The Meaning Behind All That Lives: How Christian Theism Answers Life’s Most Basic Questions 

Introduction

Can we know of and about God?  How can natural man know of the transcendent or the supernatural?  How can we understand the infinite?  Is an understanding of the ‘not evident’ reasonable or unreasonable?   The presence of these questions in the hearts of countless millions of men and women all around the world is a fundamental intuition.   “All humans have a singular desire to make sense of our existence and of reality.  This is our religious impulse”1 (our ‘religious a priori’.)  At the core of this desire is the question of God and ‘its’ nature.  This very search has propagated the great religions of the world.  But which of the ‘worldviews’ answers the question accurately?  Which ‘religion’ contains the truth?  Can it be possible that this questioning nature was put inside us to cause us to search?  In our pursuit of the truth we must search for answers that are internally consistent, and are also consistent with the questions that we find ourselves asking, as well as with all of life’s experiences.   

The Christian worldview claims to have the answers.  The Vatican Council (assuming that the Roman Catholic Church can speak for Christianity) in 1785 declared the amazing assertion that “God, the beginning and end of all things, can be known with certitude from created things by the natural light of human reason.” 2   So Christianity believes that the search is indeed answerable.  But is this statement true?  If so, knowing that God is the ‘beginning and end of all things’ will certainly provide the answers in our pursuit of meaning.  But how can Christianity make this claim?  By identifying the innate questions derived from “General Revelation,” then progressing through the answers (resulting in a Natural Theology) we then look for answers from “Special Revelation” to see if they appropriately fulfill our needs.  In the end, we will see that Christianity is able to provide a sufficient foundation to quite satisfactorily answer the ultimate question:  “Is there a God and what are God’s characteristics?”

General Revelation and Natural Theology

Lets first examine the questions.  When a person is seeking these kinds of answers, he is seeking because he begins by looking outside of himself and asking the question ‘Why?’  The question leads to a pursuit through many forms of meaning and seeking.  All the peoples of the earth see life, death, good, evil, incredible complexity in nature and amazing evil everywhere we look.  Thus, the “General Revelation” which is available to all people is the source of our questions.  Natural Theology is the product of the General Revelation, as it is the first step in identifying a basis for the answers.  When all the peoples of the world begin to answer the ‘why’ question, they begin to formulate a theology (study of God – read meaning) based upon what they observe in nature.  “Natural Theology is the science of God, which, by unaided human reason, demonstrates his existence and studies his essence and relation to the universe.” 3   The General Revelation and Natural Theologies lead some to look for a Special Revelation, which is information given to us by God in order for us to finally understand His attributes and plans.  Most of the great worldviews recognize General and Special Revelation as providing the insight to our questions.  

There are other instinctive (General Revelation) questions that are a part of the driving force behind mankind’s search for the transcendent, that point us in the direction of discovery of the existence, nature, and plans of God.  “We feel we have moral significance to our lives, though we find it difficult to determine with certainty what they are and, with even more difficulty, to follow these impulses toward morality.”4   All mankind “strives toward happiness and tries to reach it by acquiring the many goods which his mind can think of or his senses put before him.” 5   But temporal gain that is unfulfilling is practically an axiom.  Man’s desire for happiness is infinite (as it were,) and apparently cannot be fulfilled by the finite.  Indeed, significant setbacks seem to quash our desires in many forms, from sickness to death, and we are concerned with this all our life.  Since man cannot seem to fulfill this longing by pursuing temporal gain, it follows that perhaps the gain that fulfills is beyond our grasp in nature, hence the need for the super-natural.  We therefore must pursue a Special Revelation that requires coherent answers that are satisfied apart from ourselves, and apart from what we see in nature.  In short, we cannot buy our happiness, or our answers to our questions.  

In addition, the General Revelation implies inwardly to us how fragile life is, and how special we are, even within the amazing design of the universe.  There is something in us that goes beyond the rest of the known, that which seems to be beyond physical.  We are sentient, and we have free will, which enables choices that seem either right or wrong.  We want to ‘do right’, if we can just figure out what ‘right’ is.   We long for relationships with others, even the ‘personality’ above ourselves, if there is one.  If we think this way, perhaps this entity does also, and perhaps has revealed to us somehow the means to reconcile the estrangement. 6
But why is the question about God and ‘its’ nature so important?  Perhaps because the question is asked by virtually all of mankind?  The answer is even deeper than this amazing fact.  The implications of this search are of ultimate importance because “If God is the Cosmic Creative Force, the Architect and Upholder of the universe, the source and sustainer of all moral values, of all beauty and truth; if He actually cares for us and there is the opportunity of personal relationship to Him that is like the relation of a child to its father – though we have free will ourselves to do (within limits) what we like; if all this is true, does it not follow that our lives can reach their highest potential only if we use our freedom to put ourselves in harmony with Him, to be filled as far as it is possible with His spirit, to become channels through which He, the source of beauty, truth, goodness and love, may express Himself?” 7 

Using what can be considered Natural Theology stemming from the General Revelation, St. Thomas in his Summa Theologica proposed five proofs of the existence of God.   These five proofs are merely a beginning in the search, because they provide answers that may be provided by some of the other great religions (thus one limitation of Natural Theology and General Revelation.)  But this limitation is by no means a liability – it is in fact one brick in the arch that God has chosen to use to show Himself to us and to reveal His purposes.  St. Thomas’ five proofs of God are descriptions of evident causality, which come to the conclusion that there must be a God from Natural Theology, and can be summarized as follows: 

Mankind’s experience in the world indicates that all things have a cause.  Consideration of this fact leads us to the conclusion that ‘causes’ must continue in history back into infinity, but this is clearly not possible in practicality, so there must have been an ‘un-caused cause.’  This first cause is known as ‘God.’  And because nothing can be created by itself, there must be that which exists by itself.  That which exists by itself is known as ‘God.’ Among the things that exist there is separation of value, indicating a rule by which to measure this value.  That source of all value is known as ‘God.’   Finally, the reason for anything ‘existing’ instead of ‘not existing’ implies purpose - even things that appear to lack knowledge still have purpose, and act in accordance to a purpose beyond themselves.  That purpose beyond all things is known as ‘God.’   

Even Kant, who disagreed with the proposition that God could be proven by human reason, called these proofs “the oldest, the clearest, and the most accordant with the common reason of mankind.” 8   These proofs succeed because they are clear and universal.  

Pursuing the Answers to the Questions Generated By General Revelation

So what can we know about God from what is revealed in General Revelation?  “The nature of God will appear in the very reasons we have for believing in His existence.” 9  We know that God is the unlimited being, or the ultimate goal of the striving of our intellect and our will.  Thus His essence is His existence, and perfection is His nature.  But because He is infinite and we are finite, we can only consider His nature in terms we can understand, and these terms by definition will be wrong (not up to par, or not infinite.)  Inherent within this dilemma, combined with the searching instinct within us, is the tendency (need?) to create images of God in our minds.  We must be careful to not allow these images to take the place of the true nature of God, always beyond our intellectual grasp.  Hence monotheism is required in the consideration of God.  To have God described as having different parts, or as being separate from another god, would limit the true nature of the perfectly unified essence.  To have a god that is evolving toward total consciousness, as in some psychoanalytically oriented philosophies, one must accept the improper view that God can change.  Christianity is one of only a few major religions that espouse monotheism.  And if God is supremely one, then He is perfectly identified within Himself.  He is the perfect Self-Identity, Self-Presence, and Self-Consciousness.  In these aspects we consider His person-hood, or His personality. 10  His person-hood is expressed for us, intended as an aid for our understanding, in the concept of the Trinity.  The puzzle of Divine Solitude (without man) is solved by the doctrine of the Trinity, yet the concept of three persons, each describing an identical difference is still unanswerable by our limited intellect.  Again, Christianity is the only worldview that logically answers this issue.

So, in summary of the General Revelation, we are looking for answers to questions that arise from nature and in our minds.  A Natural Theology which addresses each of these questions in a manner that fulfills the questions at hand must be coherent, trustworthy, and be compatible with what we observe in the General Revelation.  And hopefully, we should find corroborating evidence, proving that our pursuit of answers is not circular.

Because of the length of this discussion, for our investigation of the Truth we will summarize the questions identified by the Natural Revelation into three: 1) Is there a God? 2) What is God’s Nature? 3) What is the meaning of life according to the revelation of God?  

Special Revelations Of Christianity

What are the special revelations of Christianity?  “Christian faith and theology have been predicated on the conviction that God gave a permanently valid revelation concerning Himself in biblical times – a revelation that deepened progressively with the patriarchs, Moses, and the prophets, until it reached its unsurpassable climax in Jesus Christ.” 11  The words of the prophets - the Old Testament - is given as the first special revelation, pointing toward the second special revelation - Jesus Christ – who personifies the faith (and in fact, God.)  

“In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in 

various ways, but in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed 

heir of all things, and through whom He made the universe.  The Son is the radiance of 

God’s glory and the exact representation of His being, sustaining all things by His 

powerful word.”  Hebrews 1:1-3.  

A third revelation may be considered – an internal revelation.  “Because God, not having phenomenal existence, can only reveal Himself to spirit, and in the piety that He Himself inspires.” 12   Combining these thoughts implies that one purpose of the work of God in the cosmos is designed to quicken our internal spiritual senses and confirm the revelation in the soul.  While seemingly mystical, the revelation of God to our souls confirms to us the presence and will of God and integrates the purpose and meaning of the cosmos around us.  

“When He [The Comforter] comes, He will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and 

righteousness and judgment…But when He, the Spirit of Truth, comes, he will guide you 

into all truth.”  John 16:8, 13a.

With this special revelation, the Christian worldview provides a reason for, and is consistent with the ‘religious a priori’ we all experience.  We all seek God, by His design.  

“God did this so that men would seek Him and perhaps reach out for Him and find Him, 

though He is not far from each one of us.  For in Him we live and move and have our 

being.”  Acts 17:27-28a.  

Christianity’s Answers To Our Questions

In regard to our first question – Is there a God? – Christianity clearly presumes the existence of God from the very beginning of its Special Revelation:

“In the beginning, God…”  Genesis 1:1a

What does Christianity say about the nature of God?  What are God’s characteristics?  A concise listing of God’s nature is described in the fourth question in the Presbyterian Westminster Catechism: “What is God?”  The answer, described by some to be among the best definition of God’s nature ever penned by man is stated thusly: “God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in His being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth.”  But what does this mean, and how can we understand it in order to apply it to our lives?

Holy – Holiness means more than ‘sinless.’  It is God’s nature itself.  As the Creator, and being transcendent from the creation, God is by default the measuring stick, the standard for all to be compared.  Instead of thinking of holiness as something that is ‘done,’ or contrasted with something that is ‘un-holy’, it is perhaps more clear to consider that whatever God is, or does, is a nature that we call ‘holy.’  It is simply what God is.  Stemming from an ancient word meaning ‘separate’ further describes the nature of God as something apart from the creation, or from us.  Hence this nature is foreign to us, because we are by definition then ‘not holy.’  Indeed, the ‘via negativa’ describes that we cannot understand what God is, only what He is not.


“…who is like you?  Majestic in holiness, awesome in glory…”  Ezekiel 15:11b

Eternal – The God of Christianity is apart from time.  Our intuitive conclusion above regarding evident causality must begin with something that is apart from and independent of cause and time, and that being is God.  Therefore again God exists in an indefinable way, because He is subject to no limitation.  He simply exists; everything else that exists does so because He gives it existence.  God Himself described this attribute in a most concise way to Moses:

“I am who I am.”  Exodus 3:4

Some of God’s attributes, His knowledge, His location and His abilities are unavoidably described in means that we can attempt to understand.  These ‘unknowable’ attributes are brought into analogy for us to understand in concepts such as ‘Omniscient,’ ‘Omnipresent’ and ‘Omnipotent.’   These words do not really describe God in the manner that He is, but rather in the manner that He is in comparison to our finitude.  They help us to understand the non-understandable with terms that we cannot understand!  Therefore the glimpse they provide into the infinite is helpful, if incomplete.  But they pass the test of answering the ‘religious a priori’ with answers apart from ourselves or our experiences, in a manner that is close to us.  

“…for God…knows everything.”  1 John 3:20b

“Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?  If I go up to the Heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.” Psalm 139:7-8

“Ah, Sovereign Lord, you have made the heavens and the earth by your great power and outstretched arm.  Nothing is too hard for you.”  Jeremiah 32:17

The Apostle Paul sums up the nature of God:

“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable His judgments, and His paths beyond tracing out!  Who has known the mind of the Lord?  Or who has been His counselor?  Who has ever given to God, that God should repay Him?  For from Him and through Him are all things.  To Him be the glory forever!”  Romans 11:33-36

Comparatively, a most difficult feature of the nature of God as described by Christianity is His nature of Love.  Perhaps synonymous with Holy, His Love is what He is.  Not to be confused with a degraded sense of human emotions manifest in desire, lust, or thrill, it is rather a nature of ‘giving.’  God created the world and gave us life, and gave it to us in His image.  He gave us free will to choose our own manner of existence instead of forcing His love upon us.  He has described this love to us using the language of a Father.  It is a most frightening yet comforting thought that the Creator of the cosmos loves us.  Of course, the most evident example of His love for us is found in the manner of His reconciliation with us:

“…love comes from God…God is love.  This is how god showed his love among us:  He sent His one and only Son into the world that we might live through Him.”  1 John 4:7b, 8b, 9

So while God is by definition above and beyond ourselves and our understanding, God has been revealed to us in a manner that we can understand in the person of Jesus.  The most significant evidence of God’s reach toward mankind is manifest in His action of delivering Himself to us in a form that we can understand and in which we may know Him.  

“No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal Him.”  Matthew 11:27b


“Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”  John 14:9

The person of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus promised would be resident with us in Jesus’ personal absence, describes further evidence of God’s nature and will to us.

“But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”  John 14:26

So Christianity uniquely describes the attributes of God in a manner that fulfills the desires we find extant within us (our religious a priori) in a means that cannot be naturally filled, while yet also describing them in a personal means that we can understand in the person of Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  

But the rationalities that we are looking for, in a manner above and beyond the creation and ourselves, can lead us into a fruitless ‘knowledge’ of what God could be philosophically.  The Apostle Paul describes this condition of knowledge (philosophical pursuit) only of God:

“For although they knew God, they neither glorified Him as God nor gave thanks to Him…Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal god for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.”  Romans 1:21a, 22.

So this leads us to our third question – What is the meaning of life according to Christianity?  After Christianity robustly answers the questions of the intellect caused by the General Revelation, Christianity goes a step further.  This final aspect of Christianity is perhaps the most telling in its difference from the other worldviews.   Its focus and direction, from God to man, is the most unique aspect of Christianity.  ALL other worldviews start with man and his predicaments, searching for God.  They are (for the most part) sincere and somewhat attractive attempts to reach God and breach the chasm, but this is where they fall short – only Christianity has God reaching toward man.  

For example, instead of prayer and / or sacrifice to pacify or influence the gods of pantheism or of the New Age, Christian prayer is employed to understand God and His purposes, and to align us to the Divine Purpose.  “Properly understood, prayer is a mature activity indispensable to the fullest development of personality – the ultimate integration of man’s highest faculties.  Only in prayer do we achieve that complete and harmonious assembly of body, mind and spirit which gives the frail human reed its unshakable strength…when we pray we link ourselves with the inexhaustible motive power that spins the universe.”13   Instead of coercing a life of submission in order to gain favor with the gods of Judaism or Islam, Christianity addresses the futility of mans efforts toward gaining perfection by closing the gap by God Himself.  Thus Christianity provides purpose in life, by providing focus for life (obedience stemming from gratitude, also known as worship.)  “If our lives are designed for the supreme purpose of worship [fellowship with God,] then the sacred binds our lives and fuses every activity with meaning, even as it enables us to resist that which desacralizes life.” 14  

Hence Christianity provides standards for spiritual and moral self-assessment, not in a vain attempt to gain favor, but to express gratitude and prepare for reconciliation.  This then expresses the purpose and the meaning life and living:

Jesus said “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  John 10:11

“Now this is eternal life: that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, 

whom you have sent.”  John 17:3

“But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away (from God) have been brought near through the blood of Christ.”  Ephesians 2:13

Understanding this, we can understand the meaning behind Augustine’s expression long ago, “Our hearts are restless till they find their rest in Thee.”  Augustine is saying that our ‘religious a priori’ is unfulfilled until we are reconciled with God.

To summarize the Christian position, God is revealed as the great Creator, with personal attributes, who takes an interest in the universe and for our estranged relationship.  The reason for the estrangement (our sin nature), as well as a means of reconciling it is presented.   Proof of this ‘Special Revelation’ is validated in these historical documents by the occurrence of supernatural events, most notably a resurrection from the dead. 6
Hence, Christianity clearly provides both credible and satisfying reasons and evidence for the existence of God, as well as describes the attributes of God in a manner consistent with the creation about us and the needs within us.  Christianity fulfills the ‘religious a priori’ by consummating the lost relationship with the Creator – the ultimate relationship.  “Christian Faith is a paradox: intellectual insight is not attained by following the path of intellectual inquiry alone; it comes to those who have labored in companionship with God giving themselves to the causes for which they feel He is working.  Just as we grow to know a friend best by living in his companionship, so also only those who truly know God commit themselves to His purpose. 15  “Thy will be done, thy Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven.”  
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