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Faith, Science, and Your Worldview

Introduction

We’re discussing faith and science, and how they interact.
The Compact Oxford English Dictionary defines science as:

the intellectual and practical activity encompassing the systematic study of the structure and
behaviour of the physical and natural world through observation and experiment.*

I’'m here to provide some background on how science has developed, and how faith and science
have interacted over time.

The rise of science

People were doing science even before Jesus’ time. The Greeks were particularly influential,
developing mathematics, dividing the natural world into classifications, and observing how the stars
and planets move.

But that knowledge didn’t really impact the daily life of most people in Europe during the Middle
Ages. Your social status depended on the family you belonged to. Males probably did the same work
as their fathers. Women spent most of their adult life raising children. You couldn’t read or afford to
buy books. Your knowledge came from your family and community, and from the church you
attended on Sunday.

The 1300s saw a renewal of interest in learning about the ancient Greek and Roman worlds. This
Renaissance is radically changed Europe’s art, literature, science, and culture.

The church felt its authority was under threat:

e Instead of stained glass windows depicting Bible stories and saints, art developed a secular
humanistic focus.

o The Bible was illegally translated from Latin so people could read it in their own language.
The church tried to control it by killing these translators, but the printing press was
developed to make even more copies of these illegal bibles. Martin Luther published 95
examples of where the church was wrong, and they could not stop him.

e Galileo (1564-1642) invented a telescope, and used it to show that Copernicus® was right in
guessing that the earth was a planet of the sun. The church reacted by banning the works of
people like Galileo and even imprisoning him, since he threatened their power and their
interpretation of the Bible.

It was an absurd reaction. Because their power was under threat, the church reacted as if the Bible
was the only source of truth—the only way you could know anything. That was never going to hold
water.

Scientists developed a method for discovering knowledge from nature. Essentially the scientific
method includes:

1) Hypothesise: imagine how it might work, and define how you could show it to be true/false.
2) Test: execute tests under controlled conditions to discover if/when your idea always works.

! Catherine Soanes and Angus Stevenson, Concise Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: OUP, 2004).
? Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543) was actually “a Catholic canon (ecclesiastical administrator).”
See Christian History Magazine-Issue 76: The Christian Face of the Scientific Revolution (2002).



3) Refine: go back to step (1) above with a more precise hypothesis, until your idea works.

This basic approach has given us radical ways of understanding and manipulating our world. We
understand the world as operating by cause-and-effect. It has brought medical breakthroughs,
chemicals, engineering, understanding electricity, industrial revolution, transport, internet, ... our
whole way of life.

How you know? (epistemology)

The church came to terms with this as a valid form of knowledge. Francis Bacon (1561-1626) wrote:

[The increase of natural knowledge] is a singular help and preservative against unbelief and
error: for saith our Saviour, “You err, not knowing the Scriptures, nor the power of God”;
laying before us two books or volumes to study, if we will be secured from error; first the
Scriptures revealing the will of God, and then the creatures expressing his power.?

This idea of two books of knowledge—Scripture and nature—became common-place in theology.

But scientific knowledge also affected how people thought about God. Previously, God was the
cause of everything. If the sun came up this morning, then God caused it. If it rained, God brought
rain. If a plague came, God brought a plague. Now we understand that the sun rises because the
earth rotates, and the rain comes because of the water cycle, and a plague can be prevented with
vaccines or treated with antibiotics. So where is God in all this?

People began to imagine God as the one who created the world in the first place, and now watches
from a distance without being involved. We call this view deism.

Eventually people began to ask, “So do we need God at all?” If everything is cause-and-effect, could
the world have brought itself into existence? Could the species we see today have evolved from
lower life-forms? Is God just an imaginary idea to fill the gaps in our scientific knowledge? Do we
need a god at all now we know how the world works?

Some began to write about the death of God. The “new atheists” like Hitchens actively seek to
undermine people’s faith, even arguing that belief in God is harmful.

Can | suggest that these guys are making the same mistake that the Catholic Church did in Galileo’s
day—claiming that their form of knowledge is the only valid one? Scientific knowledge is significant,
but it is not the only form of knowledge. History is unrepeatable, so you can’t know what happened
by putting it in a test-tube and repeating it. The narratives of the Bible are like that: it relies on
history, and historical knowledge.

Some of the most important things you know cannot be tested in a laboratory. Art, music, justice:
science may help us try to analyse them, but their beauty transcends scientific knowledge. Love is
like that: relational knowledge can’t be proven or disproven, because science is the wrong tool to
use for that kind of knowing. Relational knowledge is neither objective nor dispassionate: it is deeply
subjective and passionate, but you lead a dysfunctional existence without them, reducing yourself to
no more than a robot.

Facing confusion: when your sources of knowledge
disagree

Today, most Christians accept that that there are multiple valid sources of knowledge:
e There are some things we know through divine revelation, such as the story of Jesus.

e There are some things we know through scientific enquiry, such as using a computer.

°F. Bacon, “Valerius Terminus, of the Interpretation of Nature,” The Works of Francis Bacon, Lord Chancellor of
England (Philadelphia: Parry & McMillan, 1859) 1.83.



These forms of knowing are not incompatible. They overlap and interlock. | regularly use a computer
to study the Scriptures.

Most of the time that works really well, but what do you do if these sources of knowledge seem in
conflict? For example, if the Book of Genesis gives me a genealogy of Adam that traces him back to
1645 years before Noah'’s flood (Genesis 5), and another Noah’s genealogy places him just a few
hundred years before Abraham who lived less than 3000 years ago, does this mean humans have
only been on earth for a few thousand years? How do | fit that information together with scientific
data that dates human communities tens of thousands of years earlier, and other creatures millions
of years earlier? Is one source of knowledge right while the other is wrong, or do are the both
somehow true? That’s the kind of question that Christians struggle with. Sometimes those questions
bring us into conflict.

Possible solutions

Four approaches:

Approach Example
a) | Science contains Faith people who live in science, trying to make sense of the Bible
b) | Faith contains Science young earth creationists

c) | Separation of Faith and Science | liberal theologians (resurrection just “believed”)

d) | Faith and Science in tension live with the unresolved tension (humility of knowledge)

‘ ‘

Don’t try to resolve the conflict by treating either form of knowledge as invalid.

Conclusion: live with the tension

Here and now our ears and minds will never be fully attuned to hear the harmony of God'’s
two words, never able to resolve all tensions, explain all mysteries, and convince all
objectors, any more than here and now we always love others as ourselves or worship God
wholeheartedly. This unsettling situation is liveable, however, because the Truth himself has
promised that today’s flawed and fragmentary understanding, a dim, distorted reflection,
will tomorrow give way to clear, face-to-face sight (1 Cor 13:12).*

* Dennis E Johnson, "Between Two Wor(l)ds: Worldview And Observation In The Use Of General Revelation To
Interpret Scripture, And Vice Versa" in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 41.1 (1998): 84.
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While there are a number of different ideas expressed in those short interviews a common
thread which is important to our discussion tonight is the way in which different people
handle the Bible.

This comes down to the way in which people believe inspiration works.

This question of ‘what do | understand about inspiration?’ is foundational to how we go
about living in both a scientific world and a biblical world.

The first speaker expressed a view which said that his way of interpreting scripture, in this
case the book of Genesis, was correct and that if science did not correspond with his
interpretation than there must be something wrong with the science.

The last speaker on the clip expressed a view that we need to be careful when we read
scripture to read it appropriately according to the type of genre that it is.

Both of these positions and the other positions represented in the clip, express a certain
view of how the person understands inspiration.

Scripture does not say a lot about how it came to be written but it does say a couple of
things;
2Tim 3:16

All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realize
what is wrong in our lives. It corrects us when we are wrong and teaches us to do what is
right.

Notice here that there is no more information given to us on the ‘how’ of inspiration.
2Pet1:20,21

20 above all, you must realize that no prophecy in Scripture ever came from the prophet’s
own understanding, or from human initiative. No, those prophets were moved by the Holy
Spirit, and they spoke from God.

Again Peter does not give us a blow by blow description as to how this mechanism of
inspiration actually works. He merely says that it does work and that’s how we have the Old
and New Testaments.

How you understand ‘inspiration’ to work will have significant influence on you reading of
scripture and so in the faith and science area. As you can see from the short video clips, your
view of inspiration and on how to read scripture is important.

There are two extremes within the ideas on inspiration.

For some people inspiration is the equivalent of dictation, for some it’s the same as
imagination.

Have a look at this diagram;

—_— —

Dictation Riverview’s Imagination

All God position All Human




As a church Riivertvhetw Godg'osiitnsomi ration of

God inspired all things that in any way affected the production of the writings
that make up the Bible in order to say what He desired to say in language. This
means not only the words but the way the words are put together, the stories that
are used, and the different books that make up the canon of scripture are
inspired.

Gordon and Fee, the authors of How to Read the Bible for all its” Worth, make the following
comment;

In speaking through real persons, in a variety of circumstances, over a

1500y ear period, God’s Word was expressed i
thought patterns of those persons and conditioned by the culture of those
tt mes and circumstances. That is to say, G

his Word to them.®

Tom Wright, NT scholar and author says;

“1 n p aitenables us ko say that the writers, compliers, editors and

even collectors of scripture were people who, with different

personalities, styles, methods and intentions, were none the less caught

up in the strange purposes of the covenant God, purposes which included

the communication, ®by writing of His word.

John Walton, Old Testament scholar and author, puts it this way;
Scripture was written for us but not to us.

What all three authors and many other biblical scholars and churches agree on is that the
messages of scripture are for all people, in all cultures from all times, but they were written
to a particular people in a particular culture in a particular time.

The consequence of this understanding is that we need firstly to ask
“what did this mean for the people to whom it was written?”
Before we ask...

“what does it now mean for me, for whom it was written?”

By seeking the original meaning firstly, as much as it possible, we may escape the trap of
trying to ask questions of scripture that it was never scripture’s intention to answer.

If we assume that scripture is giving us information about scientific ideas that are our
scientific ideas, generated in our time, then we fall into the trap the church found itself in
during Galileo’s time.

The prevailing model for the solar system from Ptolemy, who lived around 100 CE, was that

the earth was the centre around which all of the planets revolved. This model was maintain
for various reasons, one of which being that the Catholic Church, the significant holder of

> Gordon D. Fee and Douglas K. Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, Ml:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1993), 23.

®T. Wright, Simply Christian (SPCK, 2006, London) p155



educational power through the Dark and Middle Ages, came to believe that the geocentric
model was how scripture described the cosmos.

Effectively they nailed scripture to science.

The problem of course was that the science changed, after all this is what science does. It is
the current best description of the world around us that we have.

In this case science came to show that the model should be of a heliocentric solar system,
that is one in which the planets revolved around the sun.

Both the Catholic Church and Martin Luther opposed this view of the cosmos.

But now, of course, this is the view that the world holds and scripture is not seen to be in
opposition to it.

By understanding and applying the idea that scripture is written for us but not to us, we can
avoid making the biblical text say things it was never intended to say.

| would suggest to you then that if we perceive that there is antagonism between our faith,
of which so much springs out of the way we understand scripture, and science, then one
place to begin to rethink our ideas is to ask the question;

what do | believe about inspiration?

Again | would suggest to you that if you begin with the guideline; scripture is written for us
not to us, you may find a whole new way of reading scripture.



