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A “modest level of questioning” 
Darwinism is viewed as “suicidal” 

in many circles, John Lennox writes, 
but it must be done. Just to be prepared 
for the worst, Lennox has already 
composed his own epitaph:

Here lies the body of John Lennox.
You ask me why he’s in this box?
He died of something worse than 
pox, On Darwinism – heterodox.

Fortunately for us, Lennox still 
lives. A professor of mathematics and 
a fellow in the philosophy of science at 
Oxford University, he is a committed 
Christian and a skilful communicator. 
He successfully took on the Apostle 
of Atheopathy, Richard Dawkins, in 
the live God Delusion Debate,1 and 
Dawkins looked quite red-faced. His 
new book, God’s Undertaker,2 is an 
excellent apologetic that takes on the 
claims of the popular “new atheists”. 

Lennox makes the whole book 
into one extended argument, with each 
chapter building effectively on what has 
gone before. When this is done well, a 
book becomes a page-turner, which the 
reader wants to read from start to finish. 
But the danger is that, by building 
a single argument, many important 
related topics can get left out. Lennox 
manages to avoid this pitfall, keeping 
the interest throughout the book unified 
around a single argument, while at the 
same time maintaining a broad scope 
of coverage. He covers a wide range 
of the relevant issues and arguments, 
moving between science, philosophy, 
and history, but ties it together so that 
the reader does not feel like he is doing 
mental heavy lifting. 

This is evident from the very 
beginning of the book, which Lennox 
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Grand undertaking
star ts  with a  considerat ion of 
worldviews. Atheistic critics of religion 
usually try to draw battle lines between 
science and religion. Lennox dispels 
this myth with a pointed argument 
that worldviews actually shape the 
way everyone, atheists included, view 
science, so that the real battle is not 
between atheism and religion, but 
between the philosophical system of 
naturalism (nature is all there is) and 
the philosophical system of theism. In 
the process, he takes on the two most 
popular historical examples often 
cited to show that there is a “war” 
between science and religion: Galileo 
and the church, and the Huxley–
Wilberforce debate. He explains that in 
Galileo’s case, the real problem was the 
Catholic Church’s dogmatic embrace 
of Aristotle, and that the Bible does 
not teach that the earth is the centre 
of the solar system or any other such 
Aristotelian nonsense.3 He shows that 
the Huxley–Wilberforce debate was a 
debate between scientists, and that it 
is far from clear that Huxley actually 
won. All of this material is put together 
into an easy-to-read argument.

It may be helpful to think of the 
subjects covered in this book under 
three headings: first, historical and 
philosophical issues relating to science 
and religion; second, cosmological 
design; and third, biological design. 
By beginning with philosophy and 
history, Lennox is able to eliminate 
philosophical objections to design, 
hopefully opening minds to consider, 
as the book progresses, theistic 
explanations in science. 

Naturalism and scientism

We have already looked briefly 
at the “war” metaphor for the history 
of science and religion, and Lennox’s 
critique of that concept. From there, he 
digs further into the philosophical issues 
regarding naturalism. The standard 
atheist or materialist position is that 
nature, the cosmos, or the physical 
world, is all there is. If nature is all 
there is (the philosophy of naturalism4), 
then science is the ultimate source 

of knowledge (a doctrine that has 
been called scientism). This is the 
contention, either implicit or explicit, 
of the leading atheist spokesmen, such 
as his fellow Oxford dons Richard 
Dawkins and Peter Atkins. Lennox 
suggests that the atheists’ philosophical 
position is indefensible, and even 
incoherent. He points out that “the 
statement that only science can lead 
to truth is not itself deduced from 
science” (p. 42), which means that as 
a matter of logic, scientism has to be 
false in order to be true. (Philosophers 
are familiar with this same problem 
of self-refutation that the verification 
theory of knowledge suffers.)

Additionally, Lennox points out 
that modern atheists who suggest that 
the growth of science has rendered God 
an unnecessary hypothesis are often 
committing a logical category mistake. 
We can use natural laws of chemistry 
and physics to understand how an 
engine works, for instance, but to then 
conclude that this means the engine 
originated by impersonal natural 
laws, or that the plans and purposes 
of its designer are unimportant, is a 
confusion of categories (p. 44). 

There still remains the major 
philosophical/theological argument 
in defence of naturalism.5 It is the 
god-of-the-gaps argument, which 
suggests that the supernatural becomes 
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Lightning often figured prominently into ancient superstitions as an attribute of deities.  
Lennox points out that in order to understand nature scientifically, it was necessary for nature 
to be “de-mythologized”; and that the greatest force for de-mythologizing nature was the 
biblical doctrine of a Creator God existing independent of His creation.
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a cheap substitute for serious scientific 
research. According to the critics, if 
God is recognized by science, science 
will cease to function. Lennox short 
circuits this argument by pointing out 
that “God is not an alternative to science 
as an explanation”—science can very 
well describe mechanisms and natural 
laws that are themselves dependent 
on God’s sustenance.6 He follows up 
with a challenge to the sceptics. God is 
“the ground of all explanation: it is his 
existence which gives rise to the very 
possibility of explanation, scientific or 
otherwise” (p. 47). 

It was the deification of nature 
itself that had the most detrimental 
effects on science, and it was the 
Hebraic, biblical doctrine of creation 
that de-deified nature and made real 
science possible (pp. 47–50). Modern 
science was possible because of the 
belief in a rational God ruling the 
universe. But, in a sense, nature is 
being deified again by the claims that 
the natural world is all there is, and 
this is again destructive. It “carries 
with it the corollary that there is no 
reason to trust our minds when they 
tell us anything at all; let alone, in 
particular, that reductionism is true” 
(p. 57). I was glad to see Lennox make 
an effective use of this epistemological 
argument against naturalism; it is a 
very important one and deserves more 
widespread attention in Christian 
apologetics.7

Cosmic design

Having laid important philosophical 
foundations, Lennox proceeds to 
examine the origins question. He 
begins at the macro level, the universe 
itself. He starts with the puzzle of the 
rational intelligibility of the universe 
itself. Why are we able to understand 
and study the universe? Why does 
mathematics relate to the physical 
world?

“It is very striking that the most 
abstract mathematical concepts 
that seem to be pure inventions of 
the human mind can turn out to be 
of vital importance for branches 
of science, with a vast range of 
practical applications” (p. 60).

The naturalist worldview can 
provide, in the words of Eugene 
Wigner, “no rational explanation” 
for the intelligibility of the universe 
(p. 60). But the Christian theist has 
an explanation: “the intelligibility of 
the universe is grounded in the nature 
of the ultimate rationality of God” 
(p. 61).

“Far from science abolishing 
God,” Lennox writes, 

“… it would seem that there is a 
substantial case for asserting that 
it is the existence of a Creator that 
gives to science its fundamental 
intellectual justification” (p. 61).

Unfortunately, when Lennox 
turns to cosmology, he assumes without 
argument the standard big-bang model 
of the universe. He explains the 
significance of scientists accepting an 
actual beginning to the universe in the 
mid twentieth century, at a time when 
many scientists adhered to steady 
state models. Many nonreligious 
scientists were startled by the theistic 
implications of recognizing the simple 
fact that the universe had a beginning.8 
A fascinating bit of history, to be sure, 
and everyone is better off without 
the “eternal universe” theories. But 

Lennox does not deal with the biblical 
or scientific problems with big-bang 
cosmology.9 While this is unfortunate, 
he at least does not spend overmuch 
time on the subject before turning to 
fine tuning arguments, many of which 
are compatible with young earth 
cosmology. Lennox does a fine job 
presenting these arguments, many of 
which are familiar and some of which 
became well known recently thanks 
to the book and documentary, The 
Privileged Planet.

Biological design

Lennox recognizes that biological 
design is by far a more controversial 
issue than cosmic fine-tuning and the 
anthropic principle, and consequently 
devotes by far the most space in his 
book to this issue. He starts with a 
look at Paley’s classic watchmaker 
argument (“suppose I had found a 
watch upon the ground …”). Lennox 
defends Paley’s basic design argument 
as philosophically sound. Hume had 
criticized design arguments, suggesting 
that the only way we could know the 
world was probably designed was by 
comparing it to other worlds, designed 
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and not designed. But Lennox suggests 
that Paley’s arguments by analogy were 
not unreasonable; and more importantly, 
that Hume’s inductive methodology is 
entirely inappropriate for explaining 
unobservable, unrepeatable events 
such as the origin of life. The method 
of abduction, or inference to the 
best explanation, is appropriate, and 
is entirely untouched by Hume’s 
criticisms of design. “An argument that 
does explain a given effect is always 
better than one that does not” (p. 83). 

So Hume did not defeat the design 
argument on a philosophical basis. 
Indeed, Paley’s work was written 
almost 30 years after Hume, and 
Frederick Ferré argued that it withstood 
most of Hume’s objections.10 The 
question, then, is whether Darwinian 
evolution defeats the design argument 
by providing a better empirical 
explanation. If Darwinism can explain 
apparent design as well as or better 
than the existence of a designer, 
why invoke God as the biological 
designer? It could be argued, as many 
theistic evolutionists have, that even if 
evolution is true, it does not logically 
follow that God does not exist. There 
is an element of truth in this as a matter 
of logic—so why not rest content with 
this minimal answer, pointing out that 
even if evolution is true, it does not 
mean that there is no master Planner 
behind it all?  

Lennox has at least two reasons for 
not resting content with this minimal 
answer. First, many have suggested 
that the very nature of the evolutionary 
mechanism (“mindless, motiveless 
mechanicity”, to quote Daniel Dennett) 
is itself an argument against any God 
(p. 92). Second, Lennox writes, the 
“sheer vehemence” of the defenders 
of Darwinism “fascinates me”. Why, 
he asks,  

“… is it only in connection with 
this area of intellectual endeavour 
that I have ever heard an eminent 
scientist (with a Nobel Prize to 
his name, no less) say in a public 
lecture in Oxford: ‘You must not 
question evolution?’” (p. 93). 

Lennox wisely enters the 
debate over evolution with a discussion 
of the various definitions of evolution. 
Natural selection and variation “within 

specified limits of complexity” is not 
at issue (p. 99). What is at issue is 
whether these small-scale changes 
(often called microevolution) can 
be extrapolated out to account for 
large-scale innovation, such as “new 
organs, structures, body plans”, and 
“qualitatively new genetic material” 
(p. 100). Lennox describes the scope 
of the observed small changes as 
limited to variation within basic types, 
citing the German microbiologist and 
creationist Siegfried Scherer for this 
point (p. 106). Scherer’s perspective,11 
which Lennox seems to favour, fits 
with the biblical concept of created 
kinds.12 While this type of variation has 
been observed, the large-scale changes 
(the controversial evolution) have not, 
as Lennox shows by a brief look at the 
fossil record. 

Origin of life

An “even more formidable 
challenge” for naturalism is the origin 
of life. Lennox considers, first, the 
problem of random protein formation, 
and offers a critique of self-organization 
scenarios. 

Second, he describes the role of 
DNA in coding for life. It is complex 
enough when we think of it as the 
biological master code. But Lennox 
emphasizes that to think of DNA as a 
straightforward code that simply gets 
translated into biological structure 
is very much an oversimplification. 
Science is learning that DNA, and 
its relationship to proteins, is much 
more interesting and complicated than 
this. Lennox describes some of the 
relevant issues. Science is learning 
about the ability of genes to switch on 
or off. It is learning about the error-
correction work conducted by repair 
enzymes. And it is learning about the 
relationship between the genome and 
all the possible proteins that can arise 
out of it (the subject of the burgeoning 
discipline of proteomics). Each of these 
complications makes evolutionary 
accounts of DNA origins that much 
more difficult.

Finally, and most importantly, 
Lennox turns to the issue of information, 
arguably the greatest scientific 
challenge to naturalistic explanations 
of life. Lennox clearly explains the 

Shannon definition of information, and 
then explains the difference between 
Shannon information and semantic 
information (a crucial distinction 
that anti-design writers often fail to 
appreciate13). Lennox also explains 
the important concept of specified 
complexity. Information content that 
has both complexity (mathematically 
measurable)  and specif icat ion 
(conforming to some meaning existing 
independently of itself) is inexplicable 
in terms of chance or natural law. As he 
moves into a final chapter on the origin 
of information itself, Lennox notes 
that information itself is both invisible 
and immaterial (even though it is 
transmitted by physical means). “How 
could purely material causes account 
satisfactorily for the immaterial?” 
(p. 168). In short, the information in 
biology gives evidence of intelligent 
design. 

Lennox revisits the issue of the 
god of the gaps, noting that it is 
knowledge, not ignorance, that leads 
to the conclusion of design:

“… it is knowledge of the nature 
of biological information …, and 
knowledge that intelligent sources 
are the only known sources of 
information …, taken together 
with the fact that chance and 
necessity cannot generate the kind 
of complex specified information 
which occurs in biology, that point 
to design as the best explanation 
for the existence of information-
rich DNA” (pp. 169–70).

If this is a gap in scientific 
knowledge, it is a good gap—good 
because science knows enough to 
know that materialistic explanations 
will not suffice.

Identifying the designer

Many in the Intelligent Design 
community hesitate to speak about 
the identity of the designer, preferring 
a “big tent” in which many design 
proponents of various religious (or 
nonreligious) backgrounds can gather. 
Thankfully, though, Lennox is not 
afraid to address the identity of the 
designer, and turns to this subject 
in a brief but hard-hitting epilogue. 
Drawing on his previous discussion of 
information science, Lennox rejects an 
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“unmoved mover” deity as the wrong 
candidate for speaking into the world. 
In contrast, Genesis presents us with a 
Creator God who exists independently 
of the universe, but speaks into it. 
The gospel of John informs us that 
this Creator is the Word, the Word 
that “became human, to demonstrate 
fully that the ultimate truth behind the 
universe is personal” (p. 178). 

Substance and style

Throughout God’s Undertaker, 
I particularly appreciated Lennox’s 
accessible style of communicating. 
His writing is clear and to the point, 
and helpful analogies enlighten and 
enliven the text. “Aunt Matilda’s cake” 
serves to explain the limits of the 
scientific enterprise (pp. 40–42). The 
finest natural scientists in the world 
could analyse the cake and tell us much 
about its chemical makeup, nutritional 
content, and protein structure, but they 
could not tell us the purpose for which 
Aunt Matilda made the cake. “Mr Ford 
in the engine” illustrates the god-of-
the-gaps fallacy (p. 44). Someone 
who knows nothing of engineering 
and modern technology obtains a car 
and imagines a god inside the engine, 
making the vehicle go. When the car 
runs smoothly, Mr Ford in the engine 
is happy; when there are problems, 
Mr Ford must be angry. When the 
owner of the car learns the principles 
of engineering, he can explain the 
operations of the car without invoking 
Mr Ford in the engine. (But, Lennox 
notes, it is yet another fallacy to 
extrapolate to the next level and 
conclude that the real Mr Ford who 
designed the car does not exist.)

Lennox’s style is also winningly 
collegial. Without giving ground on the 
issues, Lennox addresses his opponents 
cordially. He jokes about the rhetorical 
excesses of his critics—for instance, 
when he says that he will “risk a 
Dawkins’ Certificate of Lunacy” by 
criticizing Darwinism (p. 93). 

Conclusion

God’s Undertaker had areas that 
were problematic—for instance, the 
uncritical use of  big-bang cosmology 
for theistic implications. I would have 

liked to see Lennox’s discussion of 
worldviews employ a more rigorous 
analysis of presuppositions and a more 
thoroughgoing critique of the concept 
of philosophical neutrality. These 
are important issues in themselves, 
but it should be noted that they 
played relatively minor roles in the 
book’s overall scheme. As a result, 
disagreements on these points should 
still not detract much from what 
was, in just about all other areas, an 
outstanding book. 

God’s Undertaker is, first of all, 
a readable survey of the scientific 
evidence for design. Even though 
there are a number of other very-well 
written works dealing with similar 
subject matter, Lennox’s book is still 
outstanding in making the arguments 
not just readable, but interesting 
and connected. Secondly, and more 
importantly, Lennox goes beyond most 
other popular-level books on design in 
his effective integration of historical 
and philosophical issues (such as the 
origins of science and the-god-of-the-
gaps argument) into his presentation. 
And Lennox goes beyond the standard 
Intelligent-Design-movement literature 
by taking the crucial step of identifying 
the designer as the God of Scripture. 
As a result, God’s Undertaker is a 
book worth adding to any apologetics 
library.
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