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Why Did God Make Viruses?
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There are some fundamental differences in how creationists and evolutionists view life. Biblical creationists
believe that God created life according to their kinds with the ability to reproduce and fill the earth.! This view
includes the concepts that God had purpose in what He created and that it originally was very good.?

In contrast, evolutionists view life as all descending from a single common ancestor by chance processes.
Evolutionary arguments tend to imply that life isnt really very complex or well designed. For example, 100
years ago a cell was promoted as being nothing more than a blob of protoplasm, implying that it wouldn’t be
difficult for it to arise by chance. This proved to be wrong; cells are incredibly complex structures.®* At one
time evolutionists argued that organs or structures with no known function actually had no function; at the
time this included hundreds of organs and structures in the human body. Instead these were believed to be
vestiges of evolution. This argument has become rather vestigial itself, as these organs have been found to have
function.®

Yet, this argument reappeared in genetics. Most of the DNA in our bodies does not code for proteins, so it was
labeled “junk DNA” by evolutionists that assumed it has no function. As research continues it is becoming clear
that this DNA has numerous essential functions.®” The evolutionary worldview has a dismal track record for
anticipating the astounding complexity in life uncovered by scientific research.

If God created everything good and with a purpose, why are there disease-causing bacteria and viruses
in the world? It is true that we first learned about bacteria and viruses because of the problems they cause.
Bacteria have been studied in considerable detail and are now recognized to be mainly helpful and absolutely
essential for life on earth;® bacteria that cause disease (which occurred as a result of the Fall) are the exceptions,
not the rule. But what about viruses: what purpose could they possibly have?

What is a Virus?

Viruses are a bit of an enigma. They contain DNA or RNA which are found in all living things. This is
packaged in a protein coat. Despite this, viruses are not usually considered living because they are not made
up of cells and cannot reproduce by themselves. Instead, the virus will inject the DNA or RNA into a living cell,
and the cell will make copies of the virus and assemble them so they can spread.’

Viruses vary considerably in their ability to cause disease. Many known viruses are not associated with
disease at all. Others cause mild symptoms that may often go undetected. Some, like the HIV virus that causes
AIDS in people, appear to have come from another species where they do not cause disease. Given our current
knowledge of viruses, it is quite reasonable to believe that disease-causing viruses are descended from viruses
that were once not harmful.!® It has been suggested that they have played an important role in maintaining life
on earth—somewhat similar to the way bacteria do.!*'? In fact, they may play a role in solving an intriguing
puzzle that faces creationists.

A Creationist Puzzle

The biblical record tells of a global Flood when all created kinds of unclean'® land animals were reduced
to a population of two, the pair that was preserved with Noah on the Ark."* After the Flood, these animals
reproduced and filled the earth again.’® Today many of these kinds are represented by whole families. For
example, the dog family (Canidae) is believed to represent a created kind.' However, this is a very diverse group
of animals. There are foxes that are adapted to living in the arctic, and others that live in the desert. There is
incredible variety seen in modern domestic dog breeds. Where did all this variety come from? And how could it
arise so quickly given that the Flood occurred around 4300 years ago?!”

The answer to this puzzle is probably quite complex. Some of the variety would have been carried by the
pair of animals on the Ark. When parents pass traits on to their offspring, these traits can appear in new
combinations in the offspring (Mendelian genetics). Natural selection can weed some existing traits out of a
population. However, a close examination reveals that genetic changes have also arisen in this time.'®* Many
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of these changes do not appear accidental and do not directly cause disease. For this reason, some creationists
have proposed that God “designed animals to be able to undergo genetic mutations which would enable them to
adapt to a wide range of environmental challenges while minimizing risk.”?

Isn’t that Evolution?

It is important to recognize that biologists use several distinct definitions for evolution that are often blurred
together as if they are synonymous.?’ Evolution is sometimes defined as “change in the genetic makeup (or gene
frequency) of a population over time.” This has been observed; both creationists and evolutionists recognize this
as important in building models to help us understand what likely happened in the past. A second definition
of evolution involves the idea that all life descended from a common ancestor over millions of years through
naturalistic processes. This has not been observed. In fact, it is in direct opposition to the testimony God
(the eyewitness to creation) gives us in the Bible. The idea that all life has a common ancestor requires the
assumption that the Bible’s history is false, and the assumption that changes which do occur could produce the
variety of life we see today from a single-celled ancestor.?

With regard to the first definition of evolution, creationists and evolutionists differ in the pattern of genetic
changes they should expect to see. The creation model predicts that degenerative changes can occur because
mankind sinned and brought death into the world.?? It also predicts that adaptive changes could occur because
God cares for His Creation and intends for the earth to be inhabited.?? Both types of changes have been observed.
The fact that some foxes are adapted to live in the arctic while others are adapted to live in the desert fits
perfectly with this biblical teaching. While evolutionists accept that these types of changes occur, their model
requires that most genetic changes add information to the genome. This pattern has not been observed. Without
this pattern they cannot account for the many organs and complex biochemical pathways that exist in animals
today.?* Scientific observations show that there is an overall pattern of decay seen in the genome which is the
opposite of what the evolutionary model would predict.?

Another difference is the source of the genetic change. Evolutionists assume that random mutations and
natural selection can account for the genetic changes that are seen. Since the underlying mechanism is
naturalistic, changes were expected to be very slow. Contrary to their expectations, rapid adaptation has been
observed,?52” and evolutionists have had to adjust their thinking to accept this. Furthermore, detailed studies of
the pattern in genetic differences within related animals don’t make sense if mutations are assumed to always
be essentially random events.?® Something else is clearly going on here. It appears that God has placed some
incredible programming into the genomes of the animals he created, and viruses may play some role in this.

Evidence of Horizontal Gene Transfer

Interestingly, there are some portions of DNA in animals that look like they came from a virus. While some
of these were likely originally present in the genome since they have essential functions, others may have
been introduced by viruses.? A number of years ago, one creationist proposed that horizontal gene flow (genes
picked up from somewhere in the environment rather than inherited from parents) may help to explain rapid
adaptation and the interesting pattern of DNA in animals. In fact, the author lists thirteen different biological
phenomena that might be explained by horizontal gene flow.?° Since viruses carry genetic material (DNA or
RNA), they are the most logical agents to suspect in transferring genes. While horizontal gene transfer would
not change the identity of an animal (that is, it would still belong to the same kind), it could rapidly provide a
source of genetic variability that allows for rapid adaptation. If this is the case, then viruses were created “good”
(as in Genesis 1) with a support role much like bacteria are known to have.

While the evidence is largely circumstantial, further scientific investigation does seem to support these ideas.™
In fact, a recent Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences article has brought some new information to
light. Previous studies had suggested horizontal transfer between closely related species. This study identified a
large section of DNA (~2.9kb) that was approximately 96% identical in a marsupial (opossum), several placentals
(mouse, rat, bushbaby, tenrec, and little brown bat), a reptile (anole lizard), and an amphibian (African clawed
frog). It was absent from the twenty-seven other animals surveyed (which included human and Jamaican
fruit bat). This sequence appears to have been incorporated into an existing functional gene in rats and mice,
although its specific function is not yet known.?? Because of the pattern observed, it appears that horizontal
gene transfer was concentrated at some time in the past and perhaps occurred via a DNA virus.? Interestingly,
several species (anole and opossum) are from Central/South America, several are restricted to Africa (bushbay,
tenrec), and the others have a wider geographical distribution.?* This suggests that the transfer may have
occurred early post-Flood or been intercontinental in scope.®

Since most scientists are heavily influenced by the evolutionary worldview, they often miss indicators of
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purpose. For example, the section of DNA discussed above is a transposon (a type of mobile genetic element or
transposable element). After the putative transfer, it was copied and integrated into several different parts of
the genome in the various species. This requires that the proper tools (for example, enzymes) be in place so that
the section of DNA can be incorporated into the genome initially, then modified and copied appropriately. Given
that decay has occurred over time, it is not surprising to creationists that there are examples of transposons
where this process doesn’t work properly and disease occurs.

Diseases draw attention and research dollars, so the problems associated with transposons have been
recognized before the benefits are understood (much like was true of bacteria). Many people still view these
mobile genetic elements as “parasitic” or “selfish.” However, they are quite widespread in the genome of plants,
animals, and man. If their insertion was always purely “random,” it seems they should more consistently cause
problems in a complex system such as the genome.?® Therefore, it seems more logical to believe that transposons
have purpose and were designed in a way to benefit their possessor.

The Bible explains the Paradox

The biblical view explains an important paradox we see in the world around us. It anticipates the complexity
that is constantly being uncovered by scientific research; God is an all-wise Creator and would be expected to use
awesome design patterns and programming. It also explains the decay observed because mankind sinned and
brought death into the world; the world is now in bondage to decay.?” This is an exciting time to be a creationist
researcher, as the tremendous volume of scientific research is helping to provide answers to questions that have
been asked for decades.
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