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Praise for Is God Real?

Is God Real? is vintage Lee Strobel. His books are always clear, interesting, and chock-full
of ideas, and they do not dodge the tough questions for which people need answers. Is God Real?
may be his best book yet. It focuses on the most fundamental topics a human being can ask: Is
there a God and a purpose to life? If so, what is God like? How do we really know that our
answers to these questions are true and reasonable? Moreover, Strobel’s selection of expert
interviewees could not be improved on. | urge atheists, Christians, and members of other
religions to read this book. It is so good that intellectual honesty requires it.

J. P. Moreland, distinguished professor of
philosophy, Talbot School of Theology,

Biola University
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Introduction

Introduction

Exploring Whether God Is Real

Believing in something doesn’t make it true. Hoping that
something is true doesn’t make it true. The existence of God is not
subjective. He either exists or he doesn’t. It’s not a matter of
opinion. You can have your own opinions. But you can’t have your

own facts.

Ricky Gervais, “Why I’'m an Atheist,”

Wall Street Journal, December 9, 2010

More than two hundred times a second, around the clock, someone is asking an online search
engine about God—often with the simple inquiry, “Is God real?” If you type that question into
Google, you’ll get 3.7 billion results in two-thirds of a second—a digital tidal wave that
generates more confusion than enlightenment.’

As for those who seek wisdom from the disembodied voice of Siri, there’s only
disappointment. Asked if God is real, she replies with a seeming shrug: “It’s all a mystery to
me.” Even Atrtificial Intelligence comes up short. When ChatGPT is asked whether God exists, it
offers a shallow overview of competing perspectives before concluding, “I cannot give a

personal opinion on this matter.”
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Indeed, the question of whether God is real is the most consequential issue of all because so
much hangs on the answer. What exactly is at stake? As evolutionary biologist William Provine
said in a debate, if there is no creator, then these are the inescapable implications for humankind:

m There’s no evidence for God.

m There’s no life after death.

m There’s no absolute foundation for right and wrong.
m There’s no absolute meaning for life.

m People don’t really have free will."

In recent years, the percentage of Americans who believe in God has been declining.
According to Gallup, 87 percent said they believed in God in 2017, but that number dropped to
81 percent by 2022—the lowest in American history. In contrast, the number was 98 percent in
1967. When pressed about whether they are certain that God exists, only 64 percent of US adults

now say yes.'"

Callout

The question of whether God is real is the most consequential issue of all

because so much hangs on the answer.

end Callout

Still, there are some positive spiritual signs as well. A survey in late 2022 showed that three
out of four US adults said they want to grow spiritually, and nearly half (44 percent) said they
are more open to God today than before the COVID-19 pandemic." Three-quarters of

Millennials say they’re “searching for a sense of purpose in life.””
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The numbers are starker for younger Americans. Generation Z (those born between 1999 and
2015) has been called the first post-Christian generation. For them, said Barna Research,
““atheist’ is no longer a dirty word.” They are twice as likely to call themselves atheist as older
adults (13 percent versus 6 percent)."!

At the same time, rates of depression and anxiety are soaring among young people.
According to a 2023 report by the Centers for Disease Control, “almost 60 percent of female
students experienced persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness during the past year and
nearly 25 percent made a suicide plan.”"

“The bad news is that Gen Z is flat on its back, knocked down by sadness, loneliness, and
anxiety,” said youth ministry expert Greg Stier. The good news, he said, is that this sense of
hopelessness is resulting in an increased openness to seeking spiritual answers."""

Shane Pruitt, who travels the country to speak with young people about faith, said in 2023,
“I’ve personally seen more college students and teens start following Jesus in the last three years
than in the previous eighteen years of ministry combined.”

Pollster David Kinnaman put it this way: “The rumors of Christianity’s demise among
younger people are greatly exaggerated.”” In fact, predictions about the death of Christianity in
America date back two hundred years, with Thomas Jefferson claiming in the 1820s that
Christianity would soon give way to a more modern faith that eschewed miracles. Yet these
prognostications have failed to materialize.*

I’ve spoken with a lot of people from various generations and found that so many of them are
sincerely interested in exploring faith, with quite a few genuinely intrigued and even enthralled

by Jesus. In my view, it’s difficult not to have a sense of spiritual optimism, despite some of the

troubling trends.
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Right now, where do you stand on the question of whether God is real? Does the needle on
your spiritual gauge point more toward skepticism or belief? Or would you say you’re
somewhere in the middle, not hostile toward faith but honestly interested in following the

evidence wherever it leads?

Rejecting Belief in God

Among those who are convinced that God doesn’t exist is British comedian and armchair
philosopher Ricky Gervais. In an essay titled “Why I’m an Atheist,” he explained that when he
was about eight years old, Jesus was his hero. One day, he was at the kitchen table drawing a
picture of Christ when his older brother Bob came in and asked, “Why do you believe in God?”

Said Gervais, “Just a simple question. But my mum panicked. ‘Bob,” she said in a tone that |
knew meant, ‘Shut up!” Why was that a bad thing to ask? If there was a God and my faith was
strong it didn’t matter what people said. Oh . . . hang on. There is no God. He knows it, and she
knows it deep down. It was as simple as that. | started thinking about it and asking more
questions, and within an hour, [ was an atheist,”"

Others have reached a similar conclusion for varying reasons. The founding publisher of
Skeptic magazine, Michael Shermer, told me he was led to Christ by his friend George when they
were in high school, though Shermer admits he had mixed motives because he thought a
conversion might help his odds of dating George’s sister. Shermer lived as an evangelical
Christian until he gradually lost his faith in college, where a professor attacked his beliefs and
Shermer didn’t find satisfying answers to some of his nettlesome theological questions.

Then his college sweetheart became paralyzed in a motor vehicle accident. Shermer asked

God to heal her, and yet she remained disabled. I asked Shermer, “Was this the final nail in the
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coffin of your faith?” He replied, “Yeah, that pretty much did it. [ was like, ‘Ah, the heck with
it.’”X“i

Can you relate to that? Has there been a time when you called out to God during a crisis but
felt like you were only talking to yourself? For some people, God seems too hidden to be real.

Charles Templeton was the pastor of a burgeoning church in Toronto and pulpit partner of
renowned evangelist Billy Graham before morphing into Canada’s best-known spiritual skeptic.
When | asked Templeton if there had been one thing in particular that caused him to lose his
faith in God, he said it was a photograph in Life magazine many years earlier.

“It was a picture of a Black woman in northern Africa,” he told me. “They were experiencing
a devastating drought. And she was holding her dead baby in her arms and looking up to heaven
with the most forlorn expression. 1 looked at it and | thought, Is it possible to believe there is a
loving or caring creator when all this woman needed was rain?”

He shook his head. “I immediately knew it is not possible for this to happen and for there to
be a loving God. There was no way.”

Interestingly, though, Templeton broke down in tears during our interview because he said he
missed Jesus—and there’s reason to believe he did ultimately return to faith in God on his
deathbed a few years later."

Scholar Bart Ehrman said he left Christianity to become an agnostic partly because his
research on the text of the New Testament cast doubt on the Bible’s reliability—ironic because
he dedicated his book on the topic to his mentor, Bruce Metzger, who told me that his own study
of the matter only served to deepen his faith.*"

Like Templeton, Ehrman also attributed his abandonment of Christianity to his inability to

reconcile the existence of pain and anguish with a loving God. “For many people who inhabit
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this planet, life is a cesspool of misery and suffering,” he wrote. “I came to a point where |
simply could not believe that there is a good and kindly disposed Ruler who is in charge of it.”*"!

Among evangelical Christians, a phenomenon called deconstruction has been gaining
notoriety in recent years. Some people have found that this systematic dissecting and
reexamining of their beliefs has led to a stronger and more secure faith in the end. But Alisa
Childers, author of Another Gospel?, has warned that “sometimes the Christian will deconstruct
all the way into atheism.” """ In many instances, she said, the deconstructed faith fails to retain
“any vestiges of actual Christianity.”""

The size of the trend is uncertain, but by 2023, there were already nearly 350,000 posts on
Instagram using the hashtag #deconstruction.*™ Said Sean McDowell and John Marriott in their
book Set Adrift: Deconstructing What You Believe without Sinking Your Faith, “College students
and young adults are finding it increasingly difficult to retain their faith and, as a result, are
XX

deconverting from it.

As for me, however, | went in a far different direction. | deconstructed my atheism.

From Skepticism to Belief

For years, | was a happy spiritual skeptic, with degrees in journalism and law and enjoying
my career as a legal editor at the Chicago Tribune.™!" Then my agnostic wife’s conversion to
Christianity prompted me to spend nearly two years investigating whether God is real, focusing
largely on the resurrection of Jesus.

Reluctantly, I became convinced that Jesus not only claimed to be the unique Son of God, but
he also proved it by rising from the dead. | put my trust in Christ in 1981, and my life has never

been the same—in a good way!

Is God Real_front matter_TOC _ Intro.docx - Page 17 of 30



In fact, I’ve seen that kind of story again and again among people I’ve encountered down

through the years. For example, just from within my sphere of relationships are these stories:

J. Warner Wallace, a cold-case homicide detective, used his well-honed investigative
skills to painstakingly analyze the historical reliability of the Gospels. He concluded that
these written accounts “reliably and accurately described the resurrection of Jesus
without ulterior motive.” When he realized this, “everything changed for me.”*"" He
renounced his atheism and wrote the bestselling book Cold-Case Christianity. "

Sarah Salviander, an astrophysicist raised by atheists, believed that Christianity was
“philosophically trivial.” But as she was studying deuterium abundances in relation to the
big bang, she became “‘completely and utterly awed’ by the underlying order of the
universe and the fact it could be explored scientifically”—and she became a Christian.*"
“I was awakened,” she said, “to what Psalm 19 tells us so clearly: ‘The heavens declare
the glory of God, the skies proclaim the work of his hands.””

Stephen McWhirter, a musician, was a methamphetamine addict. The troubled son of a
pastor, he hated Christianity and yet he inexplicably accepted a book from a friend about
Jesus. As he read it at 3:00 a.m. amidst his drug paraphernalia, he encountered the
presence of the living God. “I went from addiction to redemption,” he said, “because
God’s real.” Today he writes Christian worship songs.*"!

Guillaume Bignon, a cynical software engineer, became a Christian after studying,

among other topics, the nature of morality. Concerning his exploration of faith, he said, “I
had to force myself to be open-minded because I really wanted everything to be false.”

But his skepticism withered the more he explored the evidence. He not only became a
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Christian, but he went on to earn his doctorate in philosophical theology and write the
memoir Confessions of a French Atheist. V!

Louis Lapides, a spiritually skeptical Vietham veteran, examined the ancient messianic
prophecies, prompting him to conclude that Jesus, and Jesus alone, is the divine Messiah
sent to save Israel and the world. Lapides, raised Jewish, became a Christian and later a
minister. “My friends knew my life had changed, and they couldn’t understand it,” he
said. “I would say, ‘Well, I can’t explain what happened. All I know is that there’s
someone in my life, and it’s someone who’s holy, who’s righteous, who’s a source of
positive thoughts about life—and I just feel whole.”””*V!!

Holly Ordway, an atheist professor of English literature, started to ask herself, What if
God is real? Christian fiction planted seeds in her imagination; Christian philosophers
provided a counterpoint to her naturalistic worldview; and her fencing coach turned out
to be a Christian. “I realized that I could ask my coach questions and feel safe and
respected while having a dialogue about these issues,” she said. She ultimately found that
the evidence of history “was best explained by concluding that the resurrection really
happened.” She became a Christian, a professor of apologetics, and author of the book
Not God’s Type: A Rational Academic Finds a Radical Faith ™

Cody Huff, a drug addict and convicted burglar, was living on the streets of Las Vegas
when he went to get a free shower at a church. A volunteer offered a hug and the words
“Jesus loves you”—and it was the pivotal moment of his life. “Right away something
was different,” he told me. “The more I heard about Jesus, the more I wanted to hear. I
couldn’t get enough of the Bible.” He came to faith, was ordained as a Baptist minister,

and devoted the rest of his life to helping the homeless.*
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e Michael Brown, a Jewish hippie with an insatiable appetite for illicit drugs, went to
rescue two friends who were attending church in pursuit of girls. Brown got into
discussions with Christians about why they believed that God is real. He became a
follower of Christ, and now, with a doctorate in Near Eastern Languages, he is among the
foremost defenders of Jesus being the Messiah.

e Thomas Tarrants, a Ku Klux Klan terrorist, was wounded in a shoot-out with the FBI
when he went to firebomb the home of a civil rights leader in Mississippi. Sentenced to
prison, he escaped and survived another shoot-out in which an accomplice was Killed. He
then spent three years by himself in a six-by-nine-foot cell—with a Bible. He delved
deeply into the Scriptures, eventually coming to a profound faith in Christ that liberated
him from his racial hatred. Finally released, he earned his doctorate, was named president
of the C. S. Lewis Institute, and became a champion of racial reconciliation. ™'

Again, these are just a few of the people I have personally known, and | could have added

many others. All of them had some things in common. Despite their initial doubts about God,
they kept an open mind and pursued the evidence and arguments wherever it took them. In the

end, they were willing to reach an informed verdict in the case for God.

Yearning for the Transcendent

Let’s face it, the question of whether God is real resonates deep inside all of us. Who doesn’t
want to know where we come from and where we’re going after we die? Staring into the
darkness in the middle of the night, we tend to wonder about the purpose of life.

Are we accidents of nature, destined to flourish for a brief moment and then wither and decay

forever? Or are we the creation of a beneficent God who loves us and imbues meaning into our
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existence? Is there really hope after the grave, or is that merely wishful thinking from the only
species that is able to recognize the horror of its inevitable demise?

From time to time, we feel an innate longing for God—which might actually be evidence that
he is real. “One argument for God’s existence regards the aching absence of God in human
experience,” said philosopher Douglas Groothuis. “There is, on the one hand, the pained longing
for the transcendent and, on the other, the sense of the inadequacy of merely earthly goods to
satisfy that longing. . . . We all experience a deep sense of yearning or longing for something that
the present natural world cannot fulfill—something transcendently glorious.”*

He pointed out that C. S. Lewis talked about several instances in which he sensed something
wonderful beyond his grasp. “These were fleeting but invaluable moments, which he called the
experience of ‘joy,”” Groothuis said. “They were indicators that the everyday world was not a
self-enclosed system; a light from beyond would sometimes peek through the ‘shadow lands.’
This thirst, which is intensified by small tastes of transcendence, indicates the possibility of
fulfillment.””*"

Wrote Lewis in Mere Christianity, “Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for
those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. A duckling wants to
swim: well, there is such a thing as water. Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as
sex. If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable
explanation is that | was made for another world. If none of my earthly pleasures satisfy it, that
does not prove that the universe is a fraud. Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to
satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing.”*"

So perhaps our longing for the transcendent is a clue that it actually does exist. And yet there

could there be another explanation. Maybe our imagination conjures up the idea of God because
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we desperately want to be rescued from our fear of death. Could it be that we are so frightened
by our own mortality that we subconsciously manufacture false ideas about a loving deity and
eternity in heaven in order to ease our death anxiety?

One way or the other, our beliefs have very real consequences. How we live our life and
what we value the most inevitably flow from our convictions. The paramount question becomes

whether our beliefs are based on fact or fantasy.

Callout

Our beliefs have very real consequences. How we live our life and what we

value the most inevitably flow from our convictions.

end Callout

My motive has been to discover truth, regardless of what the implications might be. Maybe
that’s fueled by my investigative reporting at the Chicago Tribune, where | relentlessly followed
the facts to make sure I was exposing the news as accurately as I could. Or maybe it’s rooted in
my law training, where | came to admire the beauty of a legal system designed to ferret out the
truth. Regardless, | became obsessed with getting to the bottom of whether or not there’s a God
and then living with the consequences, one way or the other.

If he was real, | wanted to know him personally. And if he wasn’t, then I wasn’t interested in
playing any religious games.

Because truth matters.
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“Now—Here Is My Secret”

Canadian writer Douglas Coupland, described as “possibly the most gifted exegete of North
American mass culture,”**" authored the book Life after God nearly three decades ago, and yet
its themes remain hauntingly relevant even today.

The book tracks a young man through a troubled era. He’s remorseful over his mistakes. His
marriage has stagnated. He’s ensnared in a meaningless job. Instead of deep friendships, he
endures what he calls “halfway relationships.” He’s worried that he doesn’t feel life the way he

used to. But after 358 pages of aimlessness and frustration, this was his conclusion:

“Now—nhere is my secret:

| tell it to you with an openness of heart that | doubt I shall ever achieve
again, so | pray that you are in a quiet room as you read these words. My secret is
that | need God—that | am sick and can no longer make it alone. | need God to help
me give, because | no longer seem to be capable of giving; to help me be kind, as |
no longer seem capable of kindness; to bring me love, as | seem beyond being able

to love 29IXXXVil

Maybe you’re a little like Coupland’s character. Perhaps you have a secret too. It could be
that your circumstances are causing you to conclude that maybe—just maybe—you need God to
breathe new hope and life into your world. Or maybe you need him to chisel the crust off a heart
that’s corroded with self-interest and cynicism. Or maybe you need him because—well, to be
honest, you’re not sure why. You just sense that there’s got to be more to your existence than a

job, three meals a day, and the gnawing feeling that something’s missing.
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So you’ve started reading this book to see if it really makes sense to believe that God is real.
Questions swirl in your mind. And maybe you’re a little afraid of what you might find.

Or possibly you know a lot about the idea of God, but you’re realizing that you don’t really
know God personally. You went to church as a kid or even went through some religious classes,
but all of it has seemed to have numbed you toward God more than sensitized you to him. If
someone asked, you’d say you were a spiritual person, although the truth is that a soul-satisfying
faith has always eluded you.

Let me suggest this. Before you begin the first chapter of this book, pray a twenty-word
prayer that can kindle a revolution in your soul. Pray it even though you may doubt that anyone
is listening: God, if you open my eyes to who you really are, then I will open my life fully to you.

From your perspective, that prayer may seem peppered with risk. Because if you sincerely
pray it, it catapults you from the status of an observer to someone who is intent on getting to the
truth about God. You’ve entered unchartered territory. That old saying pops into your head: “Be
careful what you ask for because you might get it.”

You may be afraid that if you end up following Jesus, you’ll find yourself stuffed inside a
moral straitjacket that will suffocate you. Your freedom will be choked by restrictive regulations
at a time when you see your life as needing fewer rules, not more.

Maybe you envision a risk of being turned into something you don’t want to be—some kind
of proselytizer who punctures every sentence with “Amen!” Or someone who forfeits fun in
favor of faith.

Or it could be that you see a risk to your self-image if you’re forced to concede some things
about yourself that you’d rather not talk about. After all, isn’t it healthier to focus on all the

positive things you’ve done rather than dredge up your mistakes?
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| prayed a prayer like this on January 20, 1980, even though those kinds of worries loomed
large for me. I investigated God, encountered him, and then responded to him in a prayer of
commitment and faith. Today, | can look back at the revolution that has happened with my life
and say with complete candor that those initial risks | imagined were tremendously overblown.
Personally, I found the Bible’s promise to be true: “God rewards those who earnestly seek

hlm 29XXXViii

Starting Your Journey of Discovery

What about you? Are you open to the idea of evaluating the evidence and coming to an
informed conclusion about whether God is real? Imagine yourself as an umpire behind home
plate in a baseball game, calling strikes and balls as you see them, without fear or favor. In other
words, your task is to set aside bias and prejudice as best you can.

Will you find an ironclad case? Few things in life can be established without any doubt
whatsoever. For instance, we can say with absolute certainty that 2 + 2 = 4. Mostly, though, we
make important decisions in our life based on the preponderance of evidence. Where do the facts
point most convincingly? What is consistent with the evidence? What is more likely than not to
be true? Does this case make sense?

Look at it this way. Right now, I’m typing on a computer in my home office outside of
Houston, Texas. Occasionally, | pause to sip from a bottle of water. But how do | know for sure
that the water hasn’t been poisoned?

Well, the water comes from a reputable supplier. The bottle was sealed when 1 got it. The

water looks clear. There’s no discoloration. It doesn’t have an unusual odor. I haven’t heard of
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anyone else getting sick from drinking water recently. My wife gave me the bottle, and she has
no reason to hurt me.

And yet it could be poisoned. I don’t have absolute proof that it’s safe. But I do have
sufficient evidence to warrant taking a step of faith by tasting it and finding that it’s truly good.

Belief in God is similar. We evaluate the evidence and arguments; we test them with
objections; we seek clarity; we pursue further answers. And if we end up with sufficient
confidence, we take the advice of Psalm 34:8: “Taste and see that the LORD is good.”

In fact, Jesus claimed to offer what he called “living water,” saying, “Whoever drinks the
water | give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water | give them will become in them a spring of
water welling up to eternal life.” ™

So let me take you on a stimulating journey of discovery. Come with me as we travel around
America—from Boston to Seattle, from Denver to Los Angeles, from Texas to Indiana—to meet
some of the scholars I’ve interviewed about this foundational question of whether or not God is
real. We’ll look at science, philosophy, history, morality, and human nature.

And since 52 percent of Americans say they’ve experienced religious doubt in the past few
years,” we’ll examine two of the biggest obstacles to belief in God: (1) If he’s real, why does he
allow suffering in the world? And (2) if he’s real, why does he seem so hidden from us?

Remember, much hangs in the balance. Beliefs have real-world consequences. Let these
experts make their best case. Evaluate their insights and consider whether there is sufficient

evidence to drink deeply from the living water that Jesus offers.

Then you decide. Is God real?
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