
Briefing Sheet Session 2: Random Chance?

The processes of evolution can sometimes seem to be random and therefore purposeless. Is acceptance of these 
processes at odds with belief in the God of the Bible, who purposefully created the world and made humanity 
specifically for relationship with him? Can we say that evolution has a necessary random element and that God 
intended to create us?

First of all, the role of ‘chance’ in shaping the world is something people have been reflecting on for a long time. 
The book of Ecclesiastes even comments on it: 

I have seen something else under the sun: The race is not to the swift or the battle to the strong, nor  S
does food come to the wise or wealth to the brilliant or favour to the learned; but time and chance 
happen to them all. 

Ecclesiastes 9:11, NIV

The traditional Christian answer is belief in God’s ‘providence’. Things which may appear random are actually 
part of God’s plan and purpose for the world, but the way God works and the purposes he has are not always 
open to our observation. 

He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they  S
cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end. 

Ecclesiastes 3:11, NIV

Secondly, we have to ask if the mutations necessary for evolution are random. The answer depends on what we 
mean by random. Three different definitions of ‘random’ are relevant here:1

An event that does not normally arise out of an organism’s design or body plan. 1. 

An event that is unpredictable. 2. 

An event that is without purpose or intention. 3. 

Which of these definitions apply to the mutations observed in evolution?

Mutations that lead to change are certainly random in this sense. 1. 

This ‘unpredictable’ sense of ‘random’ may be part of what is happening in evolution. As we learn more about 2. 
the causes and limitations of genetic mutations, however, we may discover that they are in fact predictable. 
And, though they may be predictable in principle, actual prediction may never be practical.

Questions of purpose and intention, and specifically God’s intention, are beyond the realm of science. As such, 3. 
no scientific theory of evolution could include this definition of ‘random’.

To say that evolution is random in the first and second sense, and to conclude from this that it is random in 
the third, is a mistake similar to the one that reductionists make. People who say that ‘random’ means the 
same as ‘purposeless’, as well as people who say that ‘we are nothing but atoms and molecules’, are making 
philosophical assumptions that have nothing to do with science. 

Christian biologists have said that evolution could be analogous to the experience of providence.21 They say that we 
may not know what God’s purpose in our life is, and we truly experience freedom, yet at times we catch glimpses 
of purpose and divine intention in the events that surround us and the things we do. Christians could view evolution 
from the same perspective. We may not understand why God creates in this way, but we can be sure that God is 
working his will in creation, and that he had us in mind from the beginning. So we could say that God created us in 
his image, and that he created through the process of evolution by natural selection, which includes  
random elements.

1. Alvin Plantinga, ‘Naturalism Defeated’, http://philofreligion.homestead.com/files/alspaper.htm, footnote 7. 
2. Darrel Falk, Coming to Peace with Science (IVP, 2004), p. 224. Cf. Alvin Plantinga, ‘What Is “Intervention”?’, Theology and Science 6.4 (2008), pp. 369–401.
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