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HAS LIFE BEEN MADE FROM SCRATCH?
Joe Deweese, Ph.D.

results in the reporting of the design, 
synthesis, and assembly of the requisite 
information for controlling continu-
ous self-replication.
The assembly of the final artificial 

bacterial chromosome with the imbed-
ded natural genes and the “watermark” 
sequences was confirmed using sev-
eral molecular techniques, and the 
chromosome ultimately inserted into 
a bacterial cell of a closely related 
yet distinctive species (Mycoplasma 
capricolum) where the original DNA 
had been expunged. The recipient 

[EDiTor’s NoTE: A.P. auxiliary sci-
entist Dr. Deweese holds a Ph.D. in 
Biochemistry from Vanderbilt University 
school of Medicine.]

some news sources are making 
the claim of creating life from 
scratch. They assert that scien-

tists have been able to make life from 
“four bottles of chemicals” (sanders, 
2010). The statements are made in 
reference to the work of Dr. Craig 
Venter and colleagues at the J. Craig 
Venter institute (JCVi) when the team 
announced the success of efforts to 
replace the chromosome of a bacterial 
cell with a “chemically synthesized 
genome” (Gibson, 2010). The trans-
plantation of a bacterial genome is an 
impressive accomplishment, one that 
may mean very little to most people, 
but did the scientists truly make life 
from scratch?

in order to answer the central ques-
tion, it is important to understand 
the process for design, synthesis, and 
assembly of the genome. First, the DNA 
sequences that encode the genome 
of the bacterium Mycoplasma mycoi-
des were manipulated on a computer. 
The changes made in the genome 
included deleting some nonessen-
tial DNA sequences, inserting a few 
extra genes, and inserting “watermark” 
sequences that would be used to verify 
that the transplant was successful 

and DNA in the organism was the 
modified DNA. interestingly, these 
watermarks include coded sequences 
with names and e-mail addresses, a 
creative step that provided a unique 
tracking capability for the procedure.

second, the team partnered with a 
company to synthesize the DNA in 

~1080 base-pair sequences. (DNA con-
sists of two complementary strands of 
bases that “pair up” to make a double-
stranded or duplex molecule.) it took 
1000 of the sequences to make the 
entire set of DNA that ultimately 
would be required to provide the 
instructions for asexual reproduc-
tion of the bacteria. Additionally, the 
scientists were challenged with the 
complex task of assembling the DNA 
fragments into a much larger one 
million base-pair (Mbp) synthetic 
chromosome. (By comparison, there 
are three billion base pairs of DNA 
in one copy—23 chromosomes—of 
the human genome). The ~1000 frag-
ments of ~1000 base pairs each were 

“stitched” together inside yeast cells 
through a process of DNA recombina-
tion which is inherent to the cell. The 
team first constructed ~10,000 base 
pair DNA sections and then ~100,000 
base pair sections before stitching the 
final ~1 Mbp chromosome together. 
Clearly, the recent publication chron-
icles a complex series of events that 
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bacterial cell (M. capricolum) had 
intact proteins and rNA molecules, 
which included all of the required, 
preformed, and functional enzymes to 
support self-replication once the new 
chromosome was inserted. researchers 
grew the cells through a number of cell 
divisions, which eventually diluted out, 
degraded, and replaced the original 
M. capricolum proteins. Thus, the 
researchers were left with a “synthetic” 
cell from M. capricolum that was now 
producing proteins from a “synthetic” 
DNA molecule coding for genes origi-
nally from M. mycoides.

overall, the technical expertise 
demonstrated in the report is quite 
an impressive accomplishment. DNA 
synthesis, cloning, and recombination 
techniques are frequently used but 
have never been applied on the scale 
of millions of base pairs. Furthermore, 
the experiment demonstrated that 
there is a minimal set of genes that 
can be used to run a basic bacterial 
cell. The researchers from JCVi had 
previously demonstrated that there is a 

“minimal gene complement” that would 
sustain the life of another bacterium, 
Myscoplasma genitalium (Fraser, 1995). 
in the Fraser report, the research-
ers deleted ~100 of M. genitalium’s 

~480 genes one at a time and found 

it could still survive (but could not 
survive when multiple genes were 
deleted simultaneously). The recent 
work of JCVi helps to support the 
concept that there is a minimal set of 
genes that can support life resulting 
in the interesting question: how could 

“simpler” life exist (much less develop) 
with fewer genes than the “minimal 
gene complement”? A question that 
is controversial—and, to say the least, 
has enormous implications for whether 
life could develop from nonlife.
There are several important consider-

ations to bear in mind when consider-
ing the impact of the study, namely: 1) 
the DNA sequences for all of the genes 
were already designed and synthesiz-
ers were used to generate the actual 
DNA; 2) the recipient cell contained 
preformed enzymes and other factors 
needed to support life—the cell was 
not “made from scratch”; 3) the sole 
replaced component in the recipient 
cell was the “instructions,” that is, the 
DNA; and 4) the researchers relied 
on living systems to help assemble 
the chromosome into its final form 
through the stitching process in yeast 
described above. 
The JCVi experiment is similar to 

what happens when an egg is fertil-
ized. The proteins and other factors 

are already present in an unfertilized 
egg, just as they were in the recipient 
bacterial cell. Upon fertilization, the 
DNA from the mate is joined together 
with the DNA already in the egg, allow-
ing growth and development to begin. 
The important thing in both cases is 
that it is not simply the DNA alone 
that is needed. instead, a new living 
cell requires many preformed proteins 
and rNA molecules in order to sup-
port and sustain life. 

one overly simplistic yet accurate 
analogy compares the JCVi process 
to that of taking the hard drive out 
of one computer and replacing it with 
a second hard drive that was set up 
separately (“News to Note,” 2010). in 
the hard drive analogy, the computer 
and all of its components already exist, 
and only the hard drive is replaced. 
in the case of the JCVi experiment, 
the cell and its components already 
exist, and only the DNA is replaced. 
While simple in its description, it is 
important to note that the experi-
ment overcame numerous technically 
difficult steps before finding success. 
Moreover, it is important to remember 
that even the DNA was adapted from 
a living organism. in other words, 
the “hard drive” was “programmed” 
using pre-existing “software.”

concLUsion

it is true that this experiment is very 
impressive, and the challenges 

that were overcome should not be 
dismissed lightly. in fact, the results 
provide evidence for the complexity 
of life. The JCVi researchers started 
with the genome of an organism that 
is among the smallest known to man. 
it contains as few genes as possible to 
sustain life. Yet, it was a long (over 
10 years) and very expensive (~$40 
million) process to copy the genome 
of this simple organism, assemble 
the copy into an intact chromosome, 
and insert this chromosome into an 
already living cell (Pennisi, 2010). it 
is fascinating how much effort went 
in to this procedure—which really 
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did not create new life; rather it 
simply modified existing molecular 
machinery that is required for life.
While there are many who fear that 

the JCVi process may open the door to 
great and terrible power in the hands 
of scientists, it is likely an unwarranted 
fear for what will happen with the 
technology. similar to all of nature, in 
the right hands and with pure motives, 
it may at some point be used for good 
or, at the whim of corrupt goals, could 
generate evil results. Ultimately it 
must be acknowledged that God is 
in control, and the evidence of His 
handiwork is apparent in even the 
simplest of microorganisms. 
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stephen Langdon is at it again. 
Described as indiana Jones in a 
tweed jacket, Langdon is hard 

at work in Dan Brown’s latest novel, 
unraveling the secrets left behind in 
Washington, D.C. by America’s Found-
ing Fathers. He races against time to 
prevent an international crisis, save a 
dear friend from meeting an untimely 
demise, and uncover secret truths that 
will help men become gods—all in a 
day’s work for the fictional Harvard 
symbologist.

Ten months after its release, The Lost 
Symbol still hovers near the top of the 
N.Y. Times bestseller list for hardcover 
fiction. Like his previous novel The Da 
Vinci Code, Brown once again delves 
into unorthodox religious viewpoints. 
in The Da Vinci Code, Langdon stum-
bles across a society that includes 
Gnostic beliefs and goddess worship. 
His latest thriller finds the principal 
character bringing up the ghost of the 
ancient mystery cults in his encounter 
with Freemasonry. While Brown does 
not take orthodox Christianity head-
on as in previous novels, he does offer 
something of a historical rewrite of 
the ancient religious landscape.

Brown refers to the ambig uous 
“ancient mysteries” constantly through-
out his book, but does not specify 
exactly what he means. it seems to be 
a general description of esoteric wis-
dom found in ancient religion rang-
ing from the mystery cults to the later 
Gnostics, but also includes universal 
spiritual truths found in all the world’s 
religions. Unfortunately for Brown, 
his attempt to lump Christianity in 
as a participant in these mysteries not 
only shows his lack of familiarity with 

Christianity, but with other religions 
and the ancient mystery cults as well.

Brown asserts that Christianity is 
home to the same religious teachings 
found in other religions, all tracing 
back to ancient esoteric wisdom like 
that of the ancient mystery cults, which 
are labeled as such because of secret 
ceremonies (Nash, 1992, p. 115). The 
problem with this is that Christian-
ity was not secretive. it was celebrated 
openly and quickly reached the ears 
of government officials ranging from 
regional governors to the emperors of 
rome. official persecution of Christi-
anity began only a few short decades 
after the death of Christ. Within 80 
years, the roman governor Pliny the 
Younger of Bithynia (in modern day 
Turkey) complained to Emperor Tra-
jan that the Christian influence in his 
territory was so strong that pagan tem-
ples had been nearly deserted due to 
a lack of worshippers (Letters, 10.97).
The task of the apostles was to preach 

the message of Christ crucified for all 
(cf. Acts 4:9-11), while Paul discusses 
the “mystery of Christ” (Colossians 
4:3; cf. Ephesians 3:3-7) in epistolary 
form, intending his work to be read 
aloud and shared with others. in the 
Eleusinian mysteries, celebrated near 
Athens, death was the punishment 
for anyone who revealed its secrets. 
The Greek playwright Aeschylus was 
attacked and nearly murdered by an 
Athenian mob while acting in one of 
his own tragedies because the audi-
ence suspected him of revealing the 
cult’s secrets.

Through the mouth of the charac-
ter Peter solomon, Brown says, “The 
Bible is one of the books through which 
the mysteries have been passed down 

Lost Symbols, Mystery Cults, and the Christian Faith
Dewayne Bryant, m.a.
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through history. its pages are desper-
ately trying to tell us the secret…. The 
‘dark sayings’ in the Bible are the whis-
pers of the ancients, quietly sharing 
with us all of their secret wisdom” (p. 
491). This vanilla spirituality quickly 
runs headlong into a particularly 
thorny problem, often referred to as 
the “scandal of particularity.” simply 
put, this is the idea that a particular 
God has revealed Himself to particu-
lar people at particular times and has 
a particular way of doing things.

Brown asserts the basic similarity of 
all religions to the point of stating that 
all religions are little more than cos-
metically altered versions of the same 
spiritual truths. The blending of reli-
gions in Brown’s novel is not some-
thing foreign to Christianity only, but 
to other world religions as well. Each 
one makes mutually exclusive claims 
that cannot be reconciled with other 
faith traditions. Christianity claims 
Jesus is the son of God; islam says 
He is a mortal man. religions such as 
Judaism, islam, and Christianity claim 
belief in a personal God, while Bud-
dhism is an “atheist religion” of sorts 
with no belief in any deity. in order for 
Brown’s reconstruction to be true, each 
religion must give up so much of what 
makes it unique that essentially they all 
become nondescript and amorphous.

Brown seems to read modern notions 
of religion and spirituality backward 
into history. Presenting America’s 
Founding Fathers as believers in some 
kind of universal spirituality would no 
doubt have been strange, if not offen-
sive, to many of them. While a few 
of them may have been deists, even 
these believed in a personal God who 
was active in America’s founding (cf. 
Miller, 2005; Miller, 2008). The vast 
majority of the Founders, as well as the 
population at large, professed Chris-
tian belief (see Bancroft, 1837, 2:456; 
Morris, 1864).

As in previous novels, Brown com-
mits several major blunders, which 
seems to have become standard oper-
ating procedure for his writing. one of 
these concerns one of America’s most 
famous works of art. A fixture of the 
novel is a fresco in the Capitol rotunda 
titled The Apotheosis of George Wash-
ington. Completed in 1865, artist Con-
stantino Brumidi’s masterpiece shows 
Washington ascending to heaven, sur-
rounded by figures reminiscent of the 
Muses from Greek mythology. When 
viewing this scene, the protagonist 
Langdon says it describes Washington 

“being transformed into a god” (p. 84, 
ital. in orig.). This point will later shed 
light on the purported beliefs of the 
Freemasons—taken from the ancient 
mysteries—that humanity has within 
it a spark of the divine and is capable 
of virtual self-deification. in doing so, 
Brown seems to confuse the differences 
between the definitions of apotheosis 
as they are used in theology and art. 
in theological parlance, the term does 
mean to attain the status of deity. in art, 
it means to depict a subject in exalted 
fashion. Figures so depicted are often 
those who have become immortalized 
as national icons and who are revered 
because of their personal virtue and 
importance in the national conscious-
ness. other great works of art apothe-
osize historical figures ranging from 
the Greek poet Homer to Venezuelan 
statesman simon Bolivar to Confeder-
ate general robert E. Lee, yet no one is 
arguing that the artists of these works 
were trying to conceal secret spiritual 
truths in their masterpieces.
America’s Founding Fathers are a 

favorite target of critics who deny the 
role of Christianity in the country’s 
origins. Another of Brown’s histori-
cal errors is his claim that Jefferson’s 
version of the Bible was presented to 
every member of Congress in the first 
half of the 19th century (p. 491). He 

makes a point of mentioning Jeffer-
son’s excision of the virgin birth and 
the resurrection in an attempt to illus-
trate his point of saying that America’s 
Founding Fathers all believed in the 
hidden spiritual message of scripture 
and warned of interpreting the Bible 
literally. While Jefferson is famous 
for combing through the Bible and 
excising anything that hinted of the 
supernatural, his version of the gospel 
accounts was presented to first-time 
congressmen in the first half of the 
20th century—not the 19th—because 
it distilled the essential moral teach-
ings of Christ. This is clearly evident 
in its full title: The Life and Morals of 
Jesus of Nazareth. Writing in a letter 
to John Adams on october 12, 1813, 
Jefferson indicates that his motive for 
assembling his version in this man-
ner was because he wanted to offer 
the “pure principles” of Jesus’ teach-
ing, which constituted the most sub-
lime and benevolent code of morals 
which has ever been offered to man” 
(1813). it should also be noted that 
in this letter, Jefferson demonstrated 
knowledge of Gnostic beliefs, which 
he called “nonsense.” it is that very 
knowledge which several of Brown’s 
novels praise.

one of the best examples of Brown’s 
gross religious ignorance is his connec-
tion of the word “amen” to the name 
of the Egyptian god Amun (p. 358). 
Brown is not the first to make this 
assertion. This kind of connection is 
typical among third-rate Bible critics 
who fail to do meaningful research 
and try to make connections simply 
based on the sounds of words. The 
standard Greek lexicon defines the 
Greek word amen as “let it be so” or 

“truly” (Danker, 2000, p. 53), which 
comes from the Hebrew word ’amen, 
also meaning “truly” (Brown, et al., 
1906, p. 53). The word is thoroughly 
Hebraic and has absolutely no connec-
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The Nazareth House Dewayne Bryant, M.A.

Christmas and Easter are the two times 
of the year when the thoughts of the world 
are most centered on the person of Jesus 
Christ. They also attract the unwanted 
attention of critics and skeptics who work 
to overturn the biblical portrait of Christ, 
who offer revisions and new interpretations 
of the biblical text. It is not difficult to find 
a documentary claiming Jesus was nothing 
more than a quirky rabbi, a family man, or a 
first-century magician. Most recently, Bart 
Ehrman published his book Jesus, Inter-
rupted near Easter in 2009, another in a 
long line of popular works that criticizes 
the text of the New Testament (cf. Bryant, 
2010, 30[1]:5-7).

On December 21, 2009, archaeologists 
announced they had uncovered an ancient 
house in Nazareth dating to the New Tes-
tament period. The house, quite small in 
comparison to modern homes, consists of 
two rooms and a courtyard totaling about 
900 square feet of space, although excava-
tion could uncover additional rooms. Exca-
vation is difficult, particularly since modern 
structures sit directly on top of much of 
the ancient site. Pottery from the location 
shows that a relatively poor Jewish family 
occupied the residence.

Scholars are quick to point out that the 
house did not belong to Jesus and His fam-
ily. It is often impossible to identify the 
names of the residents of a particular house 
in antiquity, and this one is no exception. 
Still, scholars suggest that it may have been 
a place that Jesus knew. Yardena Alexandre, 
excavations director at the Israel Antiqui-
ties Authority, notes, “This may well have 
been a place that Jesus and his contempo-
raries were familiar with,” adding, “A young 
Jesus may have played around the house 
with his cousins and friends. It’s a logical 
suggestion” (Bazar, 2009).

The location of Nazareth has long been 
known, in part by the tombs that existed 
outside the city dating to roughly the New 
Testament period. It was within a walking 
distance of three to four miles from Sep-
phoris, where Joseph may have worked as 
a builder (Greek tekton; Matthew 13:55; 
Mark 6:3). Some have also suggested that 
Jesus may have followed in Joseph’s foot-
steps. Participating in a trade that involved 
strenuous work with wood and heavy stone 
probably provided Jesus with considerable 
physical resilience. Just before His cruci-
fixion, already suffering from exhaustion 
after an illegal, night-long trial and blood 
loss from His vicious treatment, Jesus was 

able to withstand a Roman scourging. The 
scourge claimed the lives of many of the 
condemned before the Roman authorities 
had a chance to crucify them.

Absent from the discussion involving the 
house in Nazareth is any talk of Jesus’ sta-
tus as a mythological creation of the early 
church. Alexandre, as well as other archae-
ologists commenting in news reports, simply 
assume the existence of Jesus. This is fully 
in line with virtually all scholars and histo-
rians. Nearly all experts who study ancient 
history assume Jesus existed, with only the 
rare exception. Robert Price, a member of 
the Jesus Seminar, is one of the only bona 
fide scholars who has dismissed Jesus as a 
historical figure. His peers have roundly 
criticized his beliefs. One such example 
is the recently published The Historical 
Jesus: Five Views. In this volume, the con-
tributors weigh Price’s arguments and find 
them wanting (Beilby and Eddy, 2009.  pp. 
84-103)—not surprising, since the Bible 
does not betray any of the characteristics of 
ancient mythology (Oswalt, 1996, p. 548).

The discovery of the house has not escaped 
the notice of critics, who commented on the 
discovery almost immediately. Comments 
posted on Richard Dawkins’ Web site (www.
richarddawkins.net), as well as the Web site 
for Sam Harris’ The Reason Project (www.
reasonproject.org) are revealing. That the 
find would elicit any discussion on discus-
sion forums is surprising, since the discov-
ery is not connected explicitly to Jesus. Yet 
it seems that any mention of Jesus in the 
media is enough for the militant atheists to 
release the hounds of frenzied dissent. In 
one post after another, forum participants 
downplay the Nazareth house as evidence 
of Jesus’ life. No reputable archaeologists 
are making such a claim, however, and the 
life of Jesus is well-attested in a variety of 
ancient sources. Such a small discovery 
unleashed such illogicality from those who 
claim to prize logic and reason most.
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Stephen Hawking is arguably one of 
the world’s most famous astrophysicists. A 
graduate of Oxford and Cambridge univer-
sities, Hawking has been researching, writ-
ing, and lecturing around the world since he 
graduated from Cambridge in 1966 (“Ste-
phen Hawking,” 2010). His book, A Brief 
History of Time, has sold more than nine 
million copies worldwide since its publi-
cation in 1988 (“A Brief History…,” n.d.). 
Amazingly, Hawking has struggled with 
Lou Gehrig’s disease his entire professional 
career—more than 40 years. Though he is 
confined to a wheelchair, is almost com-
pletely paralyzed, and can speak only with 
the assistance of a voice synthesizer, Hawk-
ing continues to lecture and make appear-
ances around the globe. Sadly, Dr. Hawking 
is an outspoken proponent of the theory of 
evolution and is, at the very least, agnostic 
in his thinking about God (cf. “Pope Sees…,” 
2008), if not fully atheistic (cf. “The Crazy 
World…,” 2010).

In recent weeks, Hawking has made 
national and international headlines with 
his assertions about aliens. According to 
the first line of an April 25 MSNBC arti-
cle, “British physicist Stephen Hawking 
says aliens are out there, but it could be 
too dangerous for humans to interact with 
extraterrestrial life” (“Hawking…,” 2010, 
emp. added). Hawking was a little less con-
fident in his new documentary titled “Into 
the Universe with Stephen Hawking.” After 
posing the question, “Are we alone on our 
small, round, blue ball?” He answered: “I 
think probably not” (2010). What followed, 
however, was an entire documentary that 
presumed the existence of aliens. “I imagine 
they might exist in massive ships…having 
used up all the resources from their home 
planet. Such advanced aliens would perhaps 
become nomads, looking to conquer and 
colonize whatever planets they can reach” 
(“Hawking…”). If aliens visit Earth, Hawk-
ing said, “the outcome would be much as 
when Columbus landed in America, which 
didn’t turn out very well for the Native 
Americans” (“Into the Universe…,” 2010). 
Thus, inhabitants of Earth are warned to 
stay away from aliens at all costs.

When NBC Nightly News anchor Brian 
Williams commented on Hawking’s new 

Discovery Channel documentary about 
aliens, he began by calling the evolution-
ary astrophysicist “one of the bona fide smart 
people on the planet” (Williams, 2010). But 
how smart can a person be who believes in 
E.T., all the while doubting (or denying) 
God’s existence? What has this world come 
to when so-called “bona fide smart people” 
reject Creation but embrace the Law-of-
Biogenesis-breaking theory of spontaneous 
generation? How can a person say “aliens 
are out there,” but God probably isn’t? We 
are supposed to be careful to avoid alien 
invaders, but not concern ourselves with 
whether God exists? What kind of “smart” 
person thinks that Star Trek is reality, but 
an omnipotent Creator is fantasy? The Bible 
calls such a person a “fool.”

For since the creation of the world His invisi-
ble attributes are clearly seen, being understood 
by the things that are made, even His eternal 
power and Godhead, so that they are without 
excuse, because, although they knew God, they 
did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, 
but became futile in their thoughts, and their 
foolish hearts were darkened. Professing to 
be wise, they became fools (Romans 1:20-22).

The fool has said in his heart, “There is no God” 
(Psalm 14:1; 53:1). 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, 
and the knowledge of the Holy One is under-
standing (Proverbs 9:10).

Eric Lyons
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tion to the Egyptian god, whose name 
means “hidden” (Allen, 2010, p. 186)

one on-line review of the book 
says Brown “loves showing us places 
where our carefully tended cultural 
boundaries—between Christian and 
pagan, sacred and secular, ancient 
and modern—are actually extraor-
dinarily messy” (Grossman, 2009). 
The relationship between paganism 
and Christianity is indeed messy for 
those unwilling to examine that rela-
tionship with clarity and precision. it 
seems to be en vogue to simply ignore 
the distinctive elements of particular 
religions, lump them together into an 
amorphous blob, and declare them all 
virtually equivalent, regardless of any 
claims to historicity. 

The distinctive truth of Christian-
ity will not permit itself to be clas-
sified among mythological writings 
because it is not mythological in char-
acter. Though the gospel accounts are 
routinely described as “myth” their 
character is closely related to ancient 
biographies and is distinctly differ-
ent from mytholog y, which never 
concerned itself with recent histori-
cal figures (Keener, 2009, pp. 75-76). 
Even the ancients generally believed 
that their myths had no connections 
to actual history.  

Dan Brown is an inventive writer. 
His stories are fast-paced and engaging, 
and his conspiratorial plots are enter-
taining. Though he is a skillful author, 
Brown continually presents an axe to 
grind against Christianity. As was 
seen in The Da Vinci Code, Brown is 
willing to manipulate the evidence to 
make his case. Brown’s carefully crafted 
language is similar to a conspiracy the-
ory: the reader is guided along a pre-
determined path that offers no room 
for alternative explanations. Like all 
good conspiracies, each piece of evi-
dence hangs tenuously upon another. 
Each interpretation is precariously 
balanced on the next. should any one 
piece be removed, the entire edifice 
comes crashing down. The Lost Sym-
bol, like Brown’s previous work, is sim-
ilarly vulnerable at many points where 
he has misinterpreted or manipulated 
the evidence. in each of his books the 

“fall of the house of Brown” is inescap-
able, and The Lost Symbol presents no 
exception. 
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Why is Good Good?

in the Nuremburg Trials, the 
U.s. Chief Prosecutor of 
Nazi war criminals appealed 

to a law higher than “the provincial 
and transient” to ground his prose-
cution (The Trial of..., 1946, 19:383, 
July 26). Those of us at Apologetics 
Press have cited this case as an exam-
ple of the need for human acknowledg-
ment of universal morality in order to 
make objective judgments (e.g., Miller, 
2008). And, if we appeal to a univer-
sal moral law, then this law must have 
as its source the universal Law Giver, 
the Creator (see Jackson, 1995). This 
is a brief way of stating the moral argu-
ment for the existence of God. 

one objection to this moral argu-
ment has been summarized and 
adapted from a 2,400-year-old debate 
concerning the following question: 

“Why is good good?” in questioning 
the foolish young man Euthyphro, Pla-
to’s socrates tries to determine the def-
inition of “pious” or “impious” (Plato, 
1997, p. 4). socrates offers two possi-
bilities, but rejects them both: “is the 
pious being loved by the gods because it 
is pious, or is it pious because it is being 
loved by the gods?” (p. 9). The dialogue 
between socrates and Euthyphro is 
extensive, but the general results are 
these: (1) Euthyphro cannot define 

“pious” as “that which is loved by the 
Greek gods,” for the gods are said to 
disagree with one another on occa-
sion—a thing cannot be both pious 
and impious (see p. 4). And, (2) after 
numerous attempts, Euthyphro can-
not say what quality the pious things 
have, if “pious” means something other 
than “loved by the gods” (pp. 11ff.). 

The Euthyphro dialogue has been 
adapted by later philosophers in the 
debate concerning the very existence 
of God, and this adaptation has been 
codified in philosophical literature as 

the “Euthyphro Dilemma” (e.g., Benn, 
1998, pp. 47ff.). For example: 

There is the further question, which 
has often been debated, but was 
raised originally by Plato, in his 
dialogue, Euthyphro. should we 
follow God’s laws just because they 
are His or rather, because His laws 
are good? if the latter, then we have 
to decide what is good in order to 
know that God is good. if the for-
mer, then one has to decide whether 
or not to believe in God precisely on 
the basis of whether we can accept 
those laws. Either way, we have to 
decide for ourselves what laws of 
morality we are willing to accept 
(solomon, 2008, p. 460). 

Perhaps a clearer way of phrasing the 
dilemma is this: is good good because 
it is good, or because God says it is 
good? if good is good independent of 
God (and He merely identifies it), then 
God does not hold the high position 
which theists have ascribed to Him. 
on the other hand, if good is good 
because God says it is, then there is the 
possibility that God has commanded 
something that is actually wrong (we 
are being deceived) and He is merely 
arbitrary in His ethical requirements: 
He could just as easily say that lying 
is good as He could say it is bad. The 
dilemma is meant to show that objec-
tive morality does not exist, because 
morality is actually grounded exclu-
sively in each moral agent’s subjectivity 
(and in whatever consensus develops 
between agents). Any explanation of 
morality that involves a divine stan-
dard is either contradictory or explains 
itself in terms of itself (i.e., it is circu-
lar). This position corresponds with 
an atheistic position, as it does away 
with the need for a divine Law Giver. 

What response to the Euthyphro 
dilemma is available for the Chris-
tian apologist to use? Consider the 
following three principles:

1. There Is A Universal Moral Law. 
in his book, Mere Christianity (2001, 
pp. 1-8), C.s. Lewis argues for the exis-
tence of a universal moral law (and a 
corresponding Law Giver) in the fol-
lowing way (summarized by Geisler, 
1999):

1. There must be a universal moral 
law, or else: (a) Moral disagree-
ments would make no sense, as we 
all assume they do. (b) All moral 
criticisms would be meaningless 
(e.g., “The Nazis were wrong.”). (c) 
it is unnecessary to keep promises 
or treaties, as we all assume that it is. 
(d) We would not make excuses for 
breaking the moral law, as we all do. 
2. But a universal moral law requires 
a universal Moral Law Giver, since 
the source of it: (a) Gives moral 
commands (as lawgivers do). (b) is 
interested in our behavior (as moral 
persons are). 3. Further, this univer-
sal Moral Law Giver must be abso-
lutely good: (a) otherwise all moral 
effort would be futile in the long 
run, since we could be sacrificing 
our lives for what is not ultimately 
right. (b) The source of all good 
must be absolutely good, since the 
standard of all good must be com-
pletely good. 4. Therefore, there 
must be an absolutely good Moral 
Law Giver (p. 500, parenthetical 
items in orig.). 

The conclusion that a universal moral 
system exists causes us to cast suspi-
cion upon any dilemma that purports 
to disprove the very possibility of such 
a system. The Euthyphro dilemma 
falls into this category. Furthermore, 
the Euthyphro dilemma proves inap-
plicable when applied to the God of 
the Bible.

2. The Euthyphro dilemma is a 
false one. For the purposes of answer-
ing current critics of Christianity, the 
Christian apologist need not evaluate 
the dilemma in terms of the Greek 

Caleb Colley, m.L.a.



July 2010 Reason & Revelation 30(7):55
© COPYRIGHT, APOLOGETICS PRESS, INC., 2010, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

gods, but in terms of the one, true God 
(i.e., the God of the Bible). The Bible 
teaches that God certainly is good 
(e.g., Genesis 1:13; 59:20; Deuteron-
omy 6:24; Psalm 89:14; etc.). God’s 
essence is to exist as He is (Exodus 
3:14). God cannot exist apart from 
all of His attributes, including good-
ness. if He existed and lacked any of 
His attributes, then He would not be 
the God to Whom we refer when we 
speak of the biblical God. Therefore, 
God is good, but not in virtue of a stan-
dard of goodness that exists separate 
from Him. As further evidence for 
this, consider that there are possible 
acts which God refuses to do because 
such acts do not accord with His moral 
nature. For example, God cannot lie 
(see Miller, 2009; Colley, 2004).  

Because God is infinite, goodness 
is measured in relation to Him. Jesus 
illustrated this in His parable of the 
workers in the vineyard (Matthew 
20:1-15). in the story, only the land-
owner (representing God) was in a 
position to determine what was “good” 
(20:15). Humans, as created beings, are 
not in a position to argue with God 
concerning His rightness or wrongness 
(see Job 29-31; 38-40). The Euthyphro 
dilemma presumes that we do exactly 
that, despite the fact that we are inca-
pable of it (Jeremiah 10:23). 

Therefore, there is no dilemma as 
alleged by some who appeal to Plato’s 
Euthyphro (see Warren and Flew, 1977, 
pp. 26-28,32). Yet, some maintain that 
God’s moral principles are unreason-
able or that He is contradictory (see 
Butt, 2009b), and we must therefore 
reject the biblical God in favor of athe-
ism or another notion of divinity. We 
now turn to this allegation. 

3. While God’s moral principles 
do not owe their existence to human 
rationality, they nonetheless appeal 
to human rationality.  indeed, if it 
could be shown that God’s rules run 
counter to human rationality, then it 
would appear that His principles are 

deficient to ground human morality, 
and that we were not made in His 
image. However, there is not a single 
biblical principle of morality that can 
be, when interpreted properly, shown 
to be in conflict with the best inter-
ests of humanity. 
The creationist model would antici-

pate such a perfect correlation between 
human needs and the provisions of bib-
lical morality, inasmuch as God was 
motivated by His own character to 
create the human race in a way that is 

“very good” (Genesis 1:31), and placed 
requirements upon humanity that are 
suitable for the fulfillment of human 
needs. To demonstrate the truthful-
ness of this statement would require 
further studies (e.g. Butt, 2009a; Col-
ley, 2010a; Colley, 2010b). Consider 
the words of the psalmist: 

The law of the Lord is perfect, con-
verting the soul; the testimony of 
the Lord is sure, making wise the 
simple; the statutes of the Lord 
are right, rejoicing the heart; the 
commandment of the Lord is pure, 
enlightening the eyes; the fear of 
the Lord is clean, enduring forever; 
the judgments of the Lord are true 
and righteous altogether. More to 
be desired are they than gold, Yea 
than much fine gold; sweeter also 
than the honey and the honeycomb. 
Moreover by them Your servant is 
warned, and in keeping them there 
is great reward (19:7-11; cf. 1 Tim-
othy 1:8).

The suitability of God’s laws to man’s 
needs diffuses the motivation for the 
Euthyprho dilemma, as the facts about 
God diffuse the logic of the dilemma.

Therefore, our answer to the Euthy-
phro dilemma is as follows: Good is 
defined by God’s goodness, which is 
inseparable from His nature. His stan-
dard of goodness applies to all man-
kind by virtue of creation. 
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summer is in full swing, along with soaring 
temperatures, playing children, and frazzled 

moms. We at A.P. would like to contribute 
to the wonder of the season by providing 

attractive, intriguing, soul-nurturing products that 
will make this summer even more memorable. That’s 
why we are giving a 25% reduction on all products 
published by Apologetics Press for the entire month 
of July. Now’s the time for you to order that book 
or that DVD that you have been intending to order, 
but just haven’t gotten around to it.
A.P. rarely runs sales. After all, our products 

are already priced far below market value. in 
keeping with our nonprofit status, our purpose is 
not to make money. our purpose is to place quality, 
spiritual materials into the hands of as many people 
as possible. We are striving to help people to be 
prepared for eternity.
Are you concerned about the spiritual welfare 

of friends and loved ones? of course you are. You 
have no doubt given serious thought to how to 
impart spiritual strength and maturity to a son or 
daughter, a grandson or granddaughter, or you’ve 
wondered what you could do to point a co-worker, 
neighbor, or acquaintance to the truth about God 

and Christianity. A.P. can help! We have developed 
a host of products specifically designed to defend 
God’s truth and convince people of that truth. 
From adult-level books and DVDs that disprove 
evolution, critique the Quran, and address the 
culture wars, to books that teach children how 
to read, how to withstand the evil inf luence of 
evolution and atheism, and how to sort out the 
thorny ethical issues they face—A.P. has a wide 
range of products that will aid you in your desire 
to help others. our children’s television program 
on DVD is getting rave reviews, as are our young 
people’s curriculum materials for VBs and Bible 
classes (like our Explorer series).

Visit our Web site to browse our products (www.
ApologeticsPress.org), or call our toll free number 
to request a catalog (800-234-8558). remember: 
this sale is only good for the month of July, applies 
only to A.P. products, and orders must be made by 
calling our toll free number.

Dave Miller
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