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Though Colin Brown approaches the problem of miracles as a philosopher,
theologian and exegete, his work is best assessed, I think, in terms of its value as
a piece of historical scholarship and as a critical handling of the issues.

1. HISTORY OF THE PROBLEM OF MIRACLES: POSITIVE
MISUNDERSTANDINGS

Nine of the eleven chapters deal with the history of the problem of miracles
and are primarily expository in character, tracing the debate from the early apol-
ogists to the philosophical and theological discussion of this century. Here Brown
is at his strongest: His survey is comprehensive, his exposition clear and objec-
tive, his research thorough. I think it necessary, however, to point out what I
perceive to be some inadequacies in Brown’s treatment of the history of the
problem of miracles.

1. Early Church to the Reformation. Brown’s exposition of Augustine’s views
on miracle is onesided and hence misleading. According to Brown, miracles are
not for Augustine “‘a foundation of faith. What Augustine offers is a world view
in which miracles can be seen to have a part. But the view itself is an explanation
offered from the standpoint of faith” (p. 9). Brown thereby minimizes the eviden-
tial value of miracles for Augustine. In truth, however, miracles were a central
part of Augustine’s apologetic for the Christian faith. As Gerhard Strauss in his
study of Augustine’s doctrine of Scripture explains, Augustine held Scripture to
be absolutely authoritative in itself, but this does not mean that it carries credi-
bility in itself.! Therefore there must be certain indicia or signs that make Scrip-
ture’s authority evident. The principal signs adduced by Augustine on behalf of
the Christian Scriptures are miracle and prophecy.? The Scriptures alone have
the attestation of miracles and fulfilled prophecies that make it clear that the
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Scriptures have divine authority and can therefore be believed. Lacking the his-
torical method, Augustine of course had no way to prove that the gospel miracles
actually occurred. He honestly admits that the story of Christ belongs to ancient
history, which anyone may refuse to believe.* He therefore appeals to the con-
temporary miracle of the existence of the Church as a sign of Scripture’s credibil-
ity. But he is not basing Scripture’s authority on that of the Church. The appeal
is still to miracle. In fact the existence of the Church serves in a sense to estab-
lish the historicity of the gospel miracles, for, he argues, if the unbeliever rejects
the gospel miracles, we are still left with one stupendous miracle—viz., the whole
world believing in Christianity without the benefit of miracles.*

Similarly Brown’s treatment of Aquinas, which extends just over one page, is
inadequate. Brown fails to appreciate the crucial role that the Augustinian signs
of credibility, particularly miracle, play in the religious epistemology of Aquinas.
According to Thomas, truths about God can be divided into two divisions: truths
that can be established by natural reason (e.g. the existence and nature of God),
and truths that can neither be demonstratively proved nor are evident from the
senses (e.g. the Trinity). This last body of truths must therefore be proved by the
authority of Scripture and accepted by faith.” But we still need signs that the
Scriptures are indeed the true authority. Hence God provides signs in the form of
miracles and fulfilled prophecies to confirm these truths, while not demonstrat-
ing them directly.® ‘““Then they are indeed seen by the one who believes; he would
not believe unless he saw that they are worthy of belief on the basis of evident
signs or something of this sort.”” Thomas calls these signs ““confirmations,” “ar-
guments” and “‘proofs’” of the truths of faith.® Christ’s miracles “demonstrate’”
his divinity.® Hence ‘“‘Christ wrought miracles in order to confirm his teaching
and in order to demonstrate the divine power that was his.”*

In his historical survey Brown leaves entirely aside this important scholastic
theory of the signs of credibility, which would prove so important for post-Refor-
mation Protestant apologetics. For although the medieval dearth of historiogra-
phy made impossible a full-blown apologetic for Christianity based on miracle
and prophecy, nevertheless, as Dulles points out, the scholastic theory had devel-
oped a philosophic framework for such an approach, which became widespread
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after the rise of historical consciousness.” The scholastic signs of credibility of
miracle and prophecy were adopted without reservation by the Reformers. In-
deed post-Reformation Calvinism, under the leadership of Philippe de Mornay,
became characterized by a heavy emphasis on rational apologetics.'? And despite
Brown’s attempt to play Luther off against Calvin, the German Reformer also
held, as Brown’s own citations show, that Jesus’ miracles “prove and attest”
that God was in Christ.®

2. Rise of skepticism. Further misunderstandings are also evident in his han-
dling of various Enlightenment figures. John Locke, he tells us, represented a
“qualified evidentialism’ because miracles were not considered in isolation but
within a broader rational and moral context (p. 55). Alongside this emerged a
“narrower hard-line evidentialism” represented by Samuel Clarke, which saw
Locke’s approach as circular (miracles prove doctrine, doctrine tests miracles)
and therefore held that miracles alone have a ‘‘logically coercive force’ in prov-
ing Christianity (pp. 55-57). To anyone familiar with Clarke’s views, such a char-
acterization can only be seen as a gross distortion. Clarke states explicitly that
from a miracle as an isolated event it is impossible to determine whether it was
performed immediately by God or by an angel or by a demonic spirit. The means
of distinguishing between demonic miracles and miracles wrought either medi-
ately or immediately by God is the moral context in which the miracle occurs."
Nor is such reasoning circular, for Clarke as a natural-law theorist held that
reason alone could establish the correct system of ethical doctrine. The relation-
ship between doctrine and miracle is that miracle proves that a higher power is
involved, and the moral doctrinal context of the miracle enables us to discern
whether the source of the miracle is God or Satan. Thus miracles prove the doc-
trine, but *“. . . at least the Indifferency of the Doctrine [is] a necessary Condition
or Circumstance, without which the Doctrine is not capable of being proved by
any Miracles.”*s Not only is this identical with the position of Locke but also, it
must be emphasized, with mainstream evidentialism from Augustine through
Aquinas through Grotius through Pascal through the English apologists of the
eighteenth century.

Furthermore it is evident that Brown does not understand David Hume’s
philosophical attack on miracles. According to Brown’s analysis, the first part of
Hume’s essay is devoted to ‘“‘a priori considerations culminating in the conclu-
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sion that a miracle is a scientific impossibility’’; part two is devoted to “‘a poste-
riori considerations which undermine the testimony to miracles” (p. 79). Brown
thus loses the organic unity of Hume’s argument and fails to discern its struc-
ture. Hume’s reasoning takes the form of an “Even if . . ., but in fact . . .”
argument—that is, in the first part of the essay he argues against believing in
miracles while granting certain concessions, and then in the second part he con-
tinues his argument on the basis of what is in fact the case. Crucial to under-
standing Hume’s reasoning is his differentiation between a ‘‘proof’’ and a “‘prob-
ability.” If evidence renders a conclusion virtually certain, then we may speak of
a “proof”’ and the wise man will give wholehearted assent to that conclusion. If
the evidence makes a conclusion merely more likely than not, we may speak of a
“‘probability’’ and the wise man will accept the conclusion with a degree of confi-
dence proportionate to the probability. Now in the first part of the essay Hume is
willing to concede that the evidence for a particular miracle amounts to a full
proof and yet argues that it is still in principle impossible for a wise man to
believe in that miracle. Why? Because opposed to this proof is an equally full
proof for the unchangeable laws of nature, so that proof stands against proof and
the scales are evenly balanced, resulting in a suspense of judgment. Then in the
second part of the essay Hume attempts to show that in fact the evidence for
miracles does not amount to a full proof. Indeed it is so negligible that it does not
even amount to a probability. Therefore the decisive weight falls on that side of
the scales containing the full proof for the inviolability of nature’s laws. This is
Hume’s reasonihg—but Brown, as I said, fails to understand it properly. As a
result, of course, he also fails to grasp the incisive replies to this reasoning by
Campbell and Paley, as well as the German apologist Gottfried Less who, I
believe, correctly exposed Hume's fallacy.

3. Legacy of the nineteenth century. Brown’s handling of late-eighteenth- to
early-nineteenth-century German theology is equally flawed. Incredibly, he tells
us that Johann Semler’s refutation of Reimarus’ attack on Jesus’ resurrection
was “profound and effective”’ (p. 119). Reimarus had argued against the historic-
ity of the resurrection by claiming that (1) the story of the guard at the tomb is
self-contradictory and unconfirmed; (2) the disciples’ testimony to the empty
tomb and resurrection appearances are inconsistent and self-contradictory; and
(3) the OT prophecies of the resurrection are irrelevant, falsely interpreted and
question-begging.’* Semler’s profound and effective rebuttal consisted in main-
taining that (1) belief in the resurrection is not essential to being a Christian; (2)
the truth of Christ’s teaching (the self-evident and spiritual Word of God) is the
basis for belief in the resurrection, not vice versa; (3) all of Reimarus’ objections
are true, but irrelevant to belief in the resurrection; and (4) no historical evidence
for the resurrection is necessary or forthcoming.” Semler’s ‘‘refutation’” helped
to spearhead a fundamental hermeneutical change in late-eighteenth-century
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German theology, the results of which we have seen in dialectical and existential
theology and from which theology is only now beginning to escape.

Brown concludes this section by asserting that from Paley onward theolo-
gians approach miracles within a framework of theism, which Brown perceives
to be “‘an important concession to Hume.”” Here Brown’s earlier historical errors
come home to roost. For Augustine, Aquinas and the scholastic tradition, mira-
cles did not go to prove theism but were signs of credibility for special revelation
on the part of the God demonstrated via natural theology. Similarly in the deist
controversy, miracles were used in defense of revealed religion, not natural reli-
gion. The existence of God was not in dispute. Brown himself admits: “No one
appears to have based belief in God as such on miracles” (p. 168). Where then is
the supposed concession to Hume? The fact is that the debate over miracles had
always been conducted within the framework of theism, and the question was
this: Which theism is true? Christian thinkers argued that the Biblical miracles
and fulfilled prophecies were evidence that showed that Christian theism is the
correct form of theism.

4. Ongoing debate. Brown’s discussion of contemporary thinkers is also not
free from misunderstandings. He does not, for example, understand Swin-
burne’s point that although our knowledge of nature’s laws is corrigible, still in
many cases we have a sufficiently firm grasp of natural law to know that a cer-
tain event is naturally impossible. Again, in handling Geisler’s discussion of mir-
acles Brown asserts that Geisler takes the miracle stories “‘on trust” because “a
prior commitment to a Christian theistic belief-system” is a prerequisite for iden-
tifying miracles (pp. 211-212). One who is familiar with Geisler’s approach can
only smile at this portrayal of Geisler, himself an ardent Thomist who follows
Thomas down the line in his use of miraculous evidences. Here we see once more
how Brown’s failure to grasp the approach of the classical apologist results in
misunderstandings in the contemporary discussion.

I1. HISTORY OF THE PROBLEM OF MIRACLES: THEOLOGICAL TENDENZ

The reader needs to be aware that running throughout the expository section
of this book is a particular slant determined by Brown’s own views on miracles.
As a result of doing this book he apparently became convinced that Jesus’ mira-
cles are of little or no evidential value in establishing the truth of Christianity.
This conviction colors his exposition at vital junctures. !

It forces him, for example, to make a wholly arbitrary distinction between
Jesus’ miracles and resurrection. In classical apologetics as pursued by Aquinas,
Grotius, Abbadie, Paley and the like, the resurrection was always taken to be
part of the capstone to the argument for Christianity based on miracles. But
Brown wants to preserve the evidential value of the resurrection while denying
or minimizing such value for Jesus’ miracles. Brown justifies their separation on
the grounds that (1) Jesus did the miracles himself, but the resurrection was done
to him, and (2) the Church could not have sprung into being without the resurrec-
tion, but it could have without the miracles. But (1) seems entirely incidental and
provides no grounds for thinking that the evidential value of the resurrection
differs essentially from miracles Jesus did. As for (2), this simply goes to show
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that the evidence for the resurrection is in this respect stronger than the evi-
dence for other miracles. But the state of the evidence is entirely a de facto
consideration. It does not serve to establish any difference in principle in the role
played by miracles and the resurrection in justifying Christian faith. Philosophi-
cally they serve the same role, even if the de facto evidence for the resurrection
is greater than for, say, the feeding of the five thousand.

Brown’s Tendenz shows up most clearly, however, in his repeated attempts to
play off miracles as signs against miracles as evidence, a ‘“‘sacramental’’ view of
miracles against a nonsacramental view, hard evidentialism against qualified evi-
dentialism, “offensive” apologetics against ‘“‘defensive’” apologetics. As far as
the history of the debate over miracles is concerned, this dichotomy is largely a
product of Brown’s own imagination and is not useful in analyzing the issues in
that debate. The first thinker on whom Brown imposes these categories is
Augustine, whose “sacramental” view of miracles saw them not as “isolated
acts, having an independent objective evidential value” but as part of a theistic
world view (pp. 10-11). But this is a half-truth, leaving us with a misimpression of
Augustine’s thought. He never called miracles sacramental, nor did he think
miracles have value only within the framework of Christian theism. On the con-
trary, a seeker after truth, having come to believe that God exists, may be con-
vinced to become a Christian precisely on the basis of the objective evidence of
miracle. Brown likewise puts words into Luther’s mouth, ascribing to him a sac-
ramental view of miracles according to which the sacraments are “signs” calling
for the response of faith (p. 14). But Luther does not call the miracles sacra-
ments. He says that God is present in working miracles, preaching, administer-
ing the sacraments, consoling, strengthening, ete. It is therefore unwarranted to
employ the Augustinian doctrine of the sacraments as composed of invisible
grace and a visible sign as a model for miracles. In a sacrament the heavenly
grace had to be accompanied by a visible sign (e.g. water, bread and wine). But
this sense of “sign” has nothing to do with miracles. On the contrary, when
medieval theology spoke of miracles as signs, the reference was not to doctrine
of the sacraments but rather to the signs of credibility, which were proofs of
special revelation. Brown, failing to understand the function of miracles and
prophecy as signs of credibility, misinterprets the notion of “sign” in terms of
sacramental doctrine, which is simply a category mistake. Hence he is mistaken
when he suggests that for the pre-Enlightenment thinkers ‘““a sign is not the
same as a proof”’ (p. 19). This is a modern distinction of which they knew nothing.
Miracles and prophecy were signs of the divinity of Scripture precisely because
they were proofs that God had therein revealed himself and were thus indirect
proofs of the doctrines taught by Scripture. ,

We have already seen the unwarranted distinction that Brown draws be-
tween hard and qualified evidentialism during the deist controversy. This bifur-
cation leads him to maintain that Paley did not hold to a strictly evidentialist
position, “which regards evidential data in and of itself as sufficient proof of the
conclusions to be drawn” (p. 145). Brown apparently believes that the great
champion of Christian evidences was not a strict evidentialist because he dis-
cussed miracles only within the context of theism. But, as we have noted, this
was the juncture at which miracles were always discussed: Given the existence of
God (in Paley’s case, proved by the teleological argument), is there any evidence
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to warrant the conclusion that he has revealed himself in some way? Paley’s
answer is a two-volume account of such evidence, which is certainly presented as
in itself sufficient proof of the conclusion to be drawn. Clearly this is a far cry
from the view of miracles as signs lacking evidential value.

Brown concludes his historical survey by noting that ‘“miracles were inter-
preted as signs that fitted into and modified an existing framework of belief.
They were seen as saying something about what God was doing and about the
person who wrought them. Although they modified the framework of belief, they
did not establish that framework in the first place” (p. 168). This conclusion is
acceptable only so long as (1) “sign” is construed in terms of the signs of credibil-
ity, not sacramental theology; (2) the framework of belief is simple theism, not
Christian theism; and (3) the “saying something”” and ‘“modification’” are under-
stood as providing evidence that a Christian form of theism is true.

III. CRITICAL HANDLING OF THE ISSUES: SIGNS VERSUS OBJECTIVE
EVIDENCE

The foregoing historical discussion may have raised in the reader’s mind the
question of exactly what the difference is, according to Brown, between miracles
as signs and miracles as evidence. If so, he has raised a query of crucial impor-
tance to which Brown unfortunately gives no clear answer in his critical discus-
sion of the problem of miracles.

Typically those who interpret miracles as signs construe them not as super-
naturally caused events but as natural events somehow pregnant with divine
significance. But this is not Brown’s opinion, for despite his vacillations on this
issue he comes down in the end for the understanding of at least some miracles
as being events caused supernaturally by God (pp. 194-195, 283). What then does
it mean to say that such an event is a sign and not an evidence of God’s activity?
Here Brown speaks with an uncertain voice. He says that ‘‘a sign points to some-
thing. It may carry with it some indication of its authenticity and veracity. But
its function consists in directing us toward that to which it points. Insofar as it
does this, it validates itself”’ (p. 19). The function of miracles as signs seems to be
somehow related to one’s prior commitment to a certain world view, in contrast
to evidentialism, which seeks to supply irrefutable evidence to establish a world
view:

Evidentialism . . . behaves as if the data alone, apart from any other considerations,
presented irrefragable evidence. But . . . the decision to accept as historical the
events we call miracles and the decision to reject them are decisions that cannot be
separated from the world view that we bring to their consideration. They stand or
fall, not as isolated events, but in conjunction with the world view in which we locate
them . . . If we acknowledge the miracles as historical events, . . . it is not on the
basis of overwhelming historical evidence as such, but as events consonant with
biblically grounded beliefs about God. Within this scheme of belief, the miracles
function as signs pointing to further perceptions about Jesus but not as irrefragable
objective proofs” (pp. 183, 205).

Because the miracles ‘“function within the scheme of Christian theism, they can-
not serve as objective, independent, evidential grounds for that system” (p. 214).
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QOur “perception of a miracle . . . depends upon the frame of reference or world
view we bring to it. A purely deterministic, scientific world view would reject
miracles out of hand from the start. But a view that is willing to entertain the
possibility of a divine ordering of the world may see in miracles a sign of that
personal ordering” (p. 216). Nevertheless Brown holds that it would be wrong to
conclude that one must be a theist before one can believe in miracles: ““It is both
an oversimplification and a questionable move to claim that we cannot recognize
miracles without a logically prior commitment to the existence of God” (p. 285).
It is a questionable move because it requires a leap of faith to move from the God
of natural theology to the miracle-working God of the Bible. It is oversimplified
because people do not come to faith in logically successive steps but are drawn to
“the miracle-working God of the Bible as the One who answers our deepest hu-
man needs in Jesus Christ” (p. 285). The miracles help the sincere inquirer to
focus more clearly on who the Biblical God is. Like Jesus’ teachings and actions,
miracles are manifestations of God, or signs. A sign “‘is never completely free
from ambiguity. It is a pointer, an indication. As such, it falls short of conclusive
demonstration. The miracles recorded in the Gospels serve as indicators, sum-
moning a response of insight, faith, and obedience” (p. 286). The miracle stories
are reports of a sign, not ‘“‘some kind of irrefutable, objective demonstration. It
invites us to make a response to Jesus and revise our view of God and reality as-a
precondition to further insight” (ibid.). Brown also associates this understanding
of NT miracles with the signs given by OT prophets to illustrate their proclama-
tion—e.g. Micah’s rolling in the dust, Jeremiah’s wearing a yoke, Ezekiel’s join-
ing two sticks. Such signs “were not intended to prove the message of the
prophet, or provide some kind of independent, objective attestation . . . Like the
verbal message of the prophet, the meaning of the prophetic act required dis-
cernment and invited a response’” (p. 258). Similarly Jesus’ signs have ‘“ambiva-
lent value,” so that only faith understands them as revelation (p. 323).

From the above nebulous and apparently inconsistent account of the differ-
ence between signs and evidence it is very difficult to sort out Brown’s view. But
let us try.

1. Evidence as compelling versus signs as pointers. Sometimes Brown speaks
as though the difference between miracles as evidence and as signs lies in their
power to compel assent. But then the difference between them seems to become
simply a matter of degree. What, after all, is the difference between a sign and
weak evidence? Moreover it is plain that Brown is caricaturing classical eviden-
tialism in using words like ‘‘irrefragable,” ‘“conclusive demonstration,” ‘‘compel
assent,” and so forth, for classical evidentialists were sensitive to the nature of
historical proof and did not claim for their arguments a scientific or mathemati-
cal certainty but sought to press the dilemma: Either accept the historicity of the
gospel accounts or else abandon great amounts of history for which the evidence
is weaker or equal to the evidence for the gospels. In any case, nothing in eviden-
tialism commits one to a position on how strongly the evidence tips the scales in
favor of belief in Jesus’ miracles. In fact Brown himself comes out very strongly
on this score, declaring that ‘“the alternative to the miracle-working Jesus of the
Gospels is not the ethical teacher of liberal theology but sheer historical skepti-
cism”’ (p. 284). What more could any evidentialist ask for?
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2. Signs as part of o world view versus evidence as independent. Very often
Brown intimates that miracles cannot establish a world view but only can be
believed within it. Unfortunately his failure to understand the role of miracles in
classical apologetics has prevented his seeing that evidentialists were not trying
to establish a world view via miracles. Their world view was already theistic, and
the issue devolved around which type of theism was true. Brown provides no
reason, so far as I can see, why miracles could not serve as rational grounds for a
theist’s embracing God’s special revelation in Christ. As for his point about over-
simplification, I see no reason why the transition between the God of natural
theology and the God of the Bible could not be effected precisely on the grounds
of Christian evidences that serve to declare to us more clearly the unknown God
apprehended in nature. And Brown’s argument about how people come to faith
is a psychological point only, irrelevant to the rationality of becoming a Christian
on the evidence of miracles. It seems to me unobjectionable to say that a person
who believes that a personal God exists can come to see this God’s special revela-
tion in Christ on the basis of Jesus’ miracles. More than that, however, it seems
that so long as one entertains a world view that allows the possibility that God
exists he must allow the possibility of miracles. Only an atheist can consistently
deny the possibility of miracles. Brown himself seems to concede this, for he
grants that one need not be a theist in order to recognize miracles. Indeed, Jesus’
miracles may lead us to revise our views of God and reality. Brown has here
broken decisively with the epistemology of world-view relativity. All one needs
to have is a neutral world view in order to allow that miracles may occur, and
sufficient evidence for such an occurrence could lead to revisions in our world
view. But then what, we may ask, has become of the idea that miracles are
merely signs discernible from within the Christian framework? And what
grounds remain for not calling miracles evidence for that framework?

Indeed, we may ask, why could not miracles serve as part of a cumulative case
for an atheist’s changing his world view to Christian theism? Suppose someone
came to believe that (1) Jesus’ miracles could only have happened if God exists
and (2) the evidence makes it plausible to believe that Jesus’ miracles happened—
more strongly than he believes that (3) God does not exist. Would he not be
rational to abandon belief (3)? Of course it might be said that if he believed (3) it is
highly unlikely that he should come to accept both (1) and (2). But there seems to
be no necessity in this. His atheism could be of the nominal type (e.g. if he were
raised in a Marxist country), not very well thought through and wanting in justi-
fication, and his acquaintance with Christianity could be very second-hand. Con-
fronted with historical evidence for the credibility of the gospel miracles, would
he be irrational to abandon his atheism and become a Christian? I am sure this
happens all the time. Did not Brown’s hero C. S. Lewis come to Christ in a
similar way?

3. Rational faith versus arational fideism. If the above considerations do not
serve to provide a consistent and plausible analysis of the distinction between
sign and evidence, the final consideration urged by Brown would appear to be
that evidentialism attempts to provide some rational justification for belief in
Christ whereas the defender of signs sees faith in Christ as an arational act of
commitment. A miracle provides no rational basis for believing in Jesus or his
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mission. The miracle is so ambiguous that it admits of equally plausible alterna-
tive interpretations. Some will respond to the miracle with faith, others with
disbelief, and the decision to respond one way rather than the other is a criterion-
less choice. But if this is Brown’s understanding of miracle, then what justifica-
tion is there in calling them “signs’’? According to Brown, a sign is an indicator
that points to something. But on the above analysis this is precisely what a mira-
cle does not do. If a miracle points to God, then it cannot be said to be wholly
ambiguous and admitting of equally plausible alternative interpretations. If a
miraculous event points to God it does so precisely because it furnishes some
evidence that God is here at work. In other words, the distinction between signs
and evidence is illusory. Because it is evidence it is a sign, and were it to furnish
no evidence at all of God’s activity then it would not be an indicator pointing to
God.

Now of course “sign” can be used in ways other than “pointer.” It can be
used in the sense of “mark’” or “token,” as circumcision was a sign of God’s
covenant with Israel. Similarly the prophetic actions noted by Brown were signs
in the sense of “‘tokens’ or “‘illustrations.” This sense of sign is nonevidential.
But neither are they pointers or indicators that ‘“fall short of conclusive demon-
stration.” The way Brown treats miracles as signs vacillates between under-
standing them as what amounts to ‘“‘weak evidence” and as nonevidential
“tokens.”

If we try to put the best face on what Brown is saying, it seems to me that he
is contending for something like this: In order to discern a miracle, one must
come to the data with a world view that admits at least the possibility that God
exists and has acted in history. If one’s heart is open and searching for God, he
will see Jesus’ miracles as divine tokens that tell us something about who God is.
But the discernment of God’s hand in these events is an arational response of
faith for which the events themselves furnish no evidence.

IV. CRITICAL HANDLING OF THE ISSUES: ASSESSMENT

If this is Brown’s view, then what reasons are there for accepting it? Unfortu-
nately Brown is no clearer here than in the formulation of his view. His critical
handling of the issues in this book often seems to amount to little more than
saying he agrees with writer A and disagrees with writer B. As a result his
interaction with the positions he expounds takes on the character of a verdict
rather than a grappling with the difficult issues involved. Hence one will look in
vain for a clear, hard argument for regarding the gospel miracles as noneviden-
tial tokens. Perhaps we can uncover the reasons for his view by examining his
reservations about the two-step approach of classical apologetics in establishing
first the historicity of an event and secondly its miraculous character (p. 283).
Though he characterizes such an approach as dubious, he does not clearly state
why this is so. Many times in the book he seems to suggest that the first step
cannot be accomplished because the evidence for the gospel miracles (excluding
the resurrection) is so uncertain. Perhaps the clearest statement of this position
comes in his remark that for the modern believer, in contrast to first-century
witnesses, the gospel miracle stories are unverifiable reports that must be ac-
cepted on trust. “To that generation they were a demonstration of divine activ-
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ity; to us they are a report of that demonstration which functions as a sign point-
ing to the identity of Jesus inviting the commitment of faith” (p. 206; cf. p. 176).
Now this seems altogether remarkable. Here Brown seems to admit that for the
witnesses the miracles were not tokens but demonstrations. Thus they were not
for the witnesses ambiguous events in which only faith could discern God’s hand.
Now this seems to me correct in the case of many gospel miracles—e.g., no one in
his right mind could sincerely believe that the cleansing of a body eaten away
with leprosy, at Jesus’ sheer verbal command, is probably a purely natural event.
But how then does historical distance transform the demonstration into a sign?
Presumably by weakening the evidence for its occurrence, Brown would say. But
this seems to embody a fundamental confusion: The want of evidence does not
change a demonstration into a sign; it only creates doubt as to whether the de-
monstrative event occurred. But if it occurred, it was a demonstration. This is
the situation in which the medieval proponents of the signs of credibility found
themselves: Miracles and prophecy functioned as evidence for the credibility of
Scripture but, lacking the historical method, they had no way of proving that the
events took place. Brown has confused the evidence for miracles with the mira-
cles as evidence. The former could be uncertain without affecting the certainty of
the latter. Thus our lack of evidence for the gospel miracles does not make them
function epistemologically as mere tokens: The miracles of Jesus serve as evi-
dence for supernatural activity, but our evidence that the miracles occurred may
be uncertain. In any case Brown never proves that the evidence for the gospel
miracles is negligible; he just asserts it.’*

Brown also seems to doubt the second step of the evidentialist’s approach:
that one could show that some event is miraculous. His skepticism on this point
seems to be connected with his notion that how one interprets the fact will be to a
certain extent shaped by one’s world view. The “‘older, hard evidentialism that
tried to treat miracles as solid, objective, incontrovertible evidence of divine au-
thenticity was . . . simplistic” because even its proponents made theological pre-
suppositions (p. 284). But we have already seen that classical evidentialism was
not trying to establish a world view or prove God’s existence. And Brown himself
admits that one need not be a theist to become convinced that God is revealed in
Jesus’ miracles. Despite all his talk of world views and theory-ladenness,
Brown’s view is in the end so drastically qualified that no reason remains to think
that good historical evidence for miracles cannot suffice to cause a person even
to change his world view, much less make some modifications within it—i.e.,
become a Christian theist.

Perhaps Brown’s misgivings with the second step, however, are that he sees
no way of discerning whether an event is truly miraculous. But here he has failed
to appreciate Swinburne’s point that we do in some cases have a sufficient grasp
of particular natural laws so as to know to a high degree of probability that some
event would be naturally impossible—e.g., multiplying bread and fishes. More-

¥Brown’s misgivings on this point are surprisingly simplistic, such as our not being able to personally
interrogate the witnesses (pp. 176, 286). This sort of consideration would undermine the whole enter-
prise of historical study. On the question of whether mere historical distance diminishes the credibility of
sound testimony see the piece by P. Merkley in a forthcoming Evangelical Quarterly. For an analysis of
the historical credibility of the gospel miracles stories see the forthcoming volume on miracles in the
Tyndale House Gospel Project’s series Gospel Perspectives published by JSOT.
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over, as Jean le Clerc and Jacob Vernet pointed out against their deist oppo-
nents, when the miracles occur at a momentous time (e.g., when Jesus says, ‘‘Be
clean!”’) and do not recur in history and when the miracles are numerous and
various, then the chances of their being the result of unknown natural laws is
minimized.® Moreover the supernatural interpretation is given in the religio-
historical context in which Jesus’ miracles occurred. Hence it would seem plausi-
ble to view such events, if they occurred, as genuine miracles.

At this point Brown usually retreats to his first position: We have no evidence
that such events have occurred. But, as explained, that fact—even if it were
true—is strictly irrelevant to whether miracles are evidence for divine activity or
mere tokens of it. Hence I do not see that Brown has refuted the evidentialist’s
approach, nor has he provided grounds for adopting his own view.

V. CRITICAL HANDLING OF THE ISSUES: BIBLICAL SIGNS

Brown, however, might offer one last defense for his position: It is Biblical.
But only the most tendentious reading of the Biblical evidence could conclude
that the Biblical miracles were viewed not as evidence of divine activity but as
mere tokens of it. Running throughout the OT is the tradition that God provides
miraculous signs as evidence of his action. Think for example of Moses’ miracles
of the leprous hand and the staff, which were given as proof to Pharaoh of God’s
presence with his messenger; or again, of Elijah’s contest with the prophets of
Baal to call down fire from heaven as proof of whose form of theism was true; or
again, of Isaiah’s taunt to the idols to provide descriptions of future contingents
as evidence of their deity. It is to this tradition that Brown should have appealed
for understanding Jesus’ miraculous signs, not the wholly irrelevant natural pro-
phetic signs that were merely dramatic illustrations of their message. Just as
Brown misconstrued historical theology by appealing to sacramental signs in-
stead of the signs of credibility, so he misconstrues the Biblical data by appealing
to prophetic tokens rather than miraculous OT signs. When Jesus in the synop-
tics refuses to give a sign to the Pharisees he is refusing to perform miraculous
deeds, not refusing to act out a prophetic token. In fact Brown’s own provocative
thesis that Jesus was crucified, in accordance with the commands of
Deuteronomy 13, for performing signs presupposes that these were miraculous
evidences, for one is not killed for performing prophetic tokens. Similarly, when
the people exclaimed, “When the Christ appears, will he do more signs than this
man?”’ (John 7:31), they were not declaring that Messiah would do no more pro-
phetic illustrations than had Jesus. And when Nicodemus said, ‘“We know that
you are a teacher come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do,
unless God is with him”’ (3:2), he was not commenting on Jesus’ ability to drama-
tize his message in symbolic acts. The blind man healed by Jesus was incredulous
that anyone could resist the evidential power of this sign. If Jesus did not think of
his miracles as evidence of his person and mission but as mere prophetic tokens,
it becomes inexplicable how he could appeal to people to believe in him on the

“Jean le Clerc, Five Letters Concerning the Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures (London, 1690) 235-236; J.
A. Turretin, Traité de la verité de la religion chrétienne (2d ed.; Geneva: Henri-Albert Gosse, 1745-55), 5.
272.
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basis of the works themselves (5:36; 10:38). The very purpose of John’s gospel is
to give eyewitness testimony to these signs so that persons temporally or geo-
graphically removed from the events themselves and thus lacking the first-hand
acquaintance with the events that Thomas demanded might nevertheless believe
on the basis of reliable evidence that Jesus is the Son of God (20:30-31). The
prominent witness motif in John and Luke-Acts is itself an historical apologetic
based on Jesus’ miracles and resurrection.? According to Mark, Jesus’ miracles
were proof of his divine authority (Mark 2:10). Of course not everyone responded
positively to the miracles. But, as Matthew notes, the miracles were sufficiently
clear so as to condemn those who refused to believe (Matt 11:20-24). The view
that Jesus’ miracles were not thought to be evidence for God’s hand upon him is
thus highly implausible.

Of course it might be said that Jesus did not perform miracles to give evi-
dence of his divine person or mission—but that is beside the point. The issue is
not whether the miracles were intended as evidence but whether in fact they
constitute evidence. The accounts of Jesus’ miracles may have a nonevidential
purpose. But if they are historically accurate, they have value in showing the
supernatural element in Jesus’ ministry.

Thus inchoate and inconsistent as it is, I doubt that Brown’s critical handling
of the issues will serve to advance significantly the contemporary discussion on
the problem of miracles. The chief value of this work lies in its worth as a biblio-
graphical reference tool. Interestingly, Brown has promised a sequel to this
book, in which he will examine in greater depth the Biblical miracles. It promises
to be a massive and in-depth study, and we can look forward to it with
eagerness.

#See A. A. Trites, The New Testament Concept of Witness (Cambridge: University Press, 1977) 78-90,
28-33,138.





