying, “We can 

explain this data better,” rather than, “You can’t explain this”. There are risks in 

building a positive model. Creationist theories are open to disproof by scientific 

investigation, but that is what ultimately will give them impact with a relevance 

to atheistic scientists that theistic evolutionists can never achieve. 

It is important that we see creationist theories as part of an overall Biblical 

model of earth history. Disproof of one part of a model does not necessarily 

invalidate the whole, just as in the evolutionary model, hence God need not 

be ‘squeezed out’ even where certain creationist 

theories are rightly abandoned. God will ultimately 

be sidelined if He is merely an ‘add-on’ to an 

essentially naturalistic worldview. The lesson of 

god-of-the-gaps is not to build an apologetic on 

an assumed naturalistic foundation. For theistic 

evolutionists to persistently cry ‘god-of-the-gaps’ 

is clever rhetoric, but like many ‘sound bites’ it is a 

charge that is lacks substance. 
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