
j o sh  mcdowe l l
 sean  mcdowe l l

More Than a
     Carpenter

Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois

MoreThanCarpenter.indd   iiiMoreThanCarpenter.indd   iii 3/3/2009   9:13:58 AM3/3/2009   9:13:58 AM



Visit Tyndale’s exciting Web site at www.tyndale.com

TYNDALE is a registered trademark of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.

Living Books is a registered trademark of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.

More Than a Carpenter

Copyright © 1977, 2005 by Josh McDowell. All rights reserved.

Revised and updated edition © 2009 by Josh McDowell Ministry and Sean 
McDowell. All rights reserved.

Previously published by Tyndale House Publishers under ISBN 978-0-8423-4552-1.

Cover photo of wood curl copyright © by Gary Alvis/iStockphoto. 
All rights reserved.

Cover icon of chisel copyright © by Tyndale House Publishers, Inc. 
All rights reserved.

Designed by Erik M. Peterson

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy 
Bible, New Living Translation, second edition, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007 
by Tyndale House Foundation. (Some quotations may be from the NLT, first 
edition, copyright © 1996.) Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, 
Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved. 

Scripture quotations marked NIV are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW 
INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by 
International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the New American Standard 
Bible®, copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 
1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked NKJV are taken from the New King James Version®. 
Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights 
reserved. NKJV is a trademark of Thomas Nelson, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

McDowell, Josh.
 More than a carpenter / Josh McDowell, Sean McDowell. — [New, rev. ed.].
  p. cm.
 Includes bibliographical references.
 ISBN 978-1-4143-2627-6 (sc : alk. paper)
 ISBN 978-1-4143-3380-9 (sc multi-packs)
 1. Jesus Christ—Person and offices. I. McDowell, Sean. II. Title.

BT203.M3386 2009
232—dc22                                                 2008054623

Printed in the United States of America

15 14 13 12 11 10 09

7  6  5  4  3  2  1

MoreThanCarpenter.indd   ivMoreThanCarpenter.indd   iv 3/3/2009   9:13:58 AM3/3/2009   9:13:58 AM



“The life of Jesus of Nazareth continues to shape our world 
2,000 years later. More Than a Carpenter will tell you why.”

John Ortberg
Author and pastor of Menlo Park Presbyterian Church

“I found the original More Than a Carpenter persuasive 
when I was an atheist; you’ll find this updated and expanded 
version even more compelling.”

Lee Strobel
Author of  The Case for Christ and The Case for 
the Real Jesus

“In a day when rational thought seems to be in short supply, 
More Than a Carpenter is an antidote for the truth vacuum 
of our times.”

Chuck Klein
Youth and campus ministry advocate
Campus Crusade for Christ

“I loved this book when it first came out, to help me share 
Christ with my friends. I plan on using this new edition 
with many people I love!”

John Eldredge
Author of  Wild at Heart and Walking with God

“A masterful blend of scholarship and readability . . . that 
will appeal to both teens and adults alike.”

Greg Stier
President and CEO, Dare 2 Share Ministries

“Like millions of others, More Than a Carpenter helped lead 
me to Jesus Christ. I am excited to see how God will use this 
book to change lives.”

Mark Driscoll
Pastor, Mars Hill Church
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“This unapologetic search for truth challenges a new 
generation to take a closer look at Jesus.”

Andy Stanley
Senior pastor, North Point Community Church

“Josh and Sean McDowell present the claims of Christ in a 
clear and convincing way.”

Dr. John Townsend
Psychologist, speaker, and coauthor of  Boundaries

“Josh and Sean have succeeded in improving a classic. More 
than a good read, it’s a game changer.”

Wayne Rice
Cofounder of Youth Specialties

“Even more powerful and relevant for this generation.”
Jim Burns, PhD
President of HomeWord; author of Creating an Intimate 
Marriage and Confident Parenting 

“After reading More Than a Carpenter, skeptics, spiritual 
seekers, and people of any faith will find reasons to believe 
in the claims of Jesus and to follow him.”

Alec Hill
President, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship USA

“The chapter dealing with the exclusivity of Jesus is the best 
treatment of this subject that I have read.”

Alex McFarland
President, Southern Evangelical Seminary and the 
Veritas School of Apologetics

“Whether you are a longtime Christian or not sure about 
what you believe, you will be impacted by More Than 
a Carpenter.”

Rebecca St. James
Singer, author, actress
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To Dick and Charlotte Day, 
whose lives have always reflected that 

Jesus was more than a carpenter
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ix

When I first sat down in 1976 with twelve legal pads, forty-
eight hours of free time, and a lot of coffee to write the 
book that would become More Than a Carpenter, I did so 
hoping that it would help followers of Jesus to respond to 
questions about their faith, and inspire spiritual seekers to 
honestly investigate the claims of Jesus. I never dreamed that 
the story of my personal journey from skepticism to belief 
would ultimately sell more than fifteen million copies, be 
translated into nearly one hundred languages, and inspire 
readers around the world to take a closer, deeper look at the 
possibility of faith. I continue to be honored and humbled 
each time someone tells me that my book made a difference 
in his or her life.

Yet I also continue to be struck by how much has 
happened in the world since More Than a Carpenter first 
released. Discoveries have been made (and continue to be 
made) which shed light on the historicity of Jesus Christ. 
“New Atheists” have entered the popular culture with 
books proclaiming the end of faith and the downfall of 
God. And while today’s generation faces a whole host of 
new issues and choices, they also continue to confront the 
age-old questions: Who is Jesus? What proof is there that 
he was the son of God? And even if it were true, what dif-
ference would it make to my life?

Based on all this, I decided it was time to give More Than 
a Carpenter a makeover for the twenty-first century. So I 
invited my son, Sean, a well-known speaker, teacher, and 
writer on apologetics and the Bible, to update the book with 
me. Sean brought his strong academic credentials (a double 

Preface
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master’s degree in philosophy and theology) to the table, 
along with his own experience as an author, providing a 
welcome perspective on postmodern faith. The two of us 
worked together to create a brand-new chapter, revised 
material, discussion questions, and a fresh look. The result 
is a new edition of More Than a Carpenter that nonetheless 
retains its original hard-hitting examination of the facts and 
unapologetic search for truth.

It is my profound desire and Sean’s that this book will 
have a transformational impact on a new generation of 
people on a quest for spiritual clarity.

—JM
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Chapter 1

My Story

Thirteenth-century philosopher Thomas Aquinas  
writes: “There is within every soul a thirst for happiness 
and meaning.” I first began to feel this thirst when I was 
a teenager. I wanted to be happy. I wanted my life to have 
meaning. I became hounded by those three basic ques-
tions that haunt every human life: Who am I? Why am I 
here? Where am I going? I wanted answers, so as a young 
student, I started searching for them.

Where I was brought up, everyone seemed to be into 
religion, so I thought I might find my answers in being 
religious. I got into church 150 percent. I went every time 
the doors opened—morning, afternoon, or evening. But 
I must have picked the wrong church because I felt worse 
inside it than I did outside. From my upbringing on a 
farm in Michigan I inherited a rural practicality that says 
when something doesn’t work, get rid of it. So I chucked 
religion.

Then I thought that education might have the answers 
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to my quest for meaning, so I enrolled in a university. I soon 
became the most unpopular student among the professors. 
I would buttonhole them in their offices and badger them 
for answers to my questions. When they saw me coming, 
they would turn out the lights, pull down the shades, and 
lock their doors. You can learn many things at a university, 
but I didn’t find the answers I was seeking. Faculty mem-
bers and my fellow students had just as many problems, 
frustrations, and unanswered questions as I did.

One day on campus I saw a student wearing a T-shirt 
that read, “Don’t follow me, I’m lost.” That’s how every-

one in the university seemed 
to me. Education, I decided, 
was not the answer.

I began to think maybe 
I could find happiness and 
meaning in prestige. I would 
find a noble cause, dedicate 
myself to it, and in the pro-
cess, become well known on 

campus. The people with the most prestige in the uni-
versity were the student leaders, who also controlled the 
purse strings. So I got elected to various student offices. It 
was a heady experience to know everyone on campus, to 
make important decisions, to spend the university’s money 
getting the speakers I wanted and the students’ money for 
throwing parties.

But the thrill of prestige wore off like everything else I 
had tried. I would wake up on Monday morning, usually 
with a headache because of the night before, dreading 
to face another five miserable days. I endured Mon-
day through Friday, living only for the partying nights 

What Do You Think?

Do you agree with 

philosopher Thomas 

Aquinas that “There 

is within every soul 

a thirst for happiness 

and meaning”?
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of  Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Then on Monday the 
meaningless cycle would begin all over again.

I didn’t let on that my 
life was meaningless; I was 
too proud for that. Everyone 
thought I was the happiest 
man on campus. They never 
suspected that my happiness 
was a sham. It depended on 
my circumstances. If things were going great for me, I felt 
great. When things were going lousy, I felt lousy. I just 
didn’t let it show.

I was like a boat out in the ocean, tossed back and forth 
by the waves. I had no rudder—no direction or control. 
But I couldn’t find anyone living any other way. I couldn’t 
find anyone who could tell me how to live differently. I 
was frustrated. No, it was worse than that. There’s a strong 
term that describes the life I was living: hell.

About that time I noticed a small group of people—eight 
students and two faculty members—who seemed different 
from the others. They seemed to know who they were and 
where they were going. And 
they had convictions. It is 
refreshing to find people with 
convictions, and I like to be 
around them. I admire people 
who believe in something and 
take a stand for it, even if I 
don’t agree with their beliefs.

It was clear to me that these 
people had something I didn’t 
have. They were disgustingly 

What Do You Think?

Do you like being 

around people 

with convictions? 

What makes it 

an invigorating 

experience? What 

makes it a frustrating 

one?

Everyone thought 
I was the happiest 
man on campus. 
But the life I was 
living was hell.
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happy. And their happiness didn’t ride up and down with 
the circumstances of university life; it was constant. They 
appeared to possess an inner source of joy, and I wondered 
where it came from.

Something else about these people caught my atten-
tion—their attitudes and actions toward each other. They 
genuinely loved each other—and not only each other, but 
the people outside their group as well. And I don’t mean 
they just talked about love; they got involved in people’s 
lives, helping them with their needs and problems. It was 
all totally foreign to me, yet I was strongly attracted to it.

Like most people, when I see something I want but 
don’t have, I start trying to figure out a way to get it. So I 
decided to make friends with these intriguing people.

A couple of weeks later I sat around a table in the stu-
dent union talking to some of the members of this group. 
The conversation turned to the topic of God. I was pretty 

skeptical and insecure about 
this subject, so I put on a big 
front. I leaned back in my 
chair, acting as if I couldn’t 
care less. 

“Christianity, ha!” I blus-
tered. “That’s for unthinking 
weaklings, not intellectuals.” 
Of course, under all the blus-
ter I really wanted what these 
people had, but my pride didn’t 

want them to know the aching urgency of my need. The 
subject bothered me, but I couldn’t let go of it. So I turned 
to one of the students, a good-looking woman (I used to 
think all Christians were ugly), and I said, “Tell me, why are 

“Christianity, 
ha! That’s for 
unthinking 
weaklings, not 
intellectuals.” Of 
course, under all 
the bluster I really 
wanted what these 
people had.
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you so different from all the other students and faculty on 
this campus? What changed your life?”

Without hesitation or embarrassment she looked me 
straight in the eye, deadly serious, and uttered two words 
I never expected to hear in an intelligent discussion on 
a university campus: “Jesus Christ.”

“Jesus Christ?” I snapped. 
“Oh, for God’s sake, don’t give 
me that kind of garbage. I’m 
fed up with religion. I’m fed 
up with the church. I’m fed up 
with the Bible.”

Immediately she shot 
back, “I didn’t say religion, 
I said Jesus Christ!” She 
pointed out something I had 
never known: Christianity 
is not a religion. Religion is 
humans trying to work their way to God through good 
works. Christianity is God coming to men and women 
through Jesus Christ.

I wasn’t buying it. Not for a minute. Taken aback by 
the young woman’s courage and conviction, I apologized 
for my attitude. “But I’m sick and tired of religion and 
religious people,” I explained. “I don’t want anything to 
do with them.”

Then my new friends issued a challenge I couldn’t 
believe. They challenged me to make a rigorous, intellectual 
examination of the claims of Jesus Christ—that he is God’s 
Son; that he inhabited a human body and lived among real 
men and women; that he died on the cross for the sins of 
humanity; that he was buried and was  resurrected three 

Christianity is not 
a religion. Religion 
is humans trying 
to work their way 
to God through 
good works. 
Christianity is God 
coming to men and 
women through 
Jesus Christ.

MoreThanCarpenter.indd   5MoreThanCarpenter.indd   5 3/3/2009   9:13:59 AM3/3/2009   9:13:59 AM



Josh McDowell & Sean McDowell

6

days later; and that he is still alive and can change a person’s 
life even today.

I thought this challenge was a joke. Everyone with 
any sense knew that Christianity was based on a myth. 

I thought that only a walking 
idiot could believe the myth 
that Christ came back from 
the dead. I used to wait for 
Christians to speak out in the 
classroom so I could tear them 

up one side and down the other. I thought that if a Chris-
tian had a brain cell, it would die of loneliness.

But I accepted my friends’ challenge, mostly out of 
spite to prove them wrong. I was convinced the Chris-
tian story would not stand up to evidence. I was a prelaw 
student, and I knew something about evidence. I would 
investigate the claims of Christianity thoroughly and 

come back and knock the 
props out from under their 
sham religion.

I decided to start with 
the Bible. I knew that if I 
could uncover indisputable 
evidence that the Bible is an 
unreliable record, the whole 
of Christianity would crum-
ble. Sure, Christians could 
show me that their own book 
said Christ was born of a vir-

gin, that he performed miracles, and that he rose from the 
dead. But what good was that? If I could show that the 
Bible was historically untrustworthy, then I could show 

What Do You Think?

How would you 

define religion?

If I could show 
that the Bible 
was historically 
untrustworthy, 
then I could show 
that Christianity 
was a fantasy 
made up by 
wishful religious 
dreamers.
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that Christianity was a fantasy made up by wishful reli-
gious dreamers.

I took the challenge seriously. I spent months in 
research. I even dropped out of school for a time to study 
in the historically rich librar-
ies of Europe. And I found 
evidence. Evidence in abun-
dance. Evidence I would not 
have believed had I not seen 
it with my own eyes. Finally I 
could come to only one con-
clusion: If I were to remain 
intellectually honest, I had to 
admit that the Old and New 
Testament documents were 
some of the most reliable writ-
ings in all of antiquity. And if they were reliable, what 
about this man Jesus, whom I had dismissed as a mere car-
penter in an out-of-the-way town in a tiny oppressed coun-
try, a man who had gotten caught up in his own visions of 
grandeur? 

I had to admit that Jesus 
Christ was more than a car-
penter. He was all he claimed 
to be.

Not only did my research 
turn me around intellectu-
ally, but it also answered the 
three questions that started me on my quest for happiness 
and meaning. But as Paul Harvey says, that’s the “rest of 
the story.” I will tell you all about that at the end of this 
book. First, I want to share with you the core of what I 

What Do You Think?

If God did become 

man, what would be 

the best way for him 

to communicate to 

his creation?

I found evidence. 
Evidence in 
abun dance. 
I had to admit 
that the Old and 
New Testament 
documents were 
some of the most 
reliable writings 
in all of antiquity.
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learned in my months of research so that you, too, may see 
that Christianity is not a myth, not the fantasy of wishful 
dreamers, not a hoax played on the simpleminded. It is 
rock-solid truth. And I guarantee that when you come to 
terms with that truth, you will be on the threshold of find-
ing the answers to those three questions: Who am I? What 
is my purpose? What is my destiny?
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