
ou are out on a walk. You see a 
ick leaning against a tree. You 

observe the stick and the tree. From 
your observation, can you conclude that 
it is an evidence of intelligent activity? 
Perhaps not. Branches often break from 
trees, and sometimes lean against a tree. 
Such an event does not require any 
special explanation. Of course. a person 
might have placed the stick against the 
tree for a purpose. but there is no need to 
invoke this explanation if a more 
·'natural" explanation is available. 

But suppose you find three sticks 
leaning against each other in such a way 
that removal of any one stick would 
cause the other two to fall to the ground. 
Such a "tripod" could not be the result of 
a gradual accumulation of sticks. All 
three sticks must have been placed 
simultaneously. Is it reasonable to 
suppose that this could happen by 
chance? The probability of such an event 
happening by itself is unreasonably low. 
An intelligent person must have arranged 
the sticks for a purpose that may or may 
not be evident. 

The key to understanding 
design 

What distinguishes between intelli
gent design in the tripod arrangement as 
contrasted with the leaning stick? 
Perhaps two features: complexity and 
functional interdependence. The com
plexity of the "tripod" is represented by 
its three parts. Its functional interdepen
dence is seen in the fact that none of the 
parts can be removed without destroying 
the tripod. A structure that is composed 
of three or more pans, all of which must 
come into relationship simultaneously, is 
best interpreted as the result of intelli
gent design. Although it can always be 
argued that such a structure could have 
originated by chance, such an interpreta
tion would stretch the credulity of most 
people. 

Can such an argument be reasonably 
extended to nature? If so, do we see 
evidence in nature of intelligent design? 

The argument from design 
For centuries the idea that nature 

resulted from intelligent design was 
accepted without question or contro
versy. The Scriptures affirm that God 
can be seen in nature. For example, listen 
to the psalmist: "0 Lord. our Lord, how 
majestic is your name in all the eanh! 
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When I consider your heavens, the work 
of your fingers ... , what is man that you 
are mindful of him?" (Psalm 8:1. 4, 5 
NIV). Perhaps Paul makes the strongest 
cast: in Romans I: 19 and 20. where he 
argues that the evidence of God in nature 
is so clear that no one has an excuse for 
denying His existence, power, and 
sovereignty. For many authors. tht: 
evidences of design in nature point to the 
Creator God of the Bible. William Paley 
is a case in point. 

Is there design 
in nature? 
Intelligent design in nature points to a 
Creator Designer 

Paley and the argument from 
contrivance. Paley claimed1 that nature 
is full of features that show evidence of 
design. He called them "contrivances.'' 
and compared them to human-made 
devices or machines. Paley's argument 
can be phrased as: The existence in 
living organisms of features that function 
like mechanical devices to achieve some 
purpose are evidenct: that they were 
created by a Designer. 

Paley· s most famous illustration is a 
watch. Suppose you found a watch, 
having never seen one before. Would it 
not be obvious that the watch had been 
crafted and was designed for a purpose. 
even if the purpose was not understood? 
Likewise, many features of living 
organisms function as machines. If we 
recognize the activities of a designer 
when we observe mechanical devices, 
we can also recognize the activities of a 
designer when we observe similar 
features in Jiving organisms. According 
to Paley, nature exhibits the properties of 
design, leading us to recognize the God 
of nature. 

by 
L. James 
Gibson 
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Charles Darwin and the argument 
against design. Early opposition to Paley 
came from Charles Darwin. Darwin 
admitted that even though he was 
"charmed .. by Paley's arguments, he 
could not blame God for designing all 
the evil in nature.: Darwin proposed that 
God was so far removed from nature that 
He did not intervene and was not 
responsible for the state of nature. In 
effect. Darwin claimed that nature was 
not designed. and therefore did not point 
to a designer. He proposed that unas
sisted natural processes were sufficient 
to explain the adaptive features of living 
organisms, through the process of natural 
selection. Apparently. Darwin would 
rather have God good but in the distance 
than close to us and evil. Most of us 
would probably agree. But was Darwin's 
argument from natural selection valid? 

Darwin himself identified a method 
by which his theory might be refuted. In 
Chapter 6 of his book. the Origin of 
Species. J Darwin stated: "If it could be 
demonstrated that any complex organ 
existed. which could not possibly have 
been formed by numerous successive, 
slight modifications, my theory would 
absolutely break down.'' 

Darwin claimed he could find no 
such cases. but others have made the 
opposite claim. 

Arguments for design 
Clearly, the argument/rom design is 

not valid if nature is not designed. 
Darwin shifted the focus of the debate to 
whether nature is truly designed. Thus, 
our interest focuses on the argument/or 
design. 

The argument from "irreducible 
complexity.'' Michael Behe of Lehigh 
Cniversity in Pennsylvania is one of the 
current leaders of argument for design.~ 
He bases his argument on what he calls 
'·irreducible complexity:· For an 
illustration, he uses an ordinary mouse
trap composed of a platform. a bait pan, 
a lever, a ·•guillotine," a spring. and 
some staples. The parts of the mousetrap 
work together to perform a function
catching mice. Let the mousetrap 
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represent an organ that had evolved from 
some simpler ancestral structure. What 
would the ancestral structure look like, 
and what function would it have'! How 
could a mousetrap be simplified. yet 
retain any function? Imagine removing 
any one of the components of the 
mousetrap-the resulting structure 
would have no function at all. The 
mousetrap is irreducibly complex. If any 
such example could be found among 
living organisms, Darwin's theory would 
.. absolutely break down ... According to 
Behe, the cilium is one such example. 

A cilium is a small hair-like struc
ture that moves back and forth in a fluid 
medium. providing a method of swim
ming in certain one-celled organisms. 
Cilia are also present in our respiratory 
tracts, and their movements help remove 
particles from our lungs. At least three 
parts are required for active movement: a 
part that moves: a link to an energy 
supply: and an "anchor" to comrol the 
position of the movable pan. In the case 
of a cilium. the moving part is composed 
of molecules of tubulin: energy for 
movement is supplied through the 
activities of molecules of dynein: and the 
parts of the cilium are held together by 
molecules of nexin. Without any one of 
these. the cilium has no function. Thus 
the cilium appears to be irreducibly 
complex. 

As one might expect, those who are 
philosophically committed to evolution 
refuse to accept the argument from 
irreducible complexity. However, this 
rejection is based on philosophical, not 
empirical grounds, as evidenced by the 
total lack of demonstration of evolution
ary claims. 

The argument/rom improbability. 
Some circumstances seem so unexpected 
that one suspects there must be some
thing more than chance involved. Most 
scientists are willing to attribute a result 
to chance if it could be expected to occur 
by chance as often as tive times in 100 
trials. Some scientists will lower the 
acceptable odds to one chance in 1.000 
trials, depending on the nature of the 
event. But there are limits to what 
anyone will reasonably accept as the 
result of chance. If the probability of an 
event is exce,edingly low. it is reasonable 
to suppose that it did not happen as the 
result of chance. If the event also seems 

to have a purpose, it is reasonable to 
suppose that the event was guided by an 
intelligent mind. 

Darwin admitted that he "shud
dered'' when he thought of the problem 
of the evolution of the human eye. He 
tried to make a case for the evolution of 
the eye by pointing to a variety of less
complex eyes in other animals, and 
suggesting that they might represent 
stages through which a more complex 
eye might have evolved. However, it is 
not clear that he convinced even himself. 
The evolution of the eye would require 
an elaborate series of improbable events 
lhat most people would consider unlikely 
to occur without a designer.~ 

The argument from mystery 
Many arguments for design have 

been based on a lack of understanding of 
a particular process. Before the mecha
nism for the circulation of the blood was 
understood, one might have been 
tempted to claim that blood circulation 
was a mystery beyond our understand
ing, and this in itself was evidence for 
the workings of a superior intellect. 
Problems arose when the mechanism 
was discovered. seemingly making God 
no longer necessary. Examples such as 
this have led to a general suspicion of 
any type of argument for design. Such 
"arguments from mystery'' contain two 
features: ignorance of the mechanism of 
a particular phenomenon, and an appeal 
that the phenomenon is a mystery 
beyond our understanding. Hence we 
have the "god-of-the-gaps'' argument. 

The argument from irreducible 
complexity should be contrasted with the 
argument from mystery. The first is 
based on two principal features: the 
system must have an identified function, 
and the component~ of the system must 
be known and identitied. Thus, this is an 
argument from knowledge. and is 
completely different from the argument 
from mystery. 

Examples of design in 
nature 

Many examples of design in nature 
can be described, but we shall note a few 
here. 

The existence of the 1111iverse. 6 The 
existence of the universe depends on a 
precise combination of finely balanced 
physical constants. If any of several were 
different. the universe could not exist. 
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For example. if the electromagnetic fore!:! 
were slightly greater, atomic nuclei 
would not exist. Other physical constants 
include the values of the gravitational 
constant and the strong and Wl!ak nuclear 
forces. 

The appropriateness of conditions 
on earth for the support of life. 7 The 
earth differs from other planets in ways 
that permit life to exist. If any of these 
conditions were not present, life as we 
know it could not exist on earth. For 
example, the earth· s atmospheric 
composition is unique among planets in 
our solar system. 

Tire existence of life. Life requires 
both proteins and nucleic acids. Neither 
of these materials is found in the absence 
of life. Both must be present in order for 
life to exist. For example, protein 
production requires the presence of both 
protein enzymes and nucleic acids. 

Unique genes are found in certain 
groups of organisms. Different groups 
of organisms have different genes that 
are nm found in other groups. New genes 
require new information. It seems highly 
unlikely that new information can 
generate itself through random pro
cesses, even if starting with an extra 
copy of a gene. Additional discoveries 
are needed to help clarify this point. 

The human milrd. The human mind 
appears to be exceedingly complex. 
substantially beyond what is necessary 
for natural selection. The mechanism for 
certain types of mental activity seems 
beyond our ability to understand. For 
example. science has no good explana
tion for human self-awareness or for our 
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capacity for language and abstract 
thinking. 

Other examples of design include 
the existence of the genetic code, the 
process of protein p;oduction in living 
cells, the process of nucleic acid produc
tion in living cells. the senses, gene 
regulation. the complex chemistry of the 
photosynthetic pathway; sex. etc. While 
some conjectures have been offered as to 
how these features might have arisen 
\\'ithout intelligent design. the proposed 
processes seem so highly improbable 
that intelligent design seems more 
plausible to many scholars. 

Counter-arguments against 
design 

Several objections have been raised 
to the argument for design. We will 
briefly note four types: 

Pseudo-design/ Patterns may form 
as the result of natural processes, with no 
need to invoke an intelligent designer. 
For example. a snowflake has an 
intricate pattern. but no one suggests that 
God especially intervened to create this 
pattern. Rather, the pattern can be 
explained in terms of physical processes 
and molecular prope11ies. Complex, non
linear systems frequently exhibit 
unexpected properties that "emerge .. 
naturally without any intelligent input. 
However, the complexity of the required 
initial conditions. such as the necessary 
existence of a computer, seems depen
uem on a designer. 

Natural selection can be considered 
a type of pseudo-design argument. If 

organisms can be modified by natural 
processes to fit their environment, there 
is no need to propose that God specially 
intervened to design them. A serious 
weakness of this argument is that it 
presupposes a structure to be modified. 
Recent advances in molecular biology 
have revealed the existence of levels of 
interdependent complexity far beyond 
the expectations of those who developed 
the theory of evolution. The problem of 
the origins of biological structures 
appear to provide a powerful argument 
for design. 

Defective design. 9 Many features of 
nature appear to be flawed. It is some
times argued that an intelligent creator 
would do a better job of designing 
nature. Some examples of allegedly 
defective design include the ''thumb'' of 
the giant panda and the structural 
arrangement of the retina of the eye of 
vertebrates. However. no one has shown 
that these structures function poorly, 
removing the basis for the argument. 
Furthermore. imperfections are not 
unexpected in a world that was designed 
by God. but has been corrupted by the 
activities of Satan. 

Imposed design. Ju Humans like to 
organize observations into patterns that 
may be artificial. An example would be 
sedng familiar shapes in Lhe clouds
there is nothing real that needs an 
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explanation. except perhaps to wonder 
why people do such things. Most 
scientists reject this argument. since the 
practice of science depends on the 
existence of real patterns to be explained. 
AIJ observers agree that nature at least 
appears to be designed. 

Evil design. 11 Many features of 
organisms seem "designed'' for killing or 
causing disease or pain. The malarial 
parasite is an example. It does not seem 
right to blame God for designing the 
causes of death and disease. On the other 
hand, if God did not design the "evil'' 
things of nature, why claim that He 
designed the "good'' things of nature? 
The presence of evil in nature does not 
refute the argument for design, but may 
raise questions about the nature or 
character of the designer. The biblical 
explanation is that this world is the 
battleground between two designers, a 
Creator and a corrupter. The result is that 
nature sends a mixed signal: both good 
and eviJ are present. 1 ~ 
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Conclusion 
The ·'argument for design" was 

widely ignored in the century after 
Darwin, in part because knowledge of 
living systems was so incomplete that 
the gaps could be filled in with imagina
tion. As biological knowledge has 
increased, the argument for design has 
been revived and expressed in more 
sophisticated ways, such as the argument 
from "irreducible complexity." The 
existence of certain features that could 
not survive in intermediate stages is 
evidence of a Designer. It is also 
evidence of a Designer God who created 
by special intervention-Creation-and 
not through a continuous process such as 
evolution. The argument from irreduc
ible complexity is an argument that 
supports an interventionist. discontinu
ous creation. 

According to Paul in Romans, nature 
is clearly designed, but not all are open 
to recognize the Designer. Nature can be 
properly understood only in the light of 
God's special revelation in the Scrip
tures. Guided by the Bible, we can join 
with the psalmist in praise to the Creator: 
"The heavens are telling the glory of 
God: and the finnament proclaims His 
handiwork .... Their voice goes out 
through all the Earth, and their words to 
the end of the world" (Psalm 19: I, 4). ~ 
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