The theory of evolution is a problem for some Christians.  What are these problems and how have Christians responded?

In 1859, Charles Darwin published his book, “On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life”, later shortened to, “The Origin of Species”.   This book took the world by storm and nearly 150 years later its main thesis is still being debated with more passion than virtually any other subject in science.  This theory has caused many problems for traditional Christian beliefs and Christians have responded to the challenges in a number of different ways.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary puts its finger on what Darwin had in mind as it says that evolution is, “origination of species by development from earlier forms, not by special creation”.  As suggested by John Blanchard (“Evolution- Fact or Fiction”) the last four words in that definition are the catalyst for today’s debate on the subject.  On one side are those who believe that by natural processes all living things have arisen from a single common ancestor, which in turn had an inanimate source.  On the other side are those who believe that a transcendent Creator, using processes that are not in operation today, brought the many different life forms into separate existence and in the middle are those who have accommodated much of evolutionary theory into their Christian beliefs.

Adding to the points made by John Blanchard, Henry Morris holds the opinion that evolution is a clash between two worldviews.  Morris suggests that the evolution model, by its nature, is an atheistic model (even though not all evolutionists are atheists) since many evolutionists claim to explain everything without God.  The creation model, by its nature, is a theistic model (even though not all creationists believe in a personal God) since it requires a creator to be able to create the whole cosmos.

The theory of evolution raises a number of questions for Christians and causes difficulties for those who hold traditional biblical views.  The first ten words of the Bible say, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen1:1).  If life evolved from single cells over millions of years, as suggested by evolutionists, this challenges the idea there is a creator God. Could creation have happened through random processes, or in other words, by chance? Continuing this line of thinking, this theory appears to replace God’s creative activity with a wholly impersonal process, which casts doubt on an overall divine plan, which gives meaning and purpose to life.

If life has evolved over millions of years then this suggests that the creation account in Genesis must be inaccurate where it suggests that God created the world in the six days of creation, and also casts doubt on the fixity of species implied in Genesis Chapter one

Evolutionary theory poses other problems for traditionally held Christian beliefs.  For instance, if human beings evolved from apes, this challenges the Christian understanding that humans were created as special creations, made in the image of God as stewards of the earth.

“Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image.....   (Gen1:27)

If human beings evolved from the apes then, perhaps humans should not think of themselves as having a special relationship with God or in some way as special within the universe.

There are many other challenges to biblical literalism but, in relation to the scope of this study, one other problem is worthy of consideration.  If evolutionary theory is correct then its follows that death and struggle existed before the fall in the first homosapians or ‘adamic race.’  This challenges Romans 5:12 where its says that sin came into the world through one man, Adam, “ .....and in this way death came to all men because all sinned”.  Then surely it would follow that God must therefore have built into His creation struggle and death, whereas the Bible says that God created everything good. (Gen 1:31).  In addition the theory of evolution casts doubt in the belief that suffering is the result of Adam’s sin in the Garden of Eden as, obviously, suffering existed beforehand.

Before going any further, it may be well worth noting a crucial distinction between the two main forms of evolution.  Going back to Darwin’s, “The Origins of Species”, the first seven chapters were taken up with micro-evolution, the idea that in organisms of the same kind different characteristics emerge as the result of adaptation to their particular environment.  There is nothing controversial about this and this is widely accepted.  Today, nobody seriously denies that perfectly natural processes produce gradual changes within species.  This process can even be accelerated by deliberate cross breeding or genetic engineering.

The problem for many Christians is macro-evolution, where it is supposed that natural processes produce new species without limitation and all species can be traced back to a single common ancestor.  In “The Descent of Man” (1871) Darwin concluded that, “The main conclusion here arrived at...... is that man is descended from some less highly organised form”.   The most famous claim of macro-evolution is that humankind is descended from apes, which again contradicts what Genesis has to say on this subject.

Having dealt with this important distinction, it is most interesting to see how Christians have responded to the challenges of evolutionary theories.  One ingenious, but ultimately self-defeating, response by some Christians to increasing assaults on cherished biblical doctrines by the onward march of scientific discovery has been to invoke what has become known as Deism.  Essentially, this involved positing God and his mysterious and unfathomable ways as the explanation for the phenomena, which cannot be explained by scientific observations, theorems and equations.  Ian Bradley writing in “Christianity for the Twenty-First Century”, noted that the trouble with this approach is that as scientific knowledge steadily advances and scientific explanations cover more and more areas of life, god retreats into a smaller and smaller space.

One other response is called theistic evolutionism.  These people are Christians who see no conflict between the theory of evolution and Christian belief. They suggest that the discovery of the process of evolution ought to add to people’s sense of awe, wonder and amazement at the magnificance of the universe and the grandeur of the God who is responsible for it.  Rev. Dr. Arthur Peacocke represents this view when he said:


“Evolution is a marvellous expression of how God is working in the world.” (taken from “Thinking Through Religion” by......)

For most theistic evolutionist, the creation story in Genesis is not to be understood literally but as a myth story, a poetic device not necessarily connected with chronological events in history.  One liberal thinker who hold this view is Professor Russell Stannard who wrote: “We have, on the one hand, a progressive creation over a period of six days – a period that, according to biblical chronology, occurred some 6,000 years ago, on the other, an instantaneous creation 15,000 million years ago.  In all honesty, we are dealing with two very different accounts…we are product of evolution...and this isn’t just an idea, there’s plenty of hard evidence to back it up”.

Stannard is backed up by other heavy hitters in the field of science such as Carl Sagan who was stated as saying, “Evolution is a fact, not a theory” (Carl Sagan –“Cosmos”) The celebrated geneticist, H.J. Muller, has added that evolution is a fact of science,”... as well established as the fact that the earth is round” (“Is Biological Evolution a Principle of Nature that has been well established by Science?”).  The Oxford zoologist, Richard Dawkins, summed up his view, and the view of many others, in this extremely contentious statement:


“It is absolutely safe to say that, if you meet somebody who claims not to believe in evolution, that person is ignorant, stupid or insane (or wicked, but I’d rather not consider that)”  (cited from Phillip E. Johnson, “Darwin on Trial”)

The vast majority of conservative Christians would consider this last quotation to be an outrageous slur on traditional biblical views and also displaying more than a hint of Dawkin’s atheistic viewpoints.  The first thing that conservative Christians would say is that, contrary to the picture painted by others, they consider that science is an area of study to be encouraged and valued.  Through science a better understanding can be gained of the universe in which humans live, and helps people to know more of the wonder and awe of the God who created and upholds it.

However, conservative Christians, generally, would go much further and suggest that all scientific knowledge of our world and our universe will be consistent with the ‘truth’ revealed to us by God through His Word, the Bible.  Professor Louis Berkhoff once said, “All other knowledge, however important, is not true knowledge if it conflicts with God’s revealed Word”. Having said this, it is important to note that although there is agreement on the fact that God is the Creator of all, conservatives are divided as to how long this act of creation took.  Charles Hodge developed an idea called, ‘The Day-Age Theory’ which is a belief that the days in Genesis were not literal 24-hour days, but days representing long ages of time, in which God worked in creation.  Hodge believed there were two great eras of three days, the Inorganic Era and the Organic Era.

The debate amongst other things, hinges on the understanding of the word, ‘yom’ in the Bible. Hodge suggested that the word,’yom’  can be understood in a number of different ways, sometimes as a year or, at other times, as an indefinite period of time.  Berkhoff disagreed with this view and he suggested that ‘yom’, as used in Scripture, is normally understood as an ordinary day, and it is usually sound method of interpretation not to depart from what the author meant. Creation scientist, Ken Ham, agrees with Berkhoff when he states that God made all things in 6, 24-hour days.  Hams says in ‘The Great Dinosaur Mystery Solved’ that what one believes concerning the Book of Genesis will ultimately determine what one believes about the rest of the Bible.  Refute or undermine the biblical doctrine of origins, and the rest of the Bible is also undermined.

Creation scientist like Ken Ham have reacted to what they see as the outrageous claims of other scientists, school textbooks and the media when they say that evolution is a proven fact as regarding a scientific theory as more than provisional is bad science.  They believe that the earth is around 10,000 years old and that all types of living things were made by direct acts of God out of nothing (ex-nihilo) as complete from the beginning and all during the creation week.

Creationism raises a number of interesting issues.  For instance, if evolution is a fact where all the transitional species in the fossil record?  If life arose, developed and became increasingly more complex through random evolutionary process, fossil remains should indicate that there were countless transitional stages between the different species.  Scott M. Huse says, in the book “The Collapse of Evolution” that, “The fossil material is now so complete that the lack of transitional species cannot be explained by the scarcity of material.  The deficiencies are real; they will never be filled”.

Some scientists have tried to wriggle out of this by developing the idea of punctuated equilibrium, which suggests that millions of more or less static years (equilibrium) were occasionally interrupted by worldwide cataclysms (punctuations) that resulted in wholesale extinctions and made way for radically new life-forms.  Creation scientists say this is an argument for silence as, they say, there is not a shred of evidence to back it up.  As the American scholar Marving Lubenow comments, “It must be the only theory put forth in the history of science which claims to be scientific but then explains why evidence for it cannot be found.”

Another major problem raised by creationists concerns the 2nd Law of  Thermodynamics.  As noted by N.A.S.A. scientist, Dr. Roy Spencer, this scientific law states that everything in the universe is running down.  If the universe were very old, by now it would have experienced what astronomers call a ‘heat death’ in which entropy would be infinite (entropy is the measure of a systems lack of available energy to do or perform work).  Applied in simple terms, this means that the universe is like a clock that has been wound up and is now running down, becoming more and more disorganised as its energy becomes randomises. According to Spencer, this flatly contradicts biological evolution, which claims that chaotic and random changes lead to greater order and complexity.  The Second Law says that there is a universal tendency towards disintegration, decay and death; the theory of evolution claims exactly the opposite.  The British physicist, Sir Arthur Eddington, who dominated the world of stellar astronomy, had this advice for any evolutionist who tried to evade this particular issue: “If your theory is found to be against the Second Law of Thermodynamics I can give you no hope; there is nothing for it but to collapse in deepest humiliation.”  (‘The Nature of the Physical Universe’).

Evolutionists try to escape the implications of entropy by arguing that the Second Law applies only to closed systems, whereas the earth is not a closed system, in that it receives energy from the sun and this energy can drive entropy backwards towards greater order.  Creation scientists say this is a false argument as no amount of random energy can create order unless the energy is harness by some pre-existing metabolic machinery.  Simply put, only life can produce life.

To conclude, it can be clearly seen that the theory of evolution has been, and continues to be,an area of great debate and some would consider it to be one of the most powerful and most comprehensive ideas that has ever arisen on earth. This has caused a number of problems for some Christians, particularly those who hold a traditional, evangelical view of the bible as the inspired, inerrant and infallible Word of God. Liberal/theistic, on the other hand, do not see the Bible in the same way as conservatives and therefore see no conflict between the theory of evolution and Christian belief.  They see evolutionary theory as explaining how life emerged and developed and the Bible as answering questions why god created the world and why it is the way it is.  Religion tells us about purpose while science tells people about process.

However, many Christians are deeply mistrustful about evolutionary thinking as they see deeper and darker forces at work.  As attested to by Richard Dawns, “Darwin made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist”.  The atheistic model seeks to remove God from the picture.  Many Christians believe that accepting the theory of evolution is much more than an intellectual option.  It means pinning one’s thinking to a materialistic belief system that reduces everything to nature and naturalistic process and this has far reaching consequences.  The English biologist and agnostic philosopher, T.H. Huxley (1825-1895) said, “The doctrine of evolution, if consistently accepted, makes it impossible to believe in the bible.”  The writer, Martin Laing recognised this problem when he was quoted in the following passage, “More cases of the loss of religious faith are to be traced to the theory of evolution...than to anything else.”  That is why, for many Christians, the theory of evolution remains an idea that is totally unacceptable.

