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1Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ for the faith of God's elect and the knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness— 2a faith and knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time, 3and at his appointed season he brought his word to light through the preaching entrusted to me by the command of God our Savior,

Thanks very much and good evening. It’s lovely to be here with you. Sarah has told me loads about Y@S over the years and it’s really exciting to finally be here to speak to you in person, especially about this particular topic – Does Science Contradict Religion? It’s one that’s very close to my heart being both a science teacher and a Christian. When I was your age it might help you to know that I wasn’t a Christian, I grew up in a non-Christian home and I loved science. It sounds a bit nerdy to say so but I did. It was my favourite subject at school, and I was good at it. Now that may not be the case for you, I don’t know, but I’ll try and keep what I say tonight simple for those of you who prefer sort of PE or Art or something. Anyway, as a boy if you’d asked me “does science contradict the bible” I’d have laughed at you because for me there was absolutely no contest. Science could answer all my questions and religion was something people did back in the dark ages. So I’ve spent a long time on that side of the fence, the science side if you like.

And I want to begin tonight by suggesting that for the average man or woman in the street, if we walked down Slough high street now and asked them most people would agree. Religion may be something that floats your boat, but in terms of describing the world around us and the universe we live in, science is where it’s at. Science, not religion, has the answers. This is Richard Dawkins, a scientist at Oxford university. Here’s what he says about religion: Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think and evaluate evidence. Faith is belief in spite of, even perhaps because of, the lack of evidence.

So do you see that being a Christian in 2006 if you are one already or you’re thinking about becoming one anytime soon like I did at university, well it isn’t going to make you very popular. Many of the boys I teach at school recoil in horror when I tell them I’m a Christian. Their reaction says it all “Sir, how can you possibly be a Christian and a scientist?” 

Well what are we to do in the light of that? With so many clever people laughing at religious belief is there any good reason for still being a Christian? Well tonight I’m going to try and answer that question with three quick headings and the first is this

The Problem

What I want to do is to suggest some reasons why science and religion seem to be at war with each other. Now we don’t have a lot of time tonight, so we have to focus on one particular area and one of the most famous is this one, evolution and creation. Now my aim here tonight isn’t to tell you which one is right, I just want to give you some help to see the issues. 

This particular story really begins back in about 1830. Now we need to realise that up until the 1830s the majority of people in the world if they had any belief about the beginning of the world at all believed in creation, that is the story told in the bible in Genesis chapter 1 and 2. I’ve got some of the key verses on the screen for you. In the beginning, the bible says, God created the heavens and the earth. So for most people, God caused the world to exist. Back then there was no real evidence to contradict that idea - the Christian belief in creation was the only option.

But in 1831 this man, Charles Darwin, sailed to the Galapagos islands to study plants and animals. He was a scientist and one of the things he found there were a family of birds called finches. You can see some of them here, and you can see that they all look fairly similar, at least if like me you’re not much into birdwatching. But there were some subtle differences. Some had coloured beaks, some didn’t, some had black feathers some didn’t and so on. It looks like they’re all finches, but somehow they’ve become slightly different. And Darwin really wondered how? And these birds combined with a number of other observations Darwin made over the years led him to come up with a new theory to explain it. The idea was quite simple.  

Let’s imagine that many years before Darwin arrived, one type of finch existed on the Galapagos Islands and it was black with a black beak. Now when two of those finches mated, their chicks, because of small genetic variations, would have been slightly different to each other. Perhaps one had a yellow feather, another had a red beak and so on. Now Darwin’s theory was this – imagine the chick with the red beak went off to the other side of the island, a place where there were red flowers around. It’s new red beak would be a real advantage to it there because it provides a bit of extra camouflage against the flowers. Well that’s a natural advantage, a genetic variation that makes that chick more likely to avoid being eaten by a bigger animal. So that particular variation survived and this chick goes on to became the ancestor of all the red-beaks on the island. But the chick with the yellow feather, well it would stick out like a sore thumb against red flowers so it gets eaten the very next day. The result? Red beaks but no yellow feathers on the island. So Darwin’s theory, sometimes called survival of the fittest, was born, and as far as we can tell, it’s right! You can observe it happening in many different areas of the biological world. It’s what biologists call microevolution, micro because it happens within one animal group. 

But here’s the controversial bit. Many years later, Darwin and others extended this idea much further. They said that evolution wasn’t only responsible for small changes like in these finches, but for much bigger changes. Changes between different types of creatures, what biologists call macroevolution because it’s much bigger. And the most well known is on the screen now. The idea that human beings evolved gradually over time from apes. Lots of little variations over time change an ape into a caveman.

But the idea extends to all other species as well. The diagram on the right is called Darwin’s tree of life. You can see that in the present day at the top there are loads of different kinds of animals, horses, humans, cats, trees and so on, but as you go back in time you find that they all come from one common ancestor. Now this is a much bigger claim – it was revolutionary in its day because Darwin was suggesting that there was a way that all life on earth could have developed from one common ancestor and the implication was that this process of natural selection had created the world we live in and not God. That’s evolution. 

Well so what you might say? Surely both can be true? Where’s the problem. Well let’s just spend some time now thinking about the implications of all this. I’m going to mention just two. I need you to help me here. We’re going to look up two passages. First can we turn in our bibles please to Romans chapter 5 and verse 12. Romans chapter 5 and verse 12. And would someone be kind enough to read that verse out for us please? Great, thank you. Now this is important. The man writing this verse, the apostle Paul, is talking about Adam, the first man. Notice that he seems to talk about him as if he’s a real person, an actual man. There’s no hint that Adam and Eve are a myth or anything like that. And what he’s saying is that Adam disobeyed God in the garden of Eden back in genesis – you remember the story. The snake tempts Eve to eat some fruit from the forbidden tree and she gives some to Adam and then God punishes them both. Now the important part here is that according to Paul and to genesis, death was something that arrived in this world well and truly after the first man Adam. Do you see that? Death entered the world through a man. Which completely contradicts evolution. Darwin says no, death has been around since the beginning, millions of years before Adam and human beings. Without animals dying fish couldn’t have evolved into reptiles, reptiles couldn’t have evolved into birds and so on. There’s a massive tension between science on the one hand and religion on the other. I hope you can see that. 

Now there are loads more clashes, we don’t have time to go into them now but I hope you are beginning to see that science and the bible on some issues really don’t sit happily together. So that’s the first point tonight The Problem. Which brings us on more briefly to our second point

The Solution

Well as we’ve seen The Problem, science and Christianity disagree, but what have Christians said in response over the years? Well there are three classic responses.

First is to keep science and religion apart. So some people have said well look, science and religion do clash, they do disagree, but that’s OK! I’m just going to keep the two separate in my life. So when I sit in a science lesson at school that’s fine, I’ve got my science hat on, and when I come to church that’s fine too because I’ve got my religion hat on. Now people on both sides of the debate do this. So here is Stephen Jay Gould, another eminent scientist on the evolution side. He said this 

“The net of science covers the empirical universe, while the net of religion extends over questions of moral meaning and value.”

Do you see what he’s doing there? Science and religion do contradict, but that’s fine, they’re just answering different questions. Let’s just keep them separate and ignore their differences. You’ll hear Christians saying the same thing as well. So here’s a comment from a recent church of England book. Keep science and religion apart, that’s the first response. Now you’ll need to decide if that’s a reasonable argument. Personally I don’t find it at all reasonable. For one thing, laying aside all the arguments we’ve looked at earlier, just opening Genesis chapter 1 it’s pretty clear straightaway that the bible totally does answer the “what” questions! In fact you’d be hard pushed to find any “why” questions in the whole of genesis 1-3 at all! It’s all about the what questions – what God did, how it happened. The way I see it, science and religion do talk about the same things sometimes and I don’t think we can ignore that.

The second response people have made is to try and hold science and religion together. To make the two agree. People say well OK, the bible and evolution could both be right. There are various ways of doing it. One is to say perhaps God still made the world, as the bible says, but he used evolution to do it. Now to make that work you need to read genesis 1 in a certain way. Because evolution requires millions of years to happen, what you do is to read genesis 1 and whenever it talks about days to assume it means a period of millions of years. So God still made the world, he just took a lot longer to do it than the bible says, far longer than the six days mentioned in Genesis. Now it’s a very appealing idea and it’s very popular amongst Christians. But let me quickly suggest a big problem with it. Not only does it not answer the problems we looked at earlier, but it also relies on a use of the word “day” that doesn’t occur anywhere else in the whole bible. Looking at how the bible uses the original Hebrew word for day in genesis, that word in the rest of bible always means a period of 24 hours. Not once does it ever refer to millions of years. Again, you need to make up your own mind about this but there are huge problems with it. For my money you really do need to be superman to manage it.

The third option, then, is to choose one. Science and the bible do seem to contradict each other so the third way is to say well look one of them must be wrong. Either evolution is wrong and the bible is right, or the bible is wrong and evolution is right. It’s one or the other. As one author put it “You can have God or evolution, but you can’t have both”. Maybe evolution isn’t actually a fact after all. Now that view is pretty unpopular in this country, it’s fair to say it’s much bigger in America, but again you’ll need to decide for yourself if you think it’s the right one. Which brings us on to our last heading. We’ve seen The Problem and The Solution, now we come to The Big Issue.

The Big Issue

You see it’s easy to look at this debate and to feel very frightened of the long words, the complicated ideas and the anger that non-Christians throw our way. It can be very hard defending being a Christian when people attack us about creation, whichever of the three solutions we’ve chosen. Well the apostle Paul, writing to an early Christian said this do you see it there in verse 2 – God does not lie. What that means is that we have here in the bible the truth. We can trust God to tell us what’s right. In this area of science versus religion we can be absolutely sure that God’s account is the right one. Now you need to make up your own mind with God’s help which of the three solutions you think is right, but remember that God will not lie to you. The bible isn’t wrong about anything. 

But the second thing to notice in these verses is that they’re not actually about creation at all! Did you notice that? God does not lie about creation sure, but here we’re told God does not lie about  “the hope of eternal life”. The point is that there is a far more important issue in life than where we came from. The most important thing we need to trust God about is not where we’ve come from but where we’re going. You see the bible is clear that each of us naturally has pushed God out of our lives. We’ve all turned away from him, we’ve said push off God, I don’t want you running my life. I want to run my own life my own way. And God is rightly angry about that. And left to our own devices we face God’s punishment when we die. But because He loves us, God sent his son the Lord Jesus Christ into the world to die on a cross, so that all who come to Him and trust Him can be forgiven. So that if we trust Jesus when we die, God punishes Jesus for all the things we’ve done wrong and He’ll welcome us into heaven. And Paul says that is the thing we’re to trust God about first and foremost. 

So God isn’t going to ask us when we meet him which of the three solutions we’ve looked at tonight you went for. He’s not going to be interested in that at all. What he will ask us is “Did you accept the rescue I sent you in the person of my son?” So as I finish it’s right that I challenge all of us here – have you got that issue sorted? If you have then let me urge you to keep trusting the God who does not lie. By all means think about this issue of science and religion, it is important. But let’s not get so distracted by it that we forget the most important issue, the hope of heaven. 

Let’s just close with a prayer and then we’ll have some questions. 

