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Title: Speaking to the Secular 
 
Question: What does Christianity offer a secular person? 
 
Abstract: In a secular age where the authority of science has eclipsed that of Scripture, the 
church has no cultural currency, and religion is pushed to the periphery of irrelevance for 
secular life, where are the bridges for sharing the gospel? Beyond a frontal assault of 
classical apologetics around the questions of truth, the “haunting” of a secular culture with 
signals of transcendence provides a powerful doorway for a subversive approach to sharing 
how knowing Jesus colours all of life. 

 

Bio/Photo: Dan Paterson is a speaker with Ravi Zacharias 
International Ministries (RZIM) based in Brisbane, Australia. After 
some family tragedies in his childhood raised barriers to belief in 
God, Dan became a Christian after a series of tough personal 
questions led him to investigate the New Testament. Troubled 
particularly by the problem of evil, it was the towering figure of 
Jesus of Nazareth and his response to evil and suffering that saw 
Dan’s scepticism give way to faith. Given this background, and 
getting involved in speaking to the questions of young people, Dan 
developed a driving passion to study theology and apologetics to 
help make sense of the Christian faith to sceptics and spiritual 
seekers. 
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Talk delivered @ [RE]Evangelise Conference on Feb 11th 2017 

SPEAKING TO THE SECULAR:  
What does Christianity offer the Seculars? 

 

STORY…   
 
Imagine with me that we all went on a little road trip. We packed our 
bags and our Bibles, grabbed our passport, and made our way to the 
airport.  
 

Then we booked tickets to fly to some 
foreign country you’ve never heard of. 
Economy tickets of course. We all have 
Jesus written on our credit cards; and 
he probably wouldn’t approve of the 
soft cushions, extra leg room, and 
drinks before take-off. 
 

After a long and uncomfortable flight, we finally arrive at a new capital 
city: Saeculum.  
 

You pick up a travel guide in the 
bookstore and go to work learning 
as much as you can. The people here 
speak English. Good start. Then you 
learn the people who live in 
Saeculum are called seculars. Now?  
 

You’re nervous. You’ve heard about these people. They’re happy. 
Intelligent. Moral. Educated. Have alternative explanations and answers 
to all your major questions. They’re good without God. So you’re not 
really sure what to say; how to talk to them about your faith… 
 
But, you’re on a mission trip. You spent the plane ride praying, reading 
Acts, and listening to an audiobook of Brother Yun’s The Heavenly 
Man. You’re feeling bold. So you walk up to the first person you see 
outside the terminal and ask a question: What do you know about Jesus 
of Nazareth?  
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Then you notice their name badge. A civilisation of over a billion 
people, and you managed to corner the one Mormon Missionary in 
Saeculum. Talk about fishing in the wrong pond. But remembering 
that Mormons hunt in packs of two, you quickly move on before you 
get flanked by their wingman.  
 
Second time round you get lucky. You bumble up to someone else. 
Success. They’re a secular. And so the conversation begins…  
 
The only thing is, this whole story is a farce! 
 
Because we need no passport; no plane; no foreign city to speak to 
seculars.  
 

Our city is Saeculum.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

FRAMING SECULARISM…     
 
We live in a secular age. 
 
And here’s the BIG ISSUE: many Christians don’t know how to speak 
sense to seculars about why the gospel is GOOD NEWS for them; about 
what Christianity offers the secular. 
 
We’re too nervous or distracted by their objections to religion to know 
how to truly pierce the secular armour and get to the heart. 
 
Science has buried God. The God of the Bible is a moral monster. 
Christianity is culturally regressive. The Church is responsible for so 
much evil and division and hypocrisy.  
 
No doubt thoughtful responses to these objections needs to be offered. 
Whatever rubble obscures secular people from taking seriously the 
cross of Christ needs to be removed. 
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But that misses the point, because at best, all you’re doing in 
answering these objections is returning Christianity to a neutral 
footing. You do nothing to weaken the default standing of the secular: 
that you can make sense of life WITHOUT reference to God.  
 
Picture Christianity and Secularism as two biblical cities—Jerusalem 
and Babel/Babylon.  
 

In Jerusalem, the Temple, the hotspot 
of God’s presence and symbol of his 
authority are at the centre of the city. 
All of life makes sense in its light. 
When Babylon destroyed Jerusalem, 
it wasn’t simply enough to tear down 
the Temple. Something else had to 

take its place. Something else around which humans could centre; 
from which we draw our meaning in life.  
 

Babel’s Tower.  
Or Babylon’s Golden Statue.  
 
If secularism is anything, it’s a 
vacuum. Pushing religious 
perspectives to the private and 
periphery, it favours naturalistic and 

scientific explanations of life in public. Although there is no 
authoritative secular creed, culture abhors a vacuum, and so in the 
absence of the temple, the secular gods have flooded to fill the space: 
relativism, scientism, hedonism, pluralism, and humanism. 
 
At the heart of secularism is an unbridled confidence that we’ve 
moved past God. In the language of Nietzsche, Church buildings are 
now nothing more than the tombs and sepulchres of God. But what 
Nietzsche saw our seculars do not. 
 
That if you cut off the branch, the fruit withers. 
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And this is the chink in the armour: this is where Christianity has 
something to offer. Our secular age wants to believe that it can keep 
the historical and cultural inheritance of Christianity whilst jettisoning 
belief in God. But it can’t be done. 
 
Secularism flattens and disenchants the world we live in. It makes 
everything 2D.  
 

Where we have impulses to hope for 
life beyond the grave, secularism 
tells us these are false hopes. Where 
we have intuitions that our minds 
are more than just our brains, 
secularism tells us these are 
chemical illusions. Where we believe 

that some things are truly and objectively right and others wrong, 
secularism would have us jettison these moral categories, reducing 
ethics to aesthetics as nothing more than a personal preference or a 
social contract. Who are we to tell another culture how to live?  
 
What secularism does, in tearing down the temple, is tear away our soul. 
It denies the deep things about our existence. The very things that 
make us who we are, and that make life worth living. 
 
Gently exposing this, and in turn showing how our deepest desires 
and intuitions are answered in the gospel, is our evangelistic and 
apologetic task. 
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SPEAKING TO SECULARS … 
Francis Schaeffer said it well. Our secular friends still have to live in 
God’s world. So no matter how much their minds may be trained to 
reject a supernatural or spiritual realm, our everyday experiences and 
deepest longings war against it.  
 

Take movies. Our culture believes 
that the physical and the now are all 
that exists. So why, then, are we 
captivated by other universes? Ones 
dominated the magic of wizards and 
witches, or the exploits of marvel 
superheroes, or pasty white undead 
creatures, or talking beasts, or Jedi?  

 
The truth is our hearts reject a 2D existence. Deep down seculars know 
there must be more. If you want to know how to speak to seculars—
what Christianity has to offer them—the experts, whether 
philosophers like Charles Taylor or practitioners like Tim Keller, they 
tell us that we need to learn how to lean into these intuitions. 
 
The apologetic task is important.  
 

We need to answer the objections 
that science has buried God, and that 
the Bible is fiction, and that God is 
immoral, and that Christianity is 
morally bankrupt. The heart cannot 
accept what the mind rejects as false. 
We need to present an intellectually 

credible Christianity, one backed by evidence and argument. 
 
But more than that, perhaps pre-eminently, we need to show why 
Christianity makes better sense of who we are and what we experience. 
In the words of Blaise Pascal, “we need to make people wish it were 
true, then show them that it is.” 
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As a Christian I can express to a 
suicidal teenager why their life has 
innate value, and dignity, and worth. 
As a Christian, I can express through 
my life that suffering or disability or 
a terminal disease doesn’t have to 
rob us of meaning. As a Christian, I 

can comfort a grieving widow in the knowledge that death is just a 
doorway. As a Christian, my life can make these arguments for me: 
that love is more than a chemical reaction, that justice matters, that 
good and evil are real things, and that humans are free to make 
meaningful choices; we’re not just dancing to our DNA. 
 
Secularism may be a BIG ISSUE in our time,  
but we serve a BIGGER GOSPEL.  
 
In our lives and in our conversations, we are to offer our secular 
neighbours the choice: Do they want to live in a 2D world where they 
have sold their soul to secularism? A thin existence? Or do they want to 
step into a 3D world, a thick world, that sheds light and breathes life 
into all that we are and were created to be. 

 
As C.S. Lewis said,   

“I believe in Christianity  
as I believe the sun has risen.  

Not only because I see it, but because 
by it, I see everything else.” 


