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Abstract: The objection that divine intervention would violate the 
Principle of the Conservation of Energy is examined.  The objection is 
refuted by distinguishing between two forms of the Principle, one of 
which is scientific, the other a defining-postulate of physicalism.  The 
case is made that the occurrence of miracles is entirely consistent with 
the Principle, so long as it functions as a law of nature and not a 
metaphysical commitment that a priori rules out the possibility of 
theism. 

 
n the previous instalment, I argued that it is a mistake to hold that miracles 
must violate the laws of nature, since God may intervene in nature not by 
violating the laws of nature, but rather by altering the material conditions 

to which the laws apply.  Against such a claim it is objected that at least one law 
of nature must be broken, since the creation, annihilation, or moving of 
material entities by a nonphysical agent, involves the creation or destruction of 
energy and thus violates the Principle of the Conservation of Energy. 
  This objection, however, fails to take into consideration an important 
distinction between two forms of the Principle.  The Principle is commonly 
stated either as ‘Energy can neither be created nor destroyed,’ or ‘In an isolated 
system the total amount of energy remains constant.’ It is routinely assumed 
that these two statements are logically equivalent.  This assumption is false.  
From the proposition ‘Energy can neither be created nor destroyed’ the 
proposition ‘In an isolated system the total amount of energy remains constant’ 
can be deduced.  But from the proposition ‘In an isolated system the total 
amount of energy remains constant’ the proposition ‘Energy can neither be 
created nor destroyed’ cannot be deduced.  The latter claim involves a greater 
metaphysical commitment than the former.   
 The significance of this distinction is considerable.  Theists cannot 
accept the claim that energy can neither be created nor destroyed, since it not 
only rules out miracles but creation ex nihilo.  An essential claim of theism is 
that God causes the universe to exist.  If the universe is conceived to be 
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composed of forms of energy, and energy can neither be created nor destroyed, 
then this claim is false. 
 The point is not that God could not have created a different world with 
different laws of nature, but that the claim that energy can neither be created 
nor destroyed is logically incompatible with the claim that God created a 
universe composed of different forms of energy.  God, it is generally agreed, 
cannot perform the logically impossible.  It is one thing to claim that God 
could create a world that has a different material nature than our own, and 
consequently a different set of laws.  It is quite another to claim that God could 
accomplish the logically impossible task of creating something which can 
neither be created nor destroyed.   
 Theists can, however, accept the claim that energy is conserved in an 
isolated system.  They reject not the scientific claim that energy is conserved in 
an isolated system but the speculative metaphysical claim that nature is an 
isolated system not open to the causal influence of God.  In short, they are in a 
position to affirm the Principle when it is formulated as a scientific law and not 
as a metaphysical commitment which excludes the possibility of theism. 
 Conceiving of a miracle as involving the creation or annihilation of 
energy does not imply violation of the Principle of the Conservation of Energy, 
so long as there is good reason to adopt the scientific rather than the 
metaphysical form of the Principle.  Accepting the occurrence of a miracle does 
not commit one to denying the vast body of experimental evidence supporting 
the claim that energy will be conserved in an isolated system.  Rather, it 
commits one to arguing that any attempt to move from the scientific 
formulation of the Principle to its metaphysical formulation is ill-founded. 
 That such attempts are questionable is evident.  All that any experiment 
can show is that to the degree that a system is isolated the amount of energy in 
it will be conserved. Such evidence is neutral regarding the further question of 
whether there exists something capable of creating or destroying energy.  If the 
move from the scientific to the metaphysical form of the Principle is to be 
justified it must be on the grounds that there is no evidence that energy is ever 
created or destroyed and that the metaphysical form provides a deep structural 
explanation of why the weak form holds true.  This move is problematic on 
several counts. 
  First, the theist is able to provide an alternative deep structural 
explanation of the scientific form of the Principle’s truth.  The theistic 
conception of the universe as a contingent reality in which secondary physical 
causes operate equally explains why the scientific form holds true.  It will not 
do, therefore, for the critic to suggest that the claim that energy can neither be 
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created nor destroyed is the only possible deep structural explanation of the 
truth of the scientific form of the Principle.   
 Second, the metaphysical form is at odds with the Big-Bang theory of 
the origin of the universe.  This theory is commonly interpreted as implying an 
absolute beginning to the mass/energy that composes the universe. It is 
possible to accept both the scientific form of the Principle and the Big-Bang 
theory but it is hard to see how acceptance of the metaphysical form of the 
Principle is consistent with Big-Bang cosmology, since it would imply that the 
mass/energy making up the universe had no beginning. 
 Third, the metaphysical form of the Principle cannot be used to reject 
accounts of miracles.  Given a positive body of evidence for miracles, it will not 
do to attempt to frame a balance-of-probabilities argument designed to show 
conflict between the experimental evidence taken to support belief in the 
Principle of the Conservation of Energy and the evidence in favor of miracles.  
The occurrence of miracles conceived as instances of creation or annihilation 
of energy conflicts not with any positive scientific evidence supporting belief in 
the Principle but rather with the negative claim that no events occur which 
involve the creation or annihilation of energy.  If the occurrence of miracles 
constitutes evidence that energy can be created or destroyed then it will not do 
to dismiss reports of them on the grounds that there is no evidence that energy 
is ever created or destroyed.  
 Endorsement of the metaphysical form of the Principle requires the 
claim that there exists no positive evidence that energy is ever created or 
destroyed. When faced with reports of miracles, the occurrence of which would 
constitute evidence that energy can be created or destroyed, it begs the question 
to dismiss such reports as antecedently improbable on the grounds that they 
imply the falsity of the metaphysical form of the Principle.  One cannot adopt 
the metaphysical form of the Principle on the basis that there is no positive 
evidence that energy ever is created or destroyed and then use one’s acceptance 
of that form of the Principle to rule out miracles on the grounds that they 
would constitute evidence that energy can be created or destroyed.  It is thus 
question-begging for critics such as Evan Fales to observe that miracles require 
that God generate energy ex nihilo, and then rule out their occurrence on the 
grounds that there is abundant evidence that energy is never created, only 
transferred from one physical system to another.1  
 It is evident, therefore, that attempts to move from the well-evidenced 
claim that, to the degree that a physical system is causally isolated, its energy 
will be conserved, to the speculative claim that energy can neither be created 
nor destroyed cannot be justified on either conceptual or empirical grounds.  
                                                             
 1 Evan Fales, Divine Intervention. (New York: Routledge, 2010) 98. 
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The claim that energy can neither be created nor destroyed pays the 
metaphysical compliment of necessary existence to energy rather than to God, 
making it clear that the metaphysical form of the Principle functions not simply 
as a statement of observed regularity in nature but rather as a defining postulate 
of physicalism.  Insofar as acceptance of the metaphysical form of the Principle 
a priori rules out the possible truth of theism, insofar as any attempt to justify 
its acceptance on the basis of the scientific form of the Principle fails, and 
insofar as it is at odds with our best cosmology, there exists no good reason to 
accept – indeed there is ample reason to reject - the claim that energy can 
neither be created nor destroyed. 
 I conclude that, even as regards the Principle of the Conservation of 
Energy, miracles do not imply violation of the laws of nature.  Objections 
based on such a presumed implication fail.  This, as we shall see in the next 
instalment has important implications as regards questions of the amount of 
evidence needed to justify belief in miracles. 
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