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Lecture 8 – Miracles and Life After Death

Miraculous Definitions

1. Any unexpected or unusual event. 
2. Events that break scientific laws. 
3. Unexplainable events. 
4. Direct intervention of God in natural order. 
5. Providential planning of God (ex. child saved from train by 

fainting operator).

Natural law: "Shorthand description of how things do, in fact, 
happen (McKinnon).” Therefore, if an event happens it is subject to 
natural law; i.e. there are no such things as "miracles" in the sense 
of transversing natural laws. (Water to Wine? Resurrection?) 
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• How do we validate whether a miraculous event took place 
historically? 

• Evidence of Natural Laws is objective; testimonial reports of 
miracles are subjective.

• Flew: There is no testimony that can confirm the report of 
“nonrepeatable counterinstances to our current laws" that would 
outweigh the natural view of the impossibility of such events.

• Swinburne: We rely upon our natural belief - forming faculties and 
physical evidence. A person who witnesses an event they cannot 
explain may logically argue it must be a miracle if they have seen it 
with their own eyes, or even if someone they trust has reported it.

Miracles as Historical Events
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• Can we ever be in a position to maintain justifiably that an event could not 
be produced by nature alone? Perhaps, we can never absolutely state that 
any given type of event could never be given a natural explanation.

• Swinburne: Argues that we have good evidence of the "laws of nature", 
and any modification of them to include a natural explanation for turning 
water into wine would make the laws useless. 

• Margaret Boden concurs, saying that if a scientist witnesses water turned 
into wine they have two options: modify the laws or conclude this is a 
"permanently unexplainable phenomenon." 

• Is there a third, noncommittal response that labels it a "freak event" and 
awaits further occurrences to investigate it further?

Miracles as Unexplainable Events
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• Are there imaginable conditions under which all rational individuals would be 
forced to admit that God has directly intervened? If one met a man alive whom 
they had seen die would they not be forced to conclude that this must be an 
intervention of God?

• Is it logical to conclude that divine intervention is the most plausible explanation 
given all that this implies? (i.e. that God exists despite the existence of the 
evidence of evil against this claim.)

• Divine-pattern thesis: If an unexplainable event occurs that fits into the pattern 
of divine activity articulated in revelation, tradition, or personal experience, we 
can rationally believe God causes it. 

• This is not arguing that God must act in a certain pattern nor that we can be 
absolutely certain, but only that we are justified in believing that it is more 
probable than not that the event is a direct act of God. 

Miracles as Acts of God 
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• How strong is the historical evidence of Jesus' resurrection?
• Davis and Habermas argue that the early disciples and other Christians 

lives were so changed by the event they perceived as the resurrection 
that they could not have been lying. 

• Furthermore, there is no evidence they were hallucinating. Finally, 
there was no conclusive refutation of the Resurrection (i.e. Jesus' 
body was not produced).

Miraculous Claims of the Resurrection 
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• Martin and Flew: Such evidence is far from convincing.
a. Perhaps the Resurrection was a later invention. 
b. There is no objective evidence and the Biblical account has 

inconsistencies (stone, women, disciples' reaction). 
c. Religious zealots do follow crazy ideas that are non-historical. 
d. The body could have been stolen.
e. The burden of proof is on the Christian since there is no valid historical 

basis to challenge the fact that “dead people stay dead." 
f. Even if the resurrection did occur there may be a natural explanation.

Miraculous Claims of the Resurrection 
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• Habermas: The evidence is so strong that any rational person must 
conclude that the Resurrection occurred. 

• Flew: The evidence is so weak that any rational person must conclude 
that the Resurrection did not occur. 

• Davis: Both Supernaturalism and Naturalism can be held by rational 
people, given their presuppositions.

• Why does God intervene through prayer in some cases but not in 
others?

Miraculous Claims of the Resurrection 
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Definitions:
a. Immortality = "not-dying". Either physical or non-physical continuance 

after death. 
b. Reincarnation: Taking up physical existence once again in a different 

body after death.
c. Resurrection: The body coming back to life to be reunited with the 

soul. 
d. Re-creation: The soul does not continue after death but there will be 

re=creation of the body when the person comes back into existence. 
Soul sleep.

Miracles & Life After Death
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Life After Death
a. Immortality by remembrance: We live through other people's 

memories of us.
b. Resurrection is symbolic for the power over sin. Rudolph Bultmann 

argued me must demythologize life after death and see the 
existentialist significance for our present life.

c. Unity with the Nondual One. Buddhism maintains that there is no 
difference between the individual self and the Universe (atman is 
Brahman). The Self is an illusion.

d. Personal life after death. We will live again, being identical to our 
present selves and aware of our self-identity.

Miracles & Life After Death
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Common sense tells us that we have an individual self, a personal 
identity. We are more than states of consciousness, categories of 
thought, memories, or the way we experience the world (cf. Alzheimer's 
patients). There is some sort of substance that is “us."
a. Privacy argument: only we have access to our personal mental 

experiences. 
b. Human freedom shows we are morally responsible for our actions, and 

we must have a non-physical component separate from the deterministic 
actions of matter.

c. Knowledge argument: mental facts differ from physical facts. 

Personal Identity and the Soul
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d. No physical state has intentionality.
e. Human paranormal powers argue for the existence of a soul.
f. The soul is a substance that occupies a body in a non-spatial way 

(Thomistic view).
g. Cartesian dualists argue that there are two kinds of substances, 

extended and non-extended.
h. Emergent dualism states that the soul emerges from the physical as a 

new substance.

Personal Identity and the Soul
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The soul's existence may not terminate upon death. Physical functions such 
as the senses end but there is personal and mental life after death. How?

a. The soul immediately unites with a body of some sort (physical or 
spiritual) 

b. Soul Sleep: the soul is unconscious until embodied again.
c. Soul exists disembodied 

Immortality of the Soul
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Critiques:
a. The physical brain is necessary for concept formation and memory 

recall.
b. Diseases can alter the mind.
c. Brain damage hampers consciousness.
d. Certain mental abilities are locatable in the brain (ex. prefrontal 

lobes of cerebral cortex establish memory).

Immortality of the Soul
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Personal identity is found in the soul-body (psychophysical) unity.
a. Mental states are physical brain processes.
b. Eliminative materialism contends that mental phenomena can be 

reduced to the neurophysical. 
c. We are programmable machines, potentially replicable by 

sophisticated computers.
d. Searle argues that mental properties emerge from physiological 

properties.

Self as a Psychophysical Unity
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Materialists argue there is a need for spatio-temporal continuity for 
personal identity. Theistic materialists argue that life after death is still 
possible.

a. Peter van Inwagen argues that God preserves the essential matter 
secretly to use it later to reform the person.

b. Corcoran argues there is a fission of all elements of person upon 
death.

c. Some theists reject the requirement of spatiotemporal continuity 
saying that we are "coded matter" which God could recreate from 
scratch and still maintain personal identity. (Soul-sleep).

Re-Creation
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d. Some argue that Quantum Physics shows us that all physical events 
are recorded at a deeper, unobserved level. Perhaps the soul is a sort 
of secret substance which remains recorded in the Universe, awaiting 
resurrection.

e. Persons are not identical to but are constituted by the body; "a 
person's resurrection body may be non-identical with her earthly 
biological body (Lynne Baker)."

Re-Creation

Life After Death is not logically impossible! But is it probable?


