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Dorothy Sayers is famous for her detective stories featuring Lord Peter Wimsey. She was also a Christian 
and in one of her books The Dogma is the Drama she records the following interview with a typical man 
in the street:

Question: What is Christian faith?
Answer (by man in the street): Resolutely shutting your eyes to scientific fact.

In similar vein. Sir Richard Gregory, a former editor of Nature, wrote:

My grandfather preached the gospel of Christ
My father preached the gospel of Socialism
I preach the gospel of Science.

These quotations illustrate the popular belief that science and Christianity cannot both be true. In my life 
the question ‘Is Christianity true?’ has cropped up in various ways and I will write about some of these 
in this Chapter. It was as a science student at university that I first wrestled with this question. Problems 
I have faced since then have included whether biblical miracles were real historical events and whether 
the theory of evolution can be true. I will write briefly about these topics in this Chapter, ending with a 
particular personal interest: the use of astronomy to establish the date of various biblical events.

Is Christianity true? A personal conclusion

I had come to London to study physics at Imperial College and my accommodation in the first year of my 
undergraduate life was like a scene from a play. I lived in a house in Chiswick: the landlady was French, 
she had lived in England for forty years yet she only spoke six words of English. Her husband was 
Greek and he was a chef at a famous London club. Also in the house were two other students: Paul, a 
first year pharmacist, and Michael, a medical student who had lived for several years in the house. Both 
the French landlady and her Greek husband were superb cooks, and we must have been the best fed 
students in London. However there was an unusual condition about living in the house—the landlady 
would only accept students who spoke French! I scraped by.
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‘By chance’, Paul and Michael were both Christians. Paul had been brought up in a small denomination 
known as Strict Baptists. At university he rebelled somewhat against his strict upbringing, gave a mean 
imitation of Elvis Presley on the guitar, became highly extrovert and is the only person I have known 
literally to go out with a different girl every night of a particular week. Michael, on the other hand, was 
quiet and studious (and an Anglican). I had been brought up by Christian parents, went to church and 
Sunday school, and became a Christian at about age eleven. At school I believed that evolution was 
nonsense and gave my biology teacher a hard time! However the year before I went to university I 
started having serious doubts about the existence of God and I rejected Christianity (without telling 
anybody).

I resolved to work the matter out in my first year at London. For me the key question was ‘Is Christianity 
true?’ I decided to read through one gospel, a little each night, and also one book about becoming a 
Christian. I started in a very sceptical frame of mind. I tried to imagine being there in first century Palestine 
as Jesus spoke, and to think if the words made sense. I had never realised before how outrageous were 
many of the claims of Jesus. It seemed to me that there were only three possibilities: either Jesus was 
who he claimed to be, or he was mad, or it was all a cruel hoax. Similarly with the Resurrection: either it 
was true or else it was a cruel hoax. Which was correct?

I agonised over this for some weeks, and I did not find the answer obvious. I discussed the matter with 
no one. I felt it had to be between me and God, if there was a God. Finally I became convinced that 
Christianity was true, but, and this I found really surprising, I didn’t want it. I rejected Christianity knowing 
it to be true. I knew this was intellectually dishonest but I did not want to make the commitment. Having 
reached the stage of rejecting Christianity I planned to stop going to church. However Paul and Michael 
went, so I went along with them. In any case, there were some attractive girls at the church! I became a 
secret non-Christian.

After the Sunday night service the minister would have a group of us back to his house for coffee, 
biscuits and a chat. After leaving the minister’s house on one particular night I found myself walking 
along the street with someone who worked locally whom I did not know at all well. As we were walking 
along the street he suddenly said he would like to be a Christian and he asked me how. The others in the 
group were further up the road and well ahead of us. My brain raced as I considered the honest course 
of action. I was well able to tell him how to become a Christian, but would it be intellectually honest to 
tell him something I had chosen not to believe myself? On the other hand I could tell him that I was not 
a believer, but would it be right for me to say something which might destroy his search for Christian 
belief? After a few moments thought I said he should go and speak with the minister of the church. I then 
went back to my lodgings knowing that I should no longer resist what I knew to be true and that night I 
committed myself afresh to Christ. I was delighted that the other man did visit the minister and he too 
became a Christian.

A few months after my decision I started doubting again. Once more I went through the arguments 
whether or not Christianity was true, and again I decided it was. Doubts returned periodically, but slowly 
diminished. There were times when being a Christian was like walking on a tight rope. For me the key 
question each time was ‘Is it true?’ I have not had these doubts for a number of years, but I have always 
had great sympathy for the disciple known as Doubting Thomas!

Scientific truth and Christian truth

So far I have been writing about the truth of Christianity. But how does this relate to scientific truth? There 
is a widespread belief that science and Christianity occupy different territories. Thus it is often held that 
science is concerned with the material world and Christianity with the spiritual world. A basic problem 
with any territorial model is that battles at the boundaries are probably inevitable. A famous general 
once said that one-country maps were useless because most battles were fought at the boundaries 
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between two countries. I am unhappy with a territorial model for science because although the limits 
of science can probably be denned today, they will have changed dramatically in 100 years’ time. In 
principle I believe any topic should be open for scientific study. Similarly I am unhappy with a territorial 
model for Christianity, since the God revealed to us in the Bible and through Christ is the God of all, 
both spiritual and material. Paul writes, ‘For by him [Christ] all things were created, things in heaven 
and on earth, visible and invisible ... all things were created by him and for him (Colossians 1:16). Thus 
I believe that science and Christianity are concerned with the same territory: the universe and all that it 
contains—nothing is barred.

The building of truth

I have found it very helpful to think of truth in terms of a set of architect’s drawings of a building. A 
complex building will have side views (elevations), views from the top (plans), and sections drawn 
at different levels. There will be common elements where two drawings meet. Each drawing (eg, an 
elevation) is complete in itself. All drawings should fit together, although it is often very difficult for the 
untrained eye to see this.

The analogy with truth is obvious. Truth is a unity- there is one building of truth. However more than 
one drawing is necessary for a full description. Each drawing is different because it is from a different 
viewpoint. Thus I believe that science and Christianity describe the same territory, the same building of 
truth, but from different viewpoints. The master architect has ensured that all the viewpoints fit together, 
but to the untrained eye that is often not easy to see.

It is dangerous to pursue analogies too far, but we can take the building of truth model a little further. 
We don’t even have the individual drawings! It is as if each drawing is broken up into a jigsaw puzzle. 
Scientists are trying to reconstruct the jigsaw of scientific truth. We may feel that many of the pieces 
are now in position, but I suspect that we have only just started (the quantity of our scientific knowledge 
about the universe is much less than the quantity of our ignorance). Similarly with Christianity. Some 
pieces of the jigsaw are in the Old Testament, some key pieces were revealed to us by Jesus, further 
pieces were revealed to the New Testament writers but still ‘we see through a glass darkly’, as we try to 
reconstruct the Christian view of the universe, including mankind.

In attempting to understand architects’ drawings it is useful to focus on common boundaries, eg, where 
a side elevation and an end elevation meet. Similarly in science and Christianity, common boundaries 
(of two incomplete jigsaws) are particularly important places which should be seen not as areas of 
conflict but as places where our understanding of truth may be advanced, and a few more pieces put 
in the jigsaw. For example, was creation in six literal days? It is my belief that if the early chapters of 
Genesis are read without preconceptions (very difficult!) then it is not possible to be sure whether the 
author intended them to be literal or not. On the one hand the creation account has a rather matter-of-
fact style, but on the other hand pictorial language is used. For example the account describes ‘the tree 
of life’, which few people take as a literal tree when it is later referred to in the last book of the Bible, 
the book of Revelation. However, science also reveals to us information about the creation of the world. 
Because the building of truth is a unity, the scientific viewpoint of creation can help to reconstruct the 
part of the Christian jigsaw of truth dealing with creation. We will return later to the creation/evolution 
issue. At this point let me emphasise a key general point: the God revealed to us through Jesus is the 
same God who is revealed to us through the scientific study of the universe he created. If conflicts arise 
it is therefore because either our understanding of Christianity, or of science, or of both, is incorrect (ie 
we have misplaced some of the jigsaw pieces). I believe there can be no conflict if our understanding of 
science and Christianity are both correct.

What is distinctive about the scientific viewpoint of truth? The aim of science is to describe and understand 
the universe (including man) in terms of mechanisms, theories and laws. As a materials scientist I try 
to explain the macroscopic properties of materials (strength, electrical and thermal conductivity, etc) in 
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terms of the position and movement of atoms, ions and electrons. Scientists also use their understanding 
of mechanisms, theories and laws to predict the future. Scientists essentially ask the question ‘how?’, 
and try to answer this question in terms of mechanisms. Thus the jigsaw of the scientific viewpoint of 
truth is built up.

What is distinctive about the Christian viewpoint of truth? Whereas scientists mainly ask the question 
‘how?’, eg, ‘how did we get here?’, Christians mainly ask the question ‘why?’, eg, ‘why are we here?’ 
However, Christians also sometimes ask the question ‘how?’ and scientists also sometimes ask the 
question ‘why?’—there are common boundaries on the building of truth. Scientific truth is mainly objective  
(eg, the pen I am writing this with has a certain mass which can be measured and agreed uponby 
scientists throughout the world). Christian truth is both objective and subjective, and the subjective part 
is important. Many aspects of reality can be known only by personal involvement, for example the love 
of one person for another. The Christian truth that God committed himself to us through Jesus can only 
be known if we commit ourselves to him. The building of truth is therefore complex and contains both 
objective and subjective truth.

There is another most important way in which the building of truth is complex—it contains different floors 
and levels. We first learn science in a simplified way. For example we are taught at school that Ohm’s 
Law, V = IR, is a universal law. Whereas it is true that V = IR holds in the everyday world, for extremely 
thin wires Ohm’s Law breaks down. However we don’t teach school pupils about this exception; if we 
attempted to teach school pupils all the complexities of science they would never learn anything! We 
start with simple truths and work up to more complex truths. So it is with Christianity. Paul writes of 
feeding new Christians on milk, like babies, but also that we should progress to a diet of meatier truths. 
Some scientific truths are unchanged however much we learn: for example, the value of the speed of 
light seems to be a constant truth. Similarly some Christian truths are unchanged on whatever level of 
the building of truth we consider them: for example, I believe the Resurrection to be an event in history 
which is both a milk-truth and a meat-truth.

Miracles

Can a scientist believe in miracles such as the Resurrection? To understand miracles we must first 
understand ‘normal’ events. For scientists, normal events are described by theories and laws. Laws are 
well established theories which have survived many tests. Laws therefore describe the past: they do not 
prescribe the future (ie, predict what must happen in the future) but they do raise our expectations to a 
very high degree. For example, we would be astonished if a predicted solar eclipse did not occur.

What is the Christian view of normal events? A few years ago one of the Christmas cards I received had 
on the front a picture of a chef holding in his outstretched hands a giant spherical Christmas pudding. 
Underneath the sender had written his own caption, the first line of a famous Negro spiritual ‘He holds 
the whole world in his hands’. It was a brilliant analogy. The chef was outside of, and distinct from, 
his pudding, yet the creative genius of the chef was within each morsel. The chef was upholding the 
pudding. He could be said to have created the pudding in a few hours, yet the ingredients had taken 
much longer to develop.

The analogy of course is obvious. God is both the creator and the upholder of the universe. Paul writing 
to the Colossians says ‘All things were created by him [Christ] and for him. He is before all things and 
in him all things hold together’ (Colossians 1:16, 17). When Paul spoke to a non-Christian audience in 
Athens he said, ‘He gives life and breath and all things to all men. In him we live and move and exist’ 
(Acts 17:28). The message is clear: Christ continually sustains and upholds the universe, including 
mankind.

Some years ago Jonathan Miller presented a television series called ‘The Body in Question’. In one 
programme the television cameras filmed statues of famous men and a fountain in the garden of a 
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stately home, and Jonathan Miller asked the question, ‘What is the human body more like; is it like one 
of these statues or is it like the fountain?’ The obvious answer was that our body is more like a statue, 
but the cameras zoomed in to show them crumbling away, whereas the fountain was being constantly 
renewed. Jonathan Miller said the human body was more like the fountain: our body cells, skin, nails, 
etc, are constantly being renewed (of course the analogy cannot be extended to old age).

The biblical picture of God is not of a being who created the universe like a statue (with a clockwork 
mechanism) and then left it to decay, like an absentee landlord. Instead God is depicted as constantly 
upholding the universe, both externally like the chef holding up the pudding, and also acting within the 
very fabric of the universe. The analogy I like best of God’s upholding is that of the singer and the song. 
The song depends totally on being uttered by the singer, moment by moment. So it is, I believe, with 
God and the universe, including mankind. We owe our moment-by-moment existence to the upholding 
of God.

The consistency of God

Ringing through the pages of the Bible is the message that God is consistent and not capricious. For 
example, ‘summer and winter, seedtime and harvest shall not fail’ (Genesis 8:22), or ‘Jesus Christ, the 
same yesterday, today and forever’ (Hebrews 13:8).
Scientists who are Christians believe that because God is consistent, therefore the universe is consistent, 
and hence it can be described by theories and laws. There are some eminent science historians who 
argue that the reason science nourished in Europe in the seventeenth century, and not previously in 
ancient China, Egypt, India, Babylon or Greece, brilliant observers that they were of natural phenomena, 
was because many of the early European scientists (Newton, Kepler, etc) were Christians who believed 
in a consistent God and an orderly universe. Thus Newton realised that the force of gravity on earth 
that attracted the anecdotal apple to the ground was the same force of gravity that acted throughout the 
universe and was responsible for the planets moving around the sun. Kepler said, ‘scientists try to think 
God’s thoughts after him’, and he looked for elegant mathematical models of planetary motion. These 
early scientists were driven by the belief that God and his creation were consistent and not capricious.
However, this raises a major problem concerning miracles. If at least some miracles are real events, how 
can this be reconciled with not only our scientific belief in an orderly universe but also with our Christian 
belief in a God who is consistent and not capricious? It is helpful to consider some specific miracles to 
see how this problem can be resolved.

Crossing the Jordan

Joshua 3:15 records, ‘As soon as the priests reached the Jordan the water from upstream stopped 
flowing. It piled up in a heap a great distance away at a town called Adam, while the water flowing 
down to the Dead Sea was completely cut off. Joshua then records that about 40,000 Israelites crossed 
over.

The Bible consists of various types of writing: history, poetry, parables etc. When considering miracles 
we must seriously ask the question whether the author intended his account to be understood as history 
or not. This is not always easy to decide; however it seems to me that the above description in Joshua 
is meant to be understood as an historical event.

As a Christian I believe that God is all-powerful and can do anything. However I also believe that he will 
not do anything that is against his character. Since God is a consistent God I believe it is right always to 
look for a consistent, not a capricious, explanation of miracles. I therefore believe that we should always 
look first for an understanding of miracles in terms of scientific mechanisms, although I realise that not all 
miracles can be explained in this way (see later), at least not with our current scientific understanding.

Returning to the ‘crossing the Jordan’ miracle, in 1979 Amos Nur, a geophysicist at Stanford University, 
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studied in detail historical earthquakes on the Jericho fault. He found that in 1927 there was an earthquake 
which caused mud slides along the River Jordan at a place called Damia, about 40km north of Jericho. 
These mud slides temporarily cut-off the flow of the river Jordan. Nur then found that Damia used to be 
called Adam, the place described in Joshua as being where the river Jordan was stopped, and he also 
found records of other occasions when an earthquake had caused mud slides that had stopped the river 
Jordan in this way. He states, ‘Adam is now Damia, the site of the1927 mud slides which cut off the flow 
of the Jordan. Such cut offs, typically lasting one to two days, have also been recorded in 1906, 1834, 
1546, 1534, 1267 and 1160’. Nur adds that the description of the stoppage of the Jordan in Joshua 3:15 
is so typical of earthquakes in this region that little doubt can be left of the reality of this event in Joshua’s 
time.

God is all-powerful and therefore stopping the flow of the Jordan could have been a special supernatural 
intervention of God. However the key question to ask is not ‘what could God do?’ but ‘what did God do?’ 
Was stopping the Jordan a special intervention of God or was it due to a natural mechanism? We have 
seen that there is clear historical evidence of the Jordan being stopped by earthquake-produced mud 
slides many times in the past at precisely the place, Adam, specified in the book of Joshua. There is 
strong evidence therefore that an earthquake was the natural mechanism which stopped the Jordan in 
the time of Joshua. Does this mechanistic explanation mean that the event was not a miracle? No: it was 
still a miracle, but a miracle of timing. At precisely the time when Joshua and 40,000 Israelites needed 
to cross the Jordan an earthquake occurred causing mud-slides which blocked the river’s flow. God 
upholds the universe with perfect timing. Many ‘miracles’ happen today through natural mechanisms. 
For example, materials scientists provide artificial hips that enable the lame to walk, surgeons perform 
cataract operations that enable the blind to see. Just because we can understand scientifically these 
modern healing methods does not make them any less the hand of God.

The burning bush

‘Moses saw that although the bush was on fire it did not burn up’ (Exodus 3:2).

At first sight this description seems very curious. However there are bush species, for example Dictamnus 
albus the flowers of which emit a volatile gas which can catch fire spontaneously if certain conditions 
are met simultaneously: intense sunlight, high temperature, large bush, many flowers open, no wind 
and no flying insects to disperse the gas. If all the above conditions coincide the gas around the bush 
can have a sufficient concentration and be at a sufficient temperature that its flash-point is reached. 
The gas then catches fire spontaneously and bums although the bush itself does not burn (somewhat 
similarly gas burns above a gas ring without the ring itself burning). This effect can be produced in 
a greenhouse, but a bush catching fire spontaneously is very rare in nature (it has been reported in 
Central Europe, near Warsaw, in 1965). It is rare in nature because of all the conditions that must be 
satisfied simultaneously.

Was the bush that Moses saw newly created by God for the occasion, or was it an existing bush the 
flowers of which emitted a volatile gas? Again the key question to ask is not ‘what could God do?’ but 
‘what did God do?’, given that God is consistent and not capricious. To me the answer is clear. This 
was an existing normal bush. However, at this particular time when Moses passed by the conditions 
were right for spontaneous combustion: many flowers emitting a volatile gas were open, there was no 
wind nor flying insects, etc. But the biggest miracle of timing was that when this spontaneous burning 
occurred, Moses was there, God spoke to him, Moses responded, he led God’s people out of Egypt and 
this (in popular language) changed the course of history.

The Resurrection

Are all miracles ‘miracles of timing’ explicable in terms of Natural mechanisms? I believe that many are, 
but others, for example the healing miracles performed by Jesus and his Resurrection, we cannot explain 
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by natural mechanisms (at least not with our present scientific knowledge). In these cases God appears 
to be operating differently from usual, but how can this be if God is consistent and not capricious?
Imagine standing behind a pianist as he plays the piano from memory. If his fingers normally land on the 
white keys, but every time he goes to play an F he plays the black F sharp instead you can deduce the 
key signature (G major) of the composition. The key signature is at the start of the musical score and 
it is the rule given by the composer for playing his music. God, the Master Composer of the universe, 
has established its key signature. We do not have the score of the universe, but by careful observation 
scientists can establish the rules by which it operates: we call these rules the laws of nature (of course 
we may be wrong about some of these).

A musical composer is not bound by his own rules. He is free to decide that at a particular place in the 
music he wants an additional sharp or flat; these local deviations from the key signature rules are called 
accidentals. With a great composer these accidentals are never capricious, they are always carefully 
placed and consistent with what the composer wants to achieve. They make sweeter music. (Try playing 
a Beethoven sonata as written and then without the accidentals.) Similarly God is not bound by the rules 
he has established for the universe. He is free to uphold it moment by moment in any way he chooses. 
However he is a consistent God, and therefore any ‘local accidental’, any change in his method of 
upholding, must be consistent with what he wants to achieve. It cannot be capricious, it must make 
sweeter music, it must be consistent with the overall purpose of God.

Jesus, the son of God, had perfect love. It made more sense, not less sense, for him to heal the sick. It 
was totally consistent with his character. In Peter’s first sermon, at Pentecost, he states that God raised 
Jesus from the dead ‘because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him’ (Acts 2:24). Peter saw 
the Resurrection as being inevitable, not incredible. If Jesus really was the Son of God then death could 
not hold him. The Resurrection fully accords with God being consistent not capricious, and was planned 
by God before the creation of the universe.

Many people think of miracles as interventions of God, and people often pray for God to intervene in the 
world. While this may be a convenient way to think from our point of view, the notion of God intervening 
is inconsistent with the biblical picture of God upholding the universe moment by moment. God is not 
a passive God who sometimes intervenes: God is always active. On rare occasions he chooses to 
act differently from usual. On less rare occasions events occur which to us seem to be astonishing 
coincidences of timing. Both these types of events we usually refer to as miracles. Both are equally the 
hand of God.

Creation and evolution

I was brought up to believe that animals and plants did not develop over millions of years by a process 
of evolution, but that each species was directly created by God. This belief is called creationism and it 
is shared by a great many people. When I went to university I started to question the beliefs I had held, 
and later I wrote a booklet on creation and evolution, aimed at secondary school pupils (the booklet 
has recently been translated into Chinese). The key question to be asked is ‘Is evolution or creationism 
true?’

An enormous amount has been written about evolution. One of the critical questions is how old is life on 
earth? According to the theory of evolution it is many millions of years old, whereas many creationists 
believe life to have originated only about 6,000 years ago. This is clearly a question that science should 
be able to resolve.

It is well known that the ages of trees can be determined by counting the rings in the trunk, his method 
of dating is called dendrochronology. Some trees live for an astonishingly long time. The oldest known 
living object, plant or animal, in the world is a tree: living bristlecone pine trees exist which are 4,900 
years old. A tree’s rings can vary a great deal in colour and thickness from year to year, depending on 



�

Real Science, Real Faith

the local climate. By counting tree-rings from both living and dead trees, and matching characteristic 
patterns in them, a continuous tree-ring dating sequence has been built up, extending back for 8,200 
years. The importance of this dating method is that it is accurate and absolute.

If it is assumed that the early chapters of Genesis are literally true, and that the genealogies given in the 
Bible have no missing generations, then it is possible to reconstruct the human family tree, with Adam 
and Eve at the top. Bishop Ussher was the first to calculate from the genealogies the date when Adam 
should have been created: 4004BC. Therefore if the early chapters of Genesis are interpreted literally 
the world was created in 4004BC.

However, we know beyond reasonable doubt that trees existed on the earth 8,200 years ago. Thus 
either early Genesis should not be interpreted literally or the genealogies are incomplete (ie, should not 
be interpreted literally) or both. We can say with reasonable certainty from tree ring dating that those 
creationists who believe the world was created in 4004BC are wrong.

Other creationists believe that the earth’s age is about 10,000 years, that the early chapters of Genesis 
are literally true, but that the genealogies were not intended to be a totally complete record. To investigate 
these claims a dating method is needed that goes further back in time than tree-ring dating. Various such 
methods exist: radiocarbon dating can be used to date animals and plants for the last 70,000 years. For 
older specimens, particularly rocks, radio-uranium and radio-potassium methods can be used. These 
methods indicate that the oldest rocks known on earth are about 3,900 millions years old, and that the 
ages of meteorites found on earth are about 4,600 million years. The earliest evidence for life comes 
from traces of the outlines of colonies of bacteria in rocks about 3,000 million years old. Sea snail fossils 
have been found which are about 600 million years old, and the first whales appeared about 50 million 
years ago.

There is therefore strong evidence that the Earth is very old, and that different types of animals emerged 
at intervals of many millions of years. However, as we have noted above, many creationists believe 
the Earth is only 10,000 years old, or even less. How can they believe this in the face of the scientific 
evidence? First, some creationists claim that radioactive dating methods are unreliable. But even if 
radioactive dates are wrong by as much as 100%, which is extremely unlikely, the Earth is still many 
millions of years old. Second, many creationists believe in the theory of Apparent Age, which is a very 
clever theory, but which strikes at the heart of the belief that God reveals himself to us through his 
created universe.

The creationist theory of apparent age

In 1857 Philip Henry Gosse published a book entitled Omphalos: An Attempt to Untie the Geological 
Knot. Omphalos is the Greek word for navel. The navel is of course what remains when the umbilical 
cord is cut from a new-born baby. Did Adam have a navel, even though he was not born? Of course 
he did, said Gosse. God created him the way he intended all human beings to be. (In a recent 1990 
issue of New Scientist the cover depicted Adam with a navel, and this was questioned in subsequent 
correspondence!) In the same way, Gosse argued, the trees God created were fully grown trees with 
rings in them: thus although the creation took place in 4004BC, Gosse argued that if we try to date 
it scientifically it appears older. Modern creationists have updated this idea, so that it is argued that 
God created rocks in 4004BC having an apparent age of 3,000 million years if dated using scientific 
methods.

Logically it is impossible to tell the difference between:

(i) a world which really is very old
(ii) a world which is young but has been given a perfect appearance of age.

However, sheer common sense suggests that (i) must be preferred to (ii). Again, the key question is not 
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‘what could God do?’, but ‘what did God do?’ God does not deceive us by leaving old fossils lying about. 
The God who created all life is the same God as he who reveals his creation to us. This is central to my  
beliefs as a scientist and as a Christian. Since our study of the world shows clearly that it is very old and 
that life has emerged over millions of years then this is the timescale over which God has created life on 
Earth. It follows that the early chapters of Genesis should not be interpreted literally.

For most of the time the universe has existed there has been neither man nor woman. We occupy just 
a tiny speck of space-time on one out of millions of planets. This makes me feel very humble. On the 
other hand it has taken an immense journey through time to produce us. God is the Master Mind who 
planned this great journey: that makes us something special. Just as life on Earth appears to have 
developed by a process of evolution from single cells, so the Earth itself appears to have evolved from 
the original Big Bang. It seems that evolution is the general way in which God chooses to work, and it 
fills me with wonder that the whole of the universe and the whole of life were encapsulated in the very 
first concentration of matter and energy, rather like a great tree is encapsulated in a tiny seed.

The major way in which Christians and non-Christians differ in their view of the theory of evolution is that 
for many non-Christians ‘pure chance, absolutely free but blind, is at the very root of evolution... Neither 
the duty nor the destiny of man have been written down’ (the distinguished biologist Jacques Monod). 
Christians cannot agree with this because they believe that life has a plan and a purpose. The topics of 
scientific chance and classical chaos are complex and outside the scope of this chapter. Although both 
may play key roles in evolution, I believe that God is in charge and that evolution is the way he chose to 
carry out his creation. If life emerged from a primeval soup then God was the Master Chef.

Dating biblical events

Christianity is not some vague set of beliefs: it is based upon real historical events, for example, the 
crucifixion, and if we can pinpoint in time these events we strengthen the historical basis of the Christian 
faith. We may also understand certain events better if we know when they occurred, and hence can set 
them precisely in the social and political climate at the time.

Chronology is the backbone of history, and most history textbooks are written around a framework of 
the dates on which certain events occurred. On the other hand, dates are strangely absent from most 
commentaries on both the Old and New Testament books, even though the writers of the Bible were 
often keen to date events according to their own calendar systems, usually based upon the reigns of 
kings. For example, Isaiah had an important vision ‘in the year that king Uzziah died’ (Isaiah 6:1), John 
the Baptist started his ministry ‘in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar’ (Luke 3:1). We need 
to know the corresponding dates in our BC/AD calendar as a starting point for dating events such as the 
crucifixion.

One of my young daughters once had a book called Great Men of History, which devoted a few pages 
to each person selected (I hope some women were included also!). In the front of the book was a list of 
the people featured, with their dates of birth and of death. Definite dates were assigned to each person 
except one, Jesus Christ, against whom was typed ‘born 4BC (?), died 30AD (?)’. This uncertainty must 
raise doubts in the minds of some people about whether Jesus really existed, and I have made it a 
particular personal interest to use my very limited spare time to try to pin down more accurately the dates 
of some important biblical events.

Science, particularly astronomy, has a key role to play in this since ancient writings, including the Bible, 
sometimes feature astronomical events (eg, eclipses) occurring in a certain year of the reign of a particular 
king. If we can identify the astronomical event and calculate when it occurred, and if the text is reliable, 
then we can have certainty and precision in dating the reign of the king. I find this use of astronomy and 
history applied to dating biblical events complicated and fascinating. It is like unravelling a mystery in a 
detective story with very limited clues. I would love to do this full time!
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My first foray into this arena was to attempt to date the crucifixion, with the help of an astronomer 
colleague. The date we determined, 3 April AD33, was not a new date, but we produced some new 
evidence. It is important to realise that Christians will not always agree about matters because the 
evidence is often incomplete, or because our understanding is incomplete. In the case of dating the 
crucifixion there is not enough evidence to be 100% certain, but I would claim there is enough to say 
that there is a very high probability (say 95%) that the date of the crucifixion was on 3 April AD33. The 
biblical evidence fits this date remarkably well.

I was amazed at the interest shown in our paper (published in Nature 306: 743-746, 1983). I stopped 
counting after 500 reprint requests and letters were received in the first few weeks after publication. 
News about this dating of the crucifixion featured in national daily papers as far afield as the USA, 
Australia, Singapore and even mainland China. Although there is widespread apathy towards the events 
of Christianity we should not forget the widespread latent interest. Recently I have been studying the 
date of the birth of Christ, and a paper on this is in its final stages of preparation. Again, it is difficult to be 
100% certain, but the evidence points strongly to a particular year (and not to 25 December!). Perhaps 
this will be another piece placed correctly in the jigsaw of truth.

I have found, and continue to find, great intellectual satisfaction from both science and Christian belief. 
There is much we do not understand in both. There are many challenges. For example, do recent ideas 
about chaos have any relevance to free will? Upon re-reading this chapter I find that I have mainly 
concentrated on insights we can gain about Christianity from our knowledge of science. What about the 
reverse? I think the most important thing Christianity has taught me as a mechanistic scientist is not to 
lose my sense of wonder. What a brilliant creative genius God is to produce the universe and life in all 
its complexity, diversity and beauty, from a single small beginning. To a Christian, the heavens declare 
the glory of God.

Reproduced from ‘Real Science, Real Faith’, Ed. RJ Berry, 1995, with kind permission from Monarch Books. 
Further copying is not permitted without permission from Monarch.


