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      Quick to Listen 

          Lesson 4 

Atheists Talking to Christians (pages 71-147) 

Maybe you’ve heard these lyrics from an Irving Berlin musical: “Anything you can do, I can do better. I 
can do anything better than you.” That’s kind of the approach we’re going to use after listening to 
atheists.  

Atheists tend to be very proud of certain features of their atheism. In this study, we will acknowledge 
those things as good, but then we will demonstrate that what Christ offers us is better by far.  

Here is a partial list of attributes many atheists claim for themselves and are proud of: 

• Atheists have meaning and purpose in life. 

• Atheists seek truth. 

• Atheists are moral people who are true to themselves and constantly work for a better society 

and world.  

• Atheists believe in justice and mercy for all people. 

These are traits that Christians might assume that atheists don’t have, partly because our faith in God gives 

them to us.  But we shouldn’t assume the worst, but appreciate that they have them, even if to a lesser degree 

without the Spirit.  

Atheists have meaning and purpose in life 

What atheists say: 

There is the grand resource of art and music and architecture, again not excluding those elements that 

aspire to the sublime. In all of these pursuits, any one of them enough to absorb a lifetime, there may be 

found a sense of awe and magnificence that does not depend at all on any invocation of the supernatural.  

IOW? There is much in the world that I can appreciate without believing in God.  True?  Yes, evidence of 

God’s grace to even unbelievers.  
—Christopher Hitchens,  

The Portable Atheist 
Quick to Listen, pp. 104,105 

Well I don’t think we’re for anything. We’re just products of evolution. You can say “Gee, your life must be 

pretty bleak if you don’t think there’s a purpose.” But I’m anticipating having a good lunch.  His point? 

Without worrying about God or the hereafter, I can just enjoy the here and now.   Is that a bad thing?  

Can Christians just enjoy the daily routine of life?  Yes, look at what the Bible says… 

 
—James Watson 

Co-discoverer of the structure of DNA 
Quick to Listen, p. 102 
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What Christians say: 

1. Read Ecclesiastes 5:18-20 and Philippians 4:8,12-13. What do these passages say about a 

Christian’s work and about having fun? 

It’s good to enjoy our lives to the fullest. It’s good to throw ourselves into whatever is in our hearts to do and 

accomplish as much as we are able. It’s also good to enjoy the simple things of life, the beautiful things, and the 

things that bring joy to family and friends. But even while we’re living life to the fullest, in the back of our minds 

we know that harder days will come. We know that death will come. Yet God doesn’t want us to focus on dying. 

He wants us to live each day with contentment, trust, and love. So he keeps us busy and gives us the ability to 

enjoy all the blessings and stages of our earthly life—yes, even when our lunch isn’t that great. Because for us, 

the best is always yet to come—forever.  

 

2. How does your Christian faith give you meaning and/or purpose in life (in a way that an atheist 

cannot experience)? My value is not based on what I accomplish, but on the price Jesus paid for 

me.  My purpose is to serve other as/because Jesus served me first.  I know God has a plan for my 

life from eternity to eternity (predestination to glorification),  I’m saved by grace to do good works 

which God laid out for me to do.  I have a Savior, whose forgiveness of my sins gives me a clean 

slate each day, not a hopeless spiral of guilt and shame. 

 

Atheists seek truth 

What atheists say: 

How do you deny science? That’s hard for me. So, at least in my view, this guy [Neil deGrasse Tyson] 

makes more sense: to weave in all of the science of how creatures and humans developed over time, big 

bang theory, all the stuff. Because to me, denying that is problematic.  Her point?  She regards 

evolutionist science as the truth.  She can’t reconcile that to the Biblical account.  She can’t deny her truth.  
—Rebecca 

Quick to Listen, p. 85 

Darwinism is the explanation of life on this planet, but I believe that all life, all intelligence, all creativity 

and all “design” anywhere in the universe, is the direct or indirect product of Darwinian natural selection. 

It follows that design comes late in the universe, after a period of Darwinian evolution. Design cannot 

precede evolution and therefore cannot underlie the universe. His Point?  Design in the universe is a 

product of evolution (Darwinism/natural selection), not the other way around.   
—Richard Dawkins 

 Broadcasting House, BBC Radio 4 
January 2005 

What Christians say: 

3. Atheists often seem to pit science against the Scriptures, as if science is the truth so the Bible can’t 

be. In the context of Rebecca’s comment, read Genesis 1:26. In Hebrew, the phrase “have 
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dominion” is linked to the fact that God created humankind in his image. This dominion would 

reflect the righteousness, goodness, and loving purpose of the Creator. In what ways is science a 

gift from God to help us carry out the role he has given us? 

We need science! We view it as a gift from God. We use the scientific method to discover how things work in 

order to properly use and care for them.  

However, we don’t hypothesize about what God has clearly revealed to us. Rather, we use what God has 

revealed as the observational platform and starting point for our research.  

4. David Glass critiqued Dawkins’ book The God Delusion on the blog Saints and Sceptics. The article 

was entitled “There’s Probably No God—a response to Richard Dawkins.” Glass summarized 

Dawkins’ argument against the existence of God in this way: 

Complex things are very improbable if there is no explanation for their existence. (That’s why 

they need an explanation. (i.e. where did they come from, how did they get here?) God is very 

complex (if he exists). (In fact, God would be even more complex than other things we want to 

explain and so God would be even more in need of explanation.) There could be no explanation 

of God’s existence. Therefore, God is very improbable. 

 Compare Dawkins’ logic with the Bible’s logic.Dawkins’ logic is this: (1) Without an explanation, complex 
things are very improbable.  (2) Living organisms are very complex.  (3) A creator would be even more complex. (4) Since 
God cannot be explained, his existence is even more improbable.  

The Bible’s logic is this: (1) God is eternal. (2) God told us that he made all things by his Word. (3) Therefore, 

there is an explanation for complex things, and it’s simple: God made them. So whose logic makes more sense, 

Dawkins’ or God’s? How we answer that depends on what our faith is in—Darwinism or God. But when 

Darwinism itself is not based on the scientific method, there is no excuse for concluding there is no God.  

5. Read Romans 1:18-21. Sigmund Freud coined the phrase “the return of the repressed.” By this, he 

meant that whatever knowledge or memories a person represses, they stay with him or her and 

will keep trying to resurface, sometimes with harmful results. What knowledge are all atheists 

repressing? What are the effects on them? They are repressing the knowledge that God is real and they are 

accountable to him. Even though they are repressing this, each time their conscience reminds them that they 

are still accountable to God, the Spirit will cause their repressed knowledge of God to bubble up. If they keep 

pushing that knowledge down, their hearts will become harder and darker. On the other hand, at some point in 

the future, cracks may form in their hard hearts through which the truth about themselves and God will begin to 

shine.  

6. What are some of the logical conclusions that the atheists’ version of truth leads to?  If we are simply 

the end result of evolutionary processes, materialism and self-centeredness would seem to form the foundation 

for our lives and thinking. Standards of right and wrong become extremely subjective, often reflecting the 

desires of our sinful nature. Such truth could lead to fatalism or frustration that so much seems to be out of our 

control. Though atheists often ridicule the suggestion that they aren’t happy, the truth is that a high percentage 

of people are unhappy.  

7. Read John 8:31-32. The freedom that is ours because of God’s truth has more than one facet. What 

might we include as examples of the freedom that results from God’s truth? What does this 

freedom feel and look like in the lives of Christians? 
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We are free from the guilt of sin, the one thing that would separate us from God. We are freed from the 

delusion that our well-being depends upon us (and a little luck). Because we know the promises and providence 

of God, we are free to serve others, knowing that God will take care of us.  

Atheists are moral people who are true to themselves and constantly 

work for a better society and world 

What atheists say: 

An atheist believes that a hospital should be built instead of a church. An atheist believes that a deed must 

be done instead of a prayer said. An atheist strives for involvement in life and not escape into death. He 

wants disease conquered, poverty vanquished, war eliminated.  Her point? Deeds, not creeds.   
—Madalyn Murray O’Hair 

Life 
Quick to Listen, p. 111 

In the United States, for example, public policies driven by people who pretend to know things they don’t 

know [that is, people of faith] continue to hurt people: abstinence-only sex education, prohibitions 

against gay marriage, bans on death with dignity, corporal punishment in schools, failure to fund 

international family planning organizations, and promoting the teaching of Creationism and other 

pseudosciences are but a few of the many misguided conclusions wrought by irrationality. We’re not 

using our heads, as Christians.  Not affirming people’s behavior.  
—Peter Boghossian 

A Manual for Creating Atheists 
Quick to Listen, p. 122 

I think there’s a lot of damage that happens in self-doubt and guilt and shame over things that I think are 

just human.  Christians are only about what people do wrong (Law, not gospel)  
—Ezra  

Quick to Listen, p. 77 

8. Based on these quotations, make two columns. In column A, list examples of what an atheist would 

say is moral. In column B, list examples of what an atheist would say is immoral.  

    A  

Atheists would say it is moral to do anything that will work for the good of society or other people and will 

affirm other people. They consider the teaching of evolution to be moral.  

 B 

They consider it immoral to judge the actions of others by any external standard (other than the question of 

whether an action might physically or emotionally hurt someone). They also consider it immoral to teach 

creationism.  Wars are immoral.  

When appropriate, we can say that we agree with many of the things an atheist likes or dislikes.  

We can add that Christianity is about love and then invite the person into a discussion of what love is and 

isn’t.  
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What Christians say: 

9. Read Mark 12:28-31. Jesus uses one word to summarize the Ten Commandments—love. But what 

is this love?  

We know what love is by thinking about the way we want others to treat us. We then compare that with what 

God says is love in the Ten Commandments. These two ways of knowing what love is should always be in line 

with each other. If they don’t line up, we’re misunderstanding what love really is. 

10. Read the following passages. How are we being loveless toward ourselves whenever we sin?  

John 8:34 

In this and the next passages, we are speaking to both a person’s reason and conscience. Jesus tells us that a 

consequence of sin is the sin taking control of us so that we keep doing what we don’t want to do. Resisting that 

sin becomes more and more difficult.  

Psalm 32:3-4 

We fill our hearts with guilt. No matter how hard we try to repress it, it bubbles up again, often in harmful ways. 

Luke 22:59-62 

We bring shame on ourselves when, sooner or later, our sin is found out. In Peter’s case, everyone heard what 

he did. To this day, he is still known for denying Jesus, just as Judas is known for betraying Jesus.  

Matthew 18:6 

We may lead those around us into the same sins and bring on them the same harm we brought on ourselves.  

Revelation 21:8 

We are accountable to God for our sins and all the hurt and harm we have caused by our sins.  

Many people today deny the existence of hell. They say a loving God would never condemn anyone to an 

eternity in it. People who say such things are either denying or not understanding the holiness of God. 

Our disagreements with God do not change his nature. All we can do is seek to know his nature better by 

listening to what he tells us about himself. He tells us that he punishes sin with perfect justice and allows 

no unclean thing in his presence. In fact, hell is not God’s ploy to force obedience, as some think. Hell is 

perfect justice from a perfect God. Yet God is also love. In this next section, we will see how his holiness 

and mercy meet together in order to give sinners the free gift of eternal life.  

It’s kind of ironic that in the news, media, and all around us we hear calls for justice, yet people don’t want God 

to be just. The reason is obvious. If God is just, we are in trouble.  
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11. How do the following passages demonstrate that because Christ forgives us and frees us from our 

sins, we can be a true blessing to everyone around us?  

2 Corinthians 5:17-21 

God’s holiness and mercy meet together at the cross. All sin was laid on his Son, and Jesus suffered the full 

punishment of all sin on behalf of all. God covers all sinners with his Son’s holiness and counts it as their own. All 

who believe that they are covered in Christ are a new creation. They are clean in God’s sight and eager to love 

others as he loves them. Sin—whatever the sin is—has lost its control over believers!  

1 John 1:8–2:2 

Though we are freed from sin’s control, every day we have to struggle against our sinful nature. Each time we 

lose that struggle, we regain control over sin by confessing it freely, and God forgives us freely for Jesus’ sake. In 

this way God daily renews in us our desire to love others and to walk as Jesus walked.  

Galatians 5:22-24 

Walking as Jesus walked is not a burden; it’s a joy. As we grow in our knowledge of what Jesus is like and has 

done, the Holy Spirit causes us to grow in all of his gifts. These gifts help us fight our sinful nature and make us 

all the more eager to do what is right. 

12. Sometimes (perhaps more and more) our attempts to share the love of Christ are met with 

opposition. What encouragements do the following passages give?  

Psalm 91:4-7 

We never need to be afraid when we’re doing what is right, no matter how much danger or hardship may result. 

Just as a good soldier runs toward gunfire, we run toward the needs of others—whether the needs are physical, 

emotional, or spiritual—confident that the Lord is with us.  

1 Timothy 4:12 

Regardless of our age, we can be the kind of helpful, moral people whom others point to and tell their children, 

“Be like him. Be like her.”  

Atheists believe in justice and mercy for all people 

Atheists often accuse our God of being unjust and unmerciful. As evidence, they point to his Old 

Testament commands to wipe out nations or the arbitrary way he destined some for heaven and others 

for hell (a misunderstanding of the doctrine of election). In reality, nowhere do God’s justice and mercy 

shine more brightly than in the doctrine of election, or predestination as it’s sometimes called. We could 

argue that no doctrine offers greater certainty of God’s eternal love for sinners than this one.  

13. Imagine that an atheist friend calls your God unjust and unmerciful. How might the following 

passages guide your loving response? 

Romans 6:23 

Our sins earned death. A just God has to punish sin. But our merciful God has paid the punishment through his 

Son.  

Ephesians 2:1-3, then 2:4-10  
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No one is more or less sinful than another, no one is more or less open to God’s Word than another, and no one 

is more or less deserving of the gift of faith than another. All are equally deserving of his wrath. God recognizes 

that we can do nothing to accomplish our salvation. He has done everything. 

Acts 10:34-35 

God does not show favoritism. He deals with people, not based on their race or ethnicity but only based on 

whether they fear him and do what is right.  

John 3:16 

God loves the world. The world is all-inclusive, whether black or white, red or yellow, rich or poor, Jew or 

Gentile. He sent his Son to pay for the sins of all! 

1 Timothy 2:4; Ezekiel 33:11 

God wants all people to become believers in Christ and be saved. Again, God does not show favoritism. 

14. Read Ephesians 1:3-6. Since all people are equally sinful and stubborn to the things of God, on 

what basis did God choose his believers? 

God chose us for salvation on the basis of Christ’s merits, his perfect life for us, and his death on the cross that 

paid for our sins. We were not chosen because of any merit in us—past, present, or future.  

15. Read Galatians 5:22-23 and Romans 12:1. Use these passages to respond to an atheist, explaining 

how he or she might witness God’s justice and mercy today. 

The message of God’s grace empowers Christians to show love to others. Among other outcomes, this love 

would be expressed by mercy and the pursuit of justice for all. God demonstrates and works justice and mercy 

through believers. 

Closing Thought 

We can agree with the atheists that justice and mercy are important. That’s the point. God looked down, 
saw the cause of injustice and evil, and intervened with a promise that gives hope and forgiveness, that 
encourages kindness and love. This is an excellent springboard for a discussion about the reason we have 
for the hope within us.  
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