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Module 2
Learning Guide
Apologetics History,
Strategies & Method
Before you start...







Read through the relevant Unit Guide (under Moodle, Unit Guides)
Post your response to last week’s forum question onto Moodle and interact on social media
Consider this week’s forum question, then complete 2 hours pre-reading from recommended
and optional sources on Moodle (cf. Resource boxes below), to help answer this question
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
Download this learning guide (and the associated powerpoint pdf), and have it open on your
computer ready to edit if you are a class-based student
Put together your personal profile (1 page) and bring it to class or email it to Dave

1. INTRODUCTION
This module is a bumper edition, the longest of the course. We overview the history of apologetics, then
delve into broad types of apologetics before unpacking a step-wise method we will employ most weeks.
In the first session, we skim across the high points of apologetics across history, considering the challenges
posed by the culture at large, and how Christians responded in defending and commending their beliefs.
In the second session, we consider the main schools/types of apologetics, and evaluate the strengths and
weaknesses of each as we seek a complete apologetic. Plausibility, credibility and relevance is our rally cry!
In the third session, I will teach you a step-by-step apologetic method for approaching any topic.
(This approach will be helpful for the remaining assignments, and we will often practice this in the third
session of subsequent weeks so it becomes second nature.)
This module sits within Section A of the course: “Apologetics and the Nature of Truth.” In subsequent
modules we will consider the interrelation of truth, reason and revelation, exploring the bigger picture of
beliefs through the lens of worldview analysis, presuppositions and epistemology.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Review the intellectual attacks upon Christian faith and Christian responses, including the
Apologists, Augustine, Aquinas, the Enlightenment, Darwinism, and secular humanism
 Consider the schools/types of apologetics (natural theology; subjective immediacy; revelation OR
classical; evidential; reformed; fideism; cumulative case; presuppositional) and how they function
 Learn a meta-apologetic method, drawing on diverse apologetic types, in addressing objections
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to explain the place of apologetics in the Christian
faith, both theologically and historically. Students should be aware of the major types of apologetics, where
each is strong and weak in defending and commending Christianity, integrated in a multi-faceted method.
Apologetics History, Types, & Method

Module #2-1

PE420/620-D

Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A1. Apologetics as the defence and commendation of the Christian gospel
A5. Strategies to defend and commend Christian faith
Skills (be able to):
B1. Discuss the nature of Christian apologetics
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm,
breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Apologetic High Points across the ages (50 minutes)
7:10 Apologetic Types and Strategies (45 minutes)
8:05 Meta-Apologetic Method (55 minutes)
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2. APOLOGETICS HIGH POINTS ACROSS THE AGES

Resource 2.1
There are some excellent readings this week, offering different angles on the apologetic enterprise.
Explore freely, but within your two hours of pre-reading, you might want to prioritise the following:
Dulles (2004) packs an amazing amount into six short pages, touching on apologetic approaches
across history, its Nineteenth and Twentieth Century fall from grace, and now the “Rebirth of
Apologetics” in the Twenty-First Century. To his call for “personalism” I reply Amen! Our
apologetic approach must position people to trust in and love a person, not champion
confidence in their own autonomous rationality and finite/fallible intellect.
Graham (2013) amplifies my personal convictions, drawing on history to demonstrate that
apologetics is properly positioned as a type of public theology. Rather than aiming to win an
intellectual argument, or simply persuading our neighbour to accept the gospel and follow
Christ, apologetics is about carving out a space where our particular Christian voice and ethical
convictions can be heard and valued in a pluralistic dialogue. It is oriented to the holistic
flourishing (shalom) of *all* citizens, irrespective of whether or not they submit to Jesus’
Lordship. A Christ-centred, intelligible witness, must serve the common good. Again, Amen!
In previous iterations of the course, Boa & Bowman (2001) was the set text for PE620 students.
It’s arguably the best text on types of apologetics (to which we will return next session). But,
pages 17-23 offer a broad introduction to the field (recapping last module), while pages 24-54
offer a comprehensive overview of the history of apologetics, informing the following notes.
The fall and phoenix like rise of apologetics in the Twentieth Century is a pivotal period to
understand the current state and somewhat divided schools of apologetics in the present. As
such, if you are wanting an indepth historical survey of this period, check out Dulles (2005).
At the end of this first session, I summarise Curtis Chang’s book, Engaging Unbelief. He draws on
two apologetic greats, Augustine and Aquinas, to form a strategy of cultural apologetic of “taking
every thought captive” (2 Cor 10:5). This involves (1) entering the challenger’s story; (2) retelling
that story to expose the “tragic flaw”; and (3) capturing that retold story within the gospel
metanarrative. For the concluding chapter exploring the legacy of both thinkers and
contemporary relevance, read Chang (2000).
Lucky last, and in answering the forum question this week, I particularly identify with Blaise
Pascal. Like Kierkegaard (another favourite), his more literary approach has strengths and
weaknesses, but his versatility and integration are a wonderful model. For a fantastic 10 page
introduction to his strategy, and his greatest work, Pensées, read Guinness (1989).
In pressing the case for their discipline, apologists should keep in mind that it is neither necessary nor
sufficient for salutary acts of faith. It is not necessary, for we all know people who have strong faith
without having ever read a word of apologetics. It is not sufficient, because faith is a grace-given
submission to the Word of God, not a conclusion from human arguments. Apologetics has a more
modest task. It seeks to show why it is reasonable, with the help of grace, to accept God’s word as it
comes to us through Scripture and the Church. … “[T]here are sufficient signs to make the assent of
faith objectively justifiable. The task of apologetics is to discover these signs and organize them in such
a way as to be persuasive to particular audiences. The arguments can never prove the truth of
Christianity beyond all possibility of doubt, but they can show that it is reasonable to believe and that
the arguments against Christianity are not decisive. God’s grace will do the rest. … While recognizing
that apologetics is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for the saving act of faith, they will
cultivate the discipline for its ability to challenge unbelief and remove obstacles to faith itself. As long
as people ask questions and pose challenges to one another, believers will be called upon to give a
reason for the faith that is in them (cf. 1 Peter 3:15). Apologetics justifies itself, time and again, as a
distinct discipline and as a normal ingredient in authentic evangelization, catechesis, theology,
ecumenism, and interreligious dialogue. (Dulles 2005, 367)
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2.1

Why Consider Old Apologists?

Reflection Activity 2.1 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#2.1 Why bother considering previous attempts of Christians to
defend and commend the Christian faith to their contemporaries?
► Can we directly employ yesterday’s apologetics for today’s audience? Why, or why not?
► Why is there no such thing as a “timeless” apologetic?
“Quite properly . . . most apologists have sought to speak meaningfully to their contemporaries
rather than to later generations. Not surprisingly, therefore, no apologist from previous centuries or
generations precisely fills the prescription that might be written for a present-day apologetic.”
(Avery Dulles, A History of Apologetics [2005], xx)
Apologetics involves interpersonal dialogue and so the strategy pursued must vary by time and place.
The particular issues that must be addressed shift. So, to, do the frames of reference, or paradigms, within
which we understand the questions and supply answers. John Duns Scotus’s (1266-1308) scholastic
argument, for instance—in part appealing to auctoritas scribentium (i.e., the claim of Biblical writers to
speak for God) and irrationabilitas errorum (i.e., “the evident unreasonableness and immorality of those
who reject the Scriptures” [Dulles 2005, 367])—lacks warrant in an age of growing agnosticism and a
culture of scientific reductionism and moral relativity.
For each period the apologist requires a clear understanding of their context. Defensively, apologists must
respond to critiques that damage the plausibility of the Christian faith. Offensively, apologists must
recognize the particular needs of their audience and commend the truth, goodness, and beauty of
Christianity to them in ways they understand.

Class Activity 2.1 – 45 minutes
Rather than sit through a long-winded lecture where I recap this history, I’m wanting to put you to work!
In one of seven groups, you will tackle one of the following seven periods summarising high points in the
history of apologetics. Feel free to draw on your own pre-reading to shape your response.
► Thinking back through each period—(1) New Testament (2) Early Church (3) Constantine and the
Roman Empire (4) Christendom in the Middle Ages (5) Reformation (6) Enlightenment, and (7) 19th
century to the present—what were the particular challenges and opportunities for apologists to
engage? What is the enduring relevance for today?
Here’s the process:
(1) As a group—whether out loud, or silently—work through the notes associated with your
assigned period of history. Circle whom you consider to be the most important figures, and
underline crucial sentences to make sense of why and how they offered an apologetic. You have
10 minutes to prepare a spoken summary of this period, highlighting the greatest single
challenge and opportunity for defending, commending and translating Christian faith to this age.
What do you see as the enduring relevance of this period for today? How is it similar to, or
different from, our cultural context in post-Christendom Australia?
(2) As a whole class, each group will present for 3 minutes, with 2 minutes of questions from others.
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2.2

A Brief Who’s Who of Apologists!
“Apologetics has to meet the adversaries of the faith where they are in each successive generation”
(Dulles 2004, 18-19)

2.2.1 New Testament Times: The First Century Christians
“Before being an apologetic, Christianity was of course a message. It began as a conviction that Jesus was
Messiah and Lord, and this conviction seems to have drawn its overpowering force from the event of the
Resurrection. As the message concerning Jesus as risen Lord was proclaimed, it gave rise to certain
questions and objections from inquirers, from believers, and from adversaries. In answer to such
objections, and possibly also in anticipation of foreseen objections, the Christian preachers spoke about the
signs and evidences they had found convincing. … To some degree, therefore,
apologetics was intrinsic to the presentation of the kerygma.” (Dulles 2005, 1-2)
► In your perspective, what New Testament Passages show clear apologetic intent. For instance, read:
Luke 1:1-4
John 20:27-31; 21:24-25
“One must ask to what extent the four Gospels and Acts … fit into the
category of apologetic documents. As is obvious at a glance, they bear
little resemblance to modern apologetical treatises. They are narrative
in form and contain little sustained argumentation. They purport to tell
a story rather than to prove a case. Yet the question may still be asked
to what degree they are motivated by the intention of persuading
unbelievers to accept Christianity or of helping believers to overcome
their doubts and hesitations. If one defines apologetics in terms of this
general intention, one will find at least an apologetical ingredient in
these writings.” (Dulles 2005, 16)
“In narrating this sublime history, Mark furnishes abundant materials
for the defense of the Christian faith. He explains why the disciples were
first drawn to Jesus and strongly held to Him and why Jesus in spite of
His sovereign power was rejected and put to death.” (Dulles 2005, 17)
“While none of the NT writings is directly and professedly apologetical, nearly all of them contain
reflections of the Church’s efforts to exhibit the credibility of its message and to answer the obvious
objections that would have arisen in the minds of adversaries, prospective converts, and candid believers.
Parts of the New Testament—such as the major Pauline Letters, Hebrews, the four Gospels, and Acts—
reveal an apologetical preoccupation in the minds of the authors themselves. …
The primary commendation of the good news as set forth in the Gospels would seem to be the
attractiveness of the message itself—or rather of the reality that Christ brought into the world. …
The primary sign of credibility, to judge from the Gospels, would seem to be the person of Jesus, with His
vitality, determination, and compassion, and His uniquely authoritative manner of teaching and acting. …
As secondary signs, not wholly separable from the person and work of Jesus, the Gospels call
attention to the miracles. Jesus Himself, according to the accounts, invokes His miracles as external
confirmations of His divine mission. The New Testament addresses itself primarily to persons who are
familiar with and who fully accept the Jewish Scriptures. The Christian fulfilment is presented as the key to
the proper interpretation of the ancient texts. [Thus] New forms of apologetic would become necessary
when the Church, primarily based on Hellenistic soil, was forced to deal continually with persons born and
bred in a very different intellectual world.” (Dulles 2005, 23)
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► With which gospel writer do you most identify, and how would you characterise his apologetic?






Luke uses an evidential approach (Luke 1:1-4) in verifying the accuracy of his
“ordered” historical and eye-witness accounts
Paul appeals to the reality (evidential) of the resurrection as the
cornerstone for belief (cf. 1 Corinthians 15)
Paul uses a classical/logical approach in Acts 17, appealing to Mars Hill philosophers
Paul uses a reformed/fideistic approach in Romans 1:18-21 in stating that
we all “know” by experience God’s existence, but suppress this truth
John appeals to Christ as the Word, emphasising revelation

2.2.2 Early Church (anti-Nicene) Fathers: 1st – 4th Century
“In the first three centuries the literature was predominantly defensive:
it sought to stave off persecution by convincing Roman officials that Christians were
good citizens who obeyed the laws and prayed for the Emperor.” (Dulles 2005)
“In the post apostolic era, the new challenges that confronted the burgeoning church as it spread
throughout the Roman Empire required a new apologetic counterthrust. Rabbinic Judaism, fully
developed Gnosticism, persecuting paganism, and Hellenistic culture and philosophy all opposed the
fledgling church. The religious apologists defended Christianity against these attacks and sought to gain
converts to the faith by arguing for the superiority of the Christian position. There were also political
apologists who argued that the church should be tolerated by the state.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 29)
Apologetics in this period was primarily concerned with refuting heresy (e.g. Gnosticism) within the church,
thus highlighting the superiority of the
orthodox Christian position. As Roman
religion lost adherents as new converts
to Jesus, anti-Christian sentiment was on
the rise.Thus, apologetics was essential
to combat misunderstanding and
decrease persecution. For instance,
apologists worked hard to tie Christianity
to Judaism to receive the same
protection under Roman rule. Other
apologists sought to explain that
Christians weren’t atheists—dismissing
all Gods, though they dismissed many
gods—and nor were they incestuous
cannibals, sleeping with their “brothers
and sisters in Christ” and “eating and
drinking the body and blood of Christ.”
(See, for instance, the Moodle Extra
Resource here with Tertullian and
Octavius.)
Graffiti from the period shows that the
cross truly was considered foolishness to
many people—depicting Christ on a
cross with a donkey’s head, saying this
was the Christian’s God.
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“Of the many apologists from this period, the most important by far was
Justin Martyr (ca. 100-165), a convert to Christianity from Platonism. In
his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, Justin used messianic prophecies from
the Hebrew Scriptures to prove that Jesus is the Messiah. In his two
Apologies he appealed for the civil toleration of Christianity and argued
that it was in fact the true philosophy. To show that Christianity should
be tolerated, he refuted common errors and rumours (for example, that
Christians were atheists and that they ate flesh and drank blood) and
presented Christianity as a morally superior religion. To support his claim
that it was the true philosophy, Justin made the first attempt in postbiblical history to correlate John’s doctrine of the Logos with Greek
philosophy, arguing that Christianity was superior to Platonism and that
any truth in Plato was actually plagiarized from Moses. Arguably, Justin’s
doctrine was less than consistently biblical, notably in his strongly
subordinationist view of Christ. However, his efforts were commendable given his place in Christian history
(even before the process of collecting the New Testament canon was completed) and in view of his role as
a pioneer in Christian theologizing and apologetics.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 30)
Tertullian (ca. 160-220) was known for his brilliant application of Roman juridical (law) principles to the
defense of Christianity (e.g. Apology, written AD 197). His particular legacy was confronting Gnosticism
(a belief that taught salvation by special knowledge and escaping the corrupt flesh by spiritual exercise),
and defending freedom of religion as a basic human right, contending that
Christians under persecution and sentenced to death must receive a fair trial.
“By far the most important Greek apologist of the third century was Origen
(ca. 185-254), whose lengthy Contra Celsum (“Against Celsus”) was a reply to
Celsus’s philosophical, ethical, and historical criticisms of Christianity. In it, for
example, Origen argued that Jesus did not do his miracles by sorcery, offered an
impressive historical defense of Jesus’ resurrection against an early hallucination
theory and other objections, and showed that the miracle stories of paganism are
far less credible than those of the Gospels. It is with good reason that Origen’s book
has been ranked as one of the classics of apologetics.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 30)
► Why does Constantine mark such a radical change in apologetic focus?

2.2.3 Post-Constantinian Church Fathers: 4th – 5th Century
“In the next few centuries apologetics turned more aggressively to refute philosophers who claimed that
Stoicism and Neo-Platonism could provide all that was needed for a blessed life.” (Dulles 2005)
“Notwithstanding the continuities with the ante-Nicene period, a fundamental transformation must be
noted from the fourth century onward. Unlike some of the early apologists, the later patristic authors
take a relatively positive attitude toward classical culture, showing how Christianity preserves, corrects,
and surpasses the highest achievements of Greek and Roman antiquity. … The leading apologists are
almost unanimous in opting for a synthesis of biblical faith with classical culture, while correcting the
errors of the pagans in the light of biblical revelation. …
In the perspectives of a later age, some ask whether these thinkers did not concede too much to their
opponents. Many of them have been accused of over-Platonizing by depicting Christianity as a means of
escaping from the ambiguities of time and finding refuge in mystical anticipations of eternity and
encounters with the divine. Many of them, however, dealt realistically with world history and with the
place of religion in society.” (Dulles 2005, 88-89)
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“In the fourth and fifth centuries, pagan religions were on the wane and Christianity was on the
ascendancy throughout the empire, particularly after the edict of Constantine in 313. Christian apologists
wrote with pride of the progress and life-changing effects of Christianity. They also became more
systematic in their presentation of Christianity as a worldview in contrast to competing philosophies,
notably Neoplatonism.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 30)
Augustine (354-430 AD) … “Augustine was won to the Christian faith
after trying Manicheism, a dualistic philosophy that viewed both good
and evil as ultimate realities, and Platonism, which convinced him that
Manicheism was false and so, by his own testimony, helped him on the
path to Christianity. His earlier apologetic works, not surprisingly, were
in large part devoted to refuting Manichean philosophy” (Boa &
Bowman 2001, 30-31).
Augustine highlights the interrelationship of faith and reason. Reason
precedes faith (a rational mind must be able to recognise the truth in
order to respond to it), yet faith also precedes reason (most of the
Christian truths are in large part unseen—God is invisible, and Jesus’
work on the cross was historical, and thus cannot be directly seen now).
“Augustine, then, was the first apologist to enunciate the principle of
believing in order to understand, or faith seeking understanding (fides
quaerens intellectum), but for him it was only one side of the coin. He frequently expressed this interactive
or interdependent view of faith and reason in such statements as ‘For faith is understanding’s step; and
understanding faith’s attainment’” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 31).
“ This does not mean that non-Christians know nothing about God. Augustine cited Romans 1:20 to
show that some philosophers, especially Platonists, have been able from the creation to recognize the fact
of a Creator God. The line of reasoning by which even pagans can be made to admit a Creator is essentially
what philosophers would later call a cosmological
argument, reasoning from the changeableness of all
things in the world (Greek cosmos) to the existence of
an unmade Maker of all things. This was one of a
number of arguments by which Augustine reasoned
that knowledge of God was available to pagans. But this
knowledge cannot prevent them from falling into
idolatry and polytheism. The true worship of God can
be found only by placing faith in Jesus Christ.
Such faith is not a groundless faith: ‘they are
much deceived, who think that we believe in Christ
without any proofs concerning Christ.’ Augustine wove
the proofs he found compelling into an apologetic
consisting of a number of strands. These proofs
included fulfilled prophecy, the consistent monotheistic
faith and worship of the church, the miracles of the
Bible, and especially the ‘miracle’ of the massive
conversion of much of Roman society to faith in a
crucified God even when such faith brought
martyrdom” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 32).
► Across his life-time, Augustine wrote an incredible
amount. Have you read any of Augustine’s writings
(e.g. Confessions, City of God)? How did you find it,
and what stood out most?
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2.2.4 Christendom and the Middle Ages: 5th – 16th Century
“Then in the Middle Ages Christian apologists increasingly directed their attention to Jews and Muslims,
arguing that Jesus fulfilled the messianic prophecies of the Hebrew Bible, whereas Mohammed did not.”
(Dulles 2005)
“By the seventh century Christianity had absorbed Greco-Roman culture and triumphed in its struggle
against paganism. The church was the central vehicle of Western culture, and its apologists during the
Middle Ages directed their efforts in three directions—toward unconverted Judaism, the threat of Islam,
and the rational ground for belief. Two Christian philosophers of the Middle Ages who stand out for their
contributions to apologetics, and whose works continue to be read and debated today, were Anselm and
Thomas Aquinas.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 32).
Anselm (1033-1109) highlights believing (faith) in order to understand, and proposes the philosophical
ontological argument—“the notion of a being of unsurpassable greatness is logically inescapable.”
From the idea of “that than which nothing greater can be thought,” Anselm inferred the existence or being
(Greek ontos, hence “ontological” argument) of God. (This argument held more sway with Platonists than
today’s materialists, as ideal forms were seen to be eternal, and the plan or source from which material
existence was derived.) He also formed a solid apologetic arguing why God had to become a man—because
only God in His infinite being could provide an infinite satisfaction or atonement for man’s sin.
“In the thirteenth century Christian Europe was shaken by the rediscovery and distribution of the
philosophical works of Aristotle and the strong impetus given to the Aristotelian worldview by the very
capable Spanish-Arab philosopher Averroes. The growing influence of Averroist thought in European
universities led to a crisis for Christian thought. Some scholars at the universities were embracing an
uncritical Aristotelianism, while others, especially high-ranking church officials, uncritically condemned
anything Aristotelian.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 34)
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) responded to Aristotle’s rules
of logic by forming a solid systematic theology from Biblical
revelation, highlighting that some truths about God are
discoverable through reason or through faith, while others
are only discoverable through faith. He also formed the “five
ways”—five arguments for God’s existence (inferred from the
nature of the world as changing, causative, contingent,
graduated, and ordered). This showed that God existed, but
did not prove God per se, as faith in God ought to be based
on His revelation in Scripture, not on the proofs. (For Aquinas,
reason served to confirm what was already believed by faith
in God’s self revelation.)

Anselm was known for his maxim, “Credo ut intelligam”: “I believe so that I may understand.”
Others have termed this “faith seeking understanding.”
► What do you think this means, and how have you seen this in practise?
Thomas Aquinas also comes in for some flack in setting up the Enlightenment project of reason
independent of God (autonomous reason).
► He did this by teasing apart what two things?

Apologetics History, Types, & Method

Module #2-9

PE420/620-D

2.2.5 Reformation and Humanism: 16th – 17th Century
“The Reformation was a response to both concerns over Catholic teaching on salvation
and also in response to Humanism [being a “man-centred philosophy emphasizing human dignity and
freedom at the expense of the biblical teachings on sin and grace” [Boa & Bowman 2001, 35]).
Reformers aimed to restore the correct order, placing human reason under the governance of Scripture,
rather than humanistic, naturalistic reasoning sitting in judgement of God’s revelation.” (Dulles 2005)
Martin Luther (1483-1546) emphasised reason’s limits, rejecting the traditional theological project of
employing logic and philosophy to prove and defend the Christian faith.
Justification through grace by faith was reinstated.
John Calvin (1509-1564) was the chief theologian following Luther,
holding that faith is always reasonable, however faith often seems
unreasonable to us because of the noetic (mind-blinding) effects of sin
on all human reasoning. God’s Word is given to cure our blindness, thus
His revelation cannot be subjected to our reasoning or tests. Faith
needs no rational justification and is more certain than rationally
justified knowledge, because it is based on God’s revelation in Scripture.
► Some within the reformed school of thought (following on from
Calvin) are resistant to traditional apologetics—that is, they discount
reasoning with a non-believer on the basis of common ground.
Theologically, why would this be? And do you agree, or disagree?

2.2.6 Enlightenment: 17th – 18th Century
“In early modern times apologetics took on fresh philosophical opponents.
On the one hand, it sought to refute skeptics, who contended that reason could know nothing about God,
the soul, and immortality; on the other hand, it responded to rationalists who maintained that
human reason could prove so much about these realities that no revelation was needed.
The Enlightenment challenge had begun.” (Dulles 2005)
“Until the post-Reformation period most Europeans
took Christianity for granted, and the major religious
debates were primarily intra-Christian disputes about
the meaning of certain key doctrines of the faith.
But the seventeenth century saw the rise of religious
skepticism that challenged the very truth of the
Christian faith. This skepticism led to new developments
in apologetics. Some responded to the rationalistic
critiques of Christian doctrine by expressing a
skepticism of their own—regarding the reliability of
human reason—and proposing an approach to religion
that emphasizes faith as a response of the heart. Other
apologists accepted the rationalistic challenge and
sought to answer it by proving that Christianity was just
as rational as the conclusions of modern science. These two approaches were typified by Blaise Pascal in
the seventeenth century and Joseph Butler in the eighteenth century” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 36).
► With which thinker/camp would you sooner side? Pascal (fideist) or Butler (evidentialist)?
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These developments in apologetics were primarily in response to modern science and higher biblical
criticism. As above, it drove apologetics two ways. One strand, evidentialism (e.g., William Paley) aimed to
play by the same ground rules of science, believing them to be neutral ground between believer and
unbeliever in showing Christian theism to be more rational than any other world-view through a martialling
of the evidences. The other strand, fideism (e.g., Søren Kierkegaard) questioned the supremacy of logic and
science, instead emphasising the personal, relational aspects involved in a non-Christian coming to faith.
Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) highlighted that apologetics should take into account the differences among
people. He believed God had provided enough evidence of the truth of Christianity to those who want to
see, but not enough to compel a response, as faith/love is meaningless without trust. Pascal is best known
for his “Wager” in which the betting man has more to gain and less to lose by backing God over atheism.
► In popular form, what is Pascal’s wager, and how may it be used in apologetic conversation?
“Natural science, through such giants as Galileo and Newton, achieved major breakthroughs during the
seventeenth century and revolutionized our view of the world. In the wake of these developments,
most apologists for the next three centuries understood the apologetic task as primarily one of showing
the scientific credibility of the Christian faith. More broadly, apologetics became focused on providing
empirical evidence, whether scientific or historical, in support of Christianity. Laying the groundwork for
this empirical approach was John Locke (1632-1704), a British philosopher who developed one of the
earliest formulations of empiricism.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 37)
“Joseph Butler’s apologetic efforts in The Analogy of Religion were widely regarded as a worthy response to
the natural religion of the deists. However, Christian apologetics was forced to reinvent itself with the
advent of the Enlightenment. The skepticism of the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776)
prepared the way for this movement, which rejected all revelation claims and all natural religion or natural
theology, and declared the autonomy of human reason. Hume convinced many that the teleological or
design argument, the argument from miracles, and other standard Christian apologetic arguments were
unsound. The German Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), who reported having been
awakened from his “dogmatic slumbers” by Hume’s writings, likewise critiqued the cosmological and
ontological arguments for the existence of God. These successive waves of attack on Christianity forced
orthodox Christians to develop apologetic responses. Such responses varied depending on the theological
convictions and philosophical temperament of the apologist as well as
the content of the unbelieving attack.” (Boa & Bowman, 38)
“One of the earliest apologists to respond to Hume was William Paley
(1743-1805). Paley systematized the evidential arguments of this time in
two works, A View of the Evidences of Christianity and Natural Theology.
The latter work was a classic presentation of the teleological argument.
He skillfully multiplied illustrations (most famously his illustration of the
watch found in the desert, for which an intelligent maker must be posited)
and arguments for design and for the evidential value of miracles.
The force of his apologetic was severely weakened, though, by the rise of
evolutionary biology in the late nineteenth century. Charles Darwin’s
Origin of Species (1859) seemed to offer a naturalistic explanation for the
order and diversity in life, encouraging many in the West to abandon belief
in God as the Creator.” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 38-39)
► Why did Darwin’s Origin of the Species (1859) so greatly impact
Christianity? How has this affected apologetic approaches?
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2.2.7 Modern Apologetics: 19th – 21st Century
“In the nineteenth century Christian apologetics underwent still another shift. It responded to
natural scientists and historical critics who attacked the reliability of the Bible on what they regarded as
scientific and historical grounds. Apologists had to show that new discoveries concerning the antiquity of
the universe and human origins did nothing to detract from God’s role as Creator and that modern
historical criticism did not invalidate the biblical record of God’s revelatory deeds and words. …
Toward the middle of the twentieth century apologetics, perhaps for the first time,
acquired a bad name among Christians themselves.” (Dulles 2005)
► What reasons does Dulles give for the collapse of apologetics in the 20th century?
And why has apologetics subsequently “revived”?
► What were the particular challenges and opportunities for the following apologists to engage?
Charles Hodge (1797-1878) maintained that reason must submit to God’s revelation in Scripture, but first
one must discern whether Scripture is indeed a revelation from God. The non-Christian must therefore be
invited to use reason and “common sense” to evaluate the evidences (miracles, fulfilled prophecy, etc.) for
Christianity.
B.B. Warfield (1851-1921) argued that a Christianity devoid of supernaturalism is, first, a Christianity that
denies God, and second, really no Christianity at all.
Søren Kierkegaard (1818-1855) used persuasion (fideism, or faith-ism) to call on Christians to repent of
their merely intellectual profession of faith and to believe passionately and personally in Christ.
Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) developed the notion of the antithesis—that there is no common ground
between a Christian and non-Christian given the effects of sin, thus reasoning is useless. We must instead
engage in life-style evangelism, modelling the truths of the faith, whilst at the same time, exposing the
flawed root of all anti-Christian thought.
Cornelius Van Til (1895-1987) formulates the transcendental argument as a reformed (presuppositional)
apologist. “Such a presuppositional apologetic has two steps. The first is to show that non-Christian systems
of thought are incapable of accounting for rationality and morality—to show that ultimately all nonChristian systems of thought fall into irrationalism. The second step is to commend the Christian view as
giving the only possible presuppositional foundation for thought and life” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 40)
C.S. Lewis (1898-1963) writes Mere Christianity, drawing on the classical apologetical tradition, posing the
trilemma—“Lord, Liar, or Lunatic”—regarding Jesus’ identity.
More recently, apologists such as Francis Schaeffer, Josh McDowell, John Frame, Peter Kreeft,
William Lane Craig, Gordon Clark, C. Stephen Evans, Alvin Plantinga (especially well renowned for his
“Two Dozen (Or So) Theistic Arguments”), J.P. Moreland, Norman Geisler, Ravi Zacharias, Alister McGrath,
and David Clark have all come to the fore in various forms of apologetics.
“While debate over diverse apologetic methods continues, an increasing number of thinkers are claiming
that the age of apologetics is over. These thinkers argue that apologetics assumes the ideal of rational
knowledge that is the basis of modern rationalistic objections to Christianity. With the supposed death of
modern rationalism and the advent of postmodernism, both anti-Christian rationalism and Christian
rationalistic apologetics are said to be outmoded. Other Christian thinkers, on the other hand, argue that
the contemporary situation is more complex. Postmodernism, they suggest, has not so much abandoned
the rationalist ideal as it has qualified it. A place remains for apologetics, they conclude, though it must take
into account the recent developments of postmodern thought. The growing diversity of approaches to the
study and practice of apologetics requires some way of classifying these approaches and sorting out the
various issues over which they differ” (Boa & Bowman 2001, 46).
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2.3

Contemporary Relevance: Curtis Chang, Engaging Unbelief (2000)
Curtis Chang, Engaging Unbelief: A Captivating Strategy from Augustine and Aquinas
(Downers Grove, IL, IVP/Apollos, 2000). [Concluding chapter on Moodle here.]

“How can we present the truth about Jesus to a world that rejects all truth
claims as arbitrary? Can we find ways to engage in meaningful conversation without
appearing arrogant or manipulative? Can we witness to the gospel without simply
enlisting in the ongoing ‘culture wars’?
Curtis Chang has found a unique way to address these pressing questions
of our age. He argues that similar challenges confronted Christians at two key
moments in church history and stimulated creative responses by two
monumental thinkers. Augustine (A.D. 413) faced a fragmenting society where
pagans accused Christians of causing the mounting social ills afflicting Rome.
Thomas Aquinas (A.D. 1259) pondered the disorienting Muslim challenge that provoked
most medieval Christians to crusade rather than converse. Through a careful study of Augustine’s City of
God and Aquinas’s Summa contra Gentiles, Chang argues that both followed a brilliant rhetorical strategy
for engaging unbelief.
Such a critical strategy is critical in our cultural context where
Christian witness seems as difficult as ever. …” (From the back cover of Chang’s book.)

Epochal Challenges—Postmodernity and Pluralism
Learning from the Greats: Augustine & Aquinas
“Taking Every Thought Captive” (2 Corinthians 10:5)
(1) Enter the Challengers’ Story
(2) Retell that Story to Expose the “Tragic Flaw”
(3) Capture that Retold Tale within the Gospel Metanarrative
2.3.1 Extra Notes for Those Interested: A Summary of Chang’s (2000) Book
(1) Chang describes “epochal challenges” that face Christians in certain periods in history.
We are facing two such epochal challenges right now. The first is the rise of postmodernity—
religious relativism has eroded our society’s trust in both the institution of the church, and the authority of
the Scriptures, reducing our truth claims to a will for power. The second is the growing religious pluralism
and multiculturalism—an influx of immigrants (especially Muslims) subscribing to a wide variety of religious
and political ideologies, have destabilized our society and brought religious tensions to the fore.
In these periods, our tendency is to become apathetic about our metaphysical beliefs, and violent as we
grasp for control to return things to the way they once were. (We see these same trends in Australia.)
(2) Chang notes that these two challenges are not entirely unique. The first was faced by Augustine as
Christianity was blamed for the collapse of the Roman Empire at the hands of Gothic invaders, thus
questioning the trustworthiness of Christ as their God and protector. The second was faced by Aquinas as
Muslim scholars introduced Christendom to the thinking of Aristotle, thus undermining many Christians’
belief that they were the one true culture and rationality. Meanwhile, the Crusades raged all around, as
these two civilizations vied for control.
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(3) In both cases, in order to defend and commend the Christian faith, these two apologists had to
“take every thought captive” (cf. 2 Cor. 10:5). That is, they must first enter the challengers’ story to operate
within the challenger’s worldview. Then, they must retell that story from the inside, reinterpreting the
challenger by appealing to the challenger’s own terms to expose its “tragic flaw,” whether it be in terms of
logical or moral contradiction. Finally, they must capture that retold tale within the overarching gospel
metanarrative—a “wider narrative net”—showing how the gospel story better corresponds to reality, and
is better able to “resolve” the tension in their own stories. In short, “the one who can tell the best story, in
a very real sense, wins the epoch” (p. 29).
a. AUGUSTINE: The inherited epochal story was “The Eternal City.” That is, Constantine and
subsequent Christian emperors had married the history of Rome with Christianity, claiming the union
was the consummation of history itself in an eternal city that would never be shaken.
When Rome was shaken by invaders, Christianity was blamed for the collapse.
The epochal challenge came from pagan religion, dismissing Christianity as a novel religion drawing
Rome away from its true gods and protectors. This challenge was political, religious, and philosophical.
Augustine was not bound to this story, and was bi-lingual in both the Christian and the pagan Roman
story. He entered the pagan story to show that their own gods had never truly protected Rome, while if
anything, the Christian God protected Roman citizens through sanctuary in the Churches.
Augustine captured the tragically flawed Roman story within a larger frame, by distinguishing the finite
and fallen City of man from the eternal City of God which predated Rome and will never be shaken,
even as it is yet to be fully revealed—of which God is architect and builder.
The City of God story possessed greater explanatory power, and offered a new clarity for the
reconstruction of society post-Rome’s fall. It thus disarmed and captured all challengers.
b. AQUINAS: With the collapse of Rome, Christianity rose among Gothic invaders to unite all of
Europe in the political-religious complex called Christendom. With no challenges around, the inherited
epochal story was Western Christianity conceiving of itself as the universal society, the Only City.
Christendom supposedly had a monopoly on knowledge and power. The epochal challenge came from
the rise of totalizing Muslim culture, clearly undermining the superiority complex of Christendom
through religious pluralism. In particular, Muslims drew heavily on Aristotelian philosophy and
knowledge, which propelled Islamic studies in mathematics, astronomy, and architecture far beyond
Western “science” which was tied to the Platonic contemplation of the Ideal. These two
incommensurate and untranslatable cultures were resorting to violence and crusades to settle their
differences. Like Augustine, Aquinas was also “bi-lingual and on the margins.” As a poor Dominican
monk, his life was an implicit critique of Christendom’s “Only City” story. The primary challenge was
philosophical, so Aquinas responded in turn. He absorbed Aristotelian philosophy and carved out a new
Christian epistemology that held together faith and reason—“God is One: the God of theology must be
the same God of philosophy” (p. 104)—thereby creating a common bridge of reason in place of
crusades to reach the Muslims. Yet Aquinas retold the challengers’ story to reveal the tragic flaw—that
our senses and reason alone cannot rise to comprehend or grasp God himself. Thus, Aristotle had failed
to ground his own observations and thus fell short of “true felicity.” By reason we can know about God
and His existence, but only by faith in God’s self-revelation can we know God Himself. Apart from God’s
self-revelation, ultimately in the incarnation, we can nothing of this world or God’s nature with any
certainty: “Jesus Christ is God’s personal guarantor of true knowledge” (p. 132). Thus, all knowing is
personal, and like Augustine’s dictum: credo ut intelligam (“I believe that I may understand”)—
knowledge must be through faith. This experience of God through Christ guards us against overattachment and indulgence in the things of this earth, even as it grounds our hope for a bodily
resurrection and a final feast with full clarity of knowledge in the presence of the Trinitarian God.
Aquinas’s tale of reuniting theology and philosophy, faith and reason, body and mind, head and heart,
sense and intellect, culminates in “personal reunion” (p. 134).

Apologetics History, Types, & Method

Module #2-14

PE420/620-D

(4) Chang applies this strategy to the postmodern and pluralistic challenges we face today.
He suggests a number of possibilities. We must enter into new media and the genre of story-telling through
the arts, which is subject to less scepticism than lectures and preaching. We must retell the postmodern
self, to challenge whether the prime and only trustworthy authority is the self. Postmoderns need to be
made aware of the tragic existential/identity flaw, as they worship objects and images even while claiming
to be self-sufficient, caught in addictions while claiming freedom from any other authority (p. 161).
“Today’s Christian scholars undoubtedly need to enter psychology, anthropology, biology and the other
sciences to correct distorted notions of personhood. But more than scientific descriptions, we need
compelling stories that simply show what it means to be human.” Finally, we must capture the postmodern
with our version of the story. This gospel story telling needs newness in rendition, relevance to
contemporary angst and alienation, and a plan for repair in a divided society (p. 163).
“Depicting the atonement in creative and biblically faithful ways is especially crucial because the cross
plants itself at the heart of the tragic tension of the postmodern story. . . . The cross stands as God’s
unexpected yet satisfying resolution of this tension. In Christ, God too refuses to minimize human doubt or
suffering. . . . At the very climax of the cross, their mutual knowledge and love overcome all. As a result,
all of humanity is gathered into that familial embrace. This welcome into the family of Father, Son and Holy
Spirit completes the postmodern epoch’s unresolved story. This family is where doubters are reassured and
the marginalized are welcome. It is the experience of God’s love” (pp. 167-68).
► What are epochal challenges and stories we face today? How should we respond?

Reflection Activities 2.2 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#2.2 Which apologist addressed in this historical review do you feel has
the most to say to contemporary culture? How could this apologist help?
(Cf. McCrindle Research’s/Olive Tree Media’s “Australian Communities Report”
for the top 10 belief blockers in our contemporary context, and the subsequent Towards Belief series)
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3. APOLOGETICS TYPES AND STRATEGIES

Resource 2.2
For John G. Stackhouse Jr.’s witty but wise talk (mp3), listen to his session,
“Revealed at Last: The One Best Approach to Apologetics!” here
Cowan (2000) is fairly concise in introducing you to some major players and often divided
schools in apologetic methodology, summarising strengths and weaknesses
in the conclusion to his edited volume, Five Views on Apologetics.
As highlighted in Resource 2.1, Boa & Bowman (2001) was the set text for PE620 students in the
previous iteration of this course. It’s arguably the best text on types of apologetics, offering a
clear path toward integration, which is my preference. In particular, see pages 55-67. They
helpfully embody the major types of apologetics through constructed characters (Tom the
classical apologist, Joe the evidentialist, Cal the Reformed apologist, and Martina the fideist),
whom they bring into constructed dialogue with Sarah the sceptic and Murali the nominal Hindu
and pluralist/relativist. As the course progresses, these dialogues offer an excellent example of
what PE420 students will create for their final assessment requirement.
In §3.4 below, I suggest verificationism and apologetic triangulation as an ideal and dialoguedriven way toward integration. This is based on my thesis (Benson 2009), “The Thinking Teen: An
Exploration, Evaluation and Application of Three Apologetic Strategies in Commending the Bible
to Contemporary Western Adolescents.” This was subsequently repackaged into a popular talk
and working model of apologetics, under the title: “What’s the Bible Got to Do With Me?:
Shaping the Thinking of Teens Outside the Church.” This is from where the language of defending
and commending the plausibility, credibility and relevance of Christian belief, derives. The
thesis, powerpoint presentation, workshop booklet and summary are available online here.
In the first module, we touched on the “spectrum of openness” for an audience, and the style of
engagement, in any apologetic encounter. Tom Price’s (2016) conceptual model bound apologetics and
evangelism together as he suggested the approaches of subversion for the closed-minded, persuasion for
the open but unconvinced, and proclamation for the sympathetic but uncommitted/nominal adherent.
In a related move driven by the questions of your interlocutor, Luke Cawley (2016) argued for a strategy of
commending faith’s plausibility for those asking “Is it true?”, desirability for those wondering “Is it
attractive?”, and tangibility for those questioning “Is it real?”
In turn, both Os Guinness (2015) and Alister McGrath (2012) suggested an existential apologetic—
an “advocacy of the heart”—that starts with common grace in which humanity can perceive “signals of
transcendence” and hear “echoes of God”, thus making for transcendent clues as “pointers to faith” such
as found in creation, fine-tuning, order, morality, desire, beauty, relationality, and eternity.
It is time, now, to consider how these diverse strategies can be conceptualised as distinct types and schools
of thought. By teasing the approaches apart, we can more clearly see the strengths and weaknesses of
each. Only then can we put them coherently back together in an integrated apologetic that defends and
commends the plausibility, credibility and relevance of Christian belief, centred on Jesus the Christ.
Christianity is worth defending. As such, and as we have seen in the first session, history reveals thousands
of faithful Christians collectively employing a multitude of strategies to defend and commend the faith,
each responding to God’s call in their generation. These efforts should inform our present response. But
how may we best appreciate and access these strategies? We need a key to unlock these treasures.
That key is a typology, making a place for each type or school of apologetic approach.
There are a number of ways of categorizing apologetic approaches. Perhaps the two major ways are by
“apologetic types” (Bernard Ramm), and by “apologetic strategies” (Boa & Bowman, also Steven Cowan).
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Berard Ramm’s (1961) scheme:
1) Appeal to Natural Theology (evidence and reason)
2) Appeal to Subjective Immediacy (experience)
3) Appeal to Revelation (Scripture as sole foundation)
Boa & Bowman’s (2001) categorization:
1) Classical Apologetics (reason)
2) Evidentialism (evidence)
3) Reformed Apologetics (Scripture—appeal to sensus divinitatis by the Spirit
apart from reason … i.e., a natural sense to perceive God)
4) Fideism (experience)
A couple of other varieties emerge in Steven Cowan’s Five Views on Apologetics (2000):
5) Cumulative Case Apologetics (like a lawyer’s brief, multi-layered to make a case)
6) Presuppositional Apologetics (cf. ‘reformed’, challenging foundational beliefs)

Class Activity 2.2 – 20 minutes
Using Bernard Ramm’s scheme—appeal to natural theology (evidences and reasons), appeal to
revelation, and appeal to subjective immediacy—designate each of three corners in the room as
representing a particular approach. Each student moves to the approach with which they most identify.
From there, explain to the other groups (a) your core beliefs; (b) your primary aim;
(c) your starting point for dialogue; and (d) your process/method/tactic for dialogue.
Finally, each group is to make a case for why their approach is strongest, pointing out the weaknesses of
other approaches. (In essence, this is a facilitated dialogue after 10 minutes preparation time.)
Consider this quote by Francis Schaeffer (interviewed by Rogers 1977, 12-13):
“I’m not an evidentialist or a
presuppositionalist. You’re trying to press me
into the category of a theological apologist,
which I’m not. I’m not an academic, scholastic
apologist. My interest is in evangelism … We
cannot apply mechanical rules. … We can lay
down some general principles, but there can
be no automatic application. … each person
must be dealt with as an individual, not as a
case or statistic or machine.”

► Is there, then, any value in categorizing and studying particular approaches?
► At the same time, what necessary corrective does Schaeffer bring to all apologists?
► How does Avery Dulles’s suggestion of “Personalism”—in his article “The Rebirth of Apologetics”
(2004)—help us in this regard? What is “personalism,” and how may it use or integrate the major
apologetic approach?
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3.1

Types of Apologetics Defined

At the most basic level we find three approaches:
+++
Appeal to Subjective Experience
*e.g. Blaise Pascal (who is also classical, with evidence/reason), Søren Kierkegaard, Rob Bell
*Psalm 34:8—taste and see
*fideism works from existential points of contact … final test being trying it out: “come and see”
*personal encounter with God is the key, but its limitation is correspondence: how do you know if your
experience has any connection with reality outside your own head?

Appeal to Evidence and Reason
*e.g. Aquinas’ “Five Proofs”, Josh McDowell, Norman Geisler, Ravi Zacharias, Lee Strobel
*good if you share common ground (e.g. for naturalist—fine tuning of cosmological constants), but if not—
for instance, a Christian dialoguing with a Buddhist—it won’t be very effective.
*don’t try and prove, but rather offer your best hypothesis so far as probably true, and thus deserving of a
good look by an interested party, rather than demanding a verdict from an overwhelmed inquirer.

Appeal to Christian Worldview (Revelation)
*e.g. reformed/presuppositional apologists like Augustine, Francis Schaeffer, Alvin Plantinga
“Christians invite their neighbours to line up their preferred philosophy of life over against the Christian
religion and then decide which one, on the whole, comes away better in comparison”
(Stackhouse, Humble Apologetics [2002], 157).
*useful in postmodern context as you don’t need a single starting point—begin wherever is most relevant,
and explore presuppositions (thus not just common ground)  apply three tests (correspondence,
consistency, completeness), using defensive and offensive mode  challenge them to choose the best
model overall through use of pertinent evidence
*But … we can only consider certain parts of reality at a time, so
it’s hard to convince on the whole that our worldview is a better
match or fit to reality. It also seems arrogant to suggest that
your interlocutor can only live, move, reason, and have their
being by borrowing from your worldview’s capital (as Cornelius
van Til, Greg Bahnsen and other presuppositionalists contend,
with their transcendental arguments; e.g. here).
+++
All approaches require the Holy Spirit to draw and open one’s heart. Most apologists draw from a range of
approaches in a cumulative case approach, seeking to reach a more diverse audience and sure up the
overall plausibility and attractiveness of Christianity.
Note also that each approach/school type deals with both apologetic questions proper, and
meta-apologetic questions that frame how one responds. This is outlined by Boa & Bowman (2001):
Apologetics Proper … discipline (field of knowledge) concerned with the defence of the faith. For example:
1. Why should we believe the bible?
2. Don’t all religions lead to God?
3. How do we know that God exists?
4. If God does exist, why does He permit evil?
5. Aren’t the miracles of the Bible spiritual myths or legends and not literal fact?
6. Why should I believe what Christians claim about Jesus?
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Apologists vary in their foundational answers to the following “meta-apologetic” questions:
Meta-apologetics … study of the theoretical (broad-sweeping) issues underlying defending our faith, e.g.
1. On what basis do we argue that Christianity is the truth? (i.e. our epistemology—
what “knowledge” is, and how we can know what we know, justifying knowledge claims)
2. What is the relationship between apologetics and theology?
3. Should apologetics engage in a philosophical defence of the Christian faith?
4. Can science be used to defend the Christian faith?
5. Can the Christian faith be supported by historical inquiry?
6. How is our knowledge of Christian truth related to our experience?

3.2

Goals of Apologetics Defined

Major Goals of Apologetics:
 Vindication/Proof of the Christian faith (positive evidences to support Christian theism)
 Defence of the Christian world view (answering objections, clear misconceptions,
show that Christian theism is credible/rational—not as strong as proof)
 Refutation of opposing beliefs (offence—tackling head-on non-Christian beliefs and
exposing flaws—proving the falsity of alternate beliefs)
 Persuasion, bringing a non-Christian to the point of commitment and personal
application to their life (evangelism/witnessing)
Thus, we have the four major branches of apologetics (reason, evidence, Scripture, experience):
CLASSICAL = aims at proof (rational evidences/logic is the building block);
EVIDENTIAL = aims at defence (science/historical empiricism is the building block);
REFORMED (aka presuppositionalism) = aims at refutation (revelation is the building block); and
FIDEISM = aims at persuasion (experience is the building block)
MAJOR DISTINGUISHING FEATURES OF APOLOGETIC STYLES (from Boa & Bowman 2001, #’s are chapters)
PART TWO

PART THREE

PART FOUR

PART FIVE

PART SIX

4. Apologists

8. Apologists

12. Apologists

16. Apologists

20. Apologists

Reason

Fact

Revelation

Faith

Integration

Roots

Roots

Roots

Roots

Precursors

B. B. Warfield

Joseph Butler

John Calvin

Martin Luther

Edward J.
Carnell

C. S. Lewis

James Orr

Herman
Dooyeweerd

Blaise Pascal

Francis A.
Schaeffer

Norman L.
Geisler

Clark H. Pinnock

Cornelius Van
Til

Søren
Kierkegaard

David K. Clark

Peter Kreeft

John Warwick
Montgomery

Gordon H.
Clark

Karl Barth

C. Stephen
Evans

William Lane
Craig

Richard
Swinburne

Alvin Plantinga

Donald G.
Bloesch

John M. Frame
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5. Classical
Apologetics:
Reasonable
Faith

9. Evidentialist
Apologetics:
Faith Founded
on Fact

13. Reformed
Apologetics:
Christianity in
Conflict

17. Fideist
Apologetics:
Reasons of the
Heart

21. Contending
for the Faith
(Integrated)

Rational Tests
for
Determining
Truth

Methods for
Biblical
Discovering Truth Standard for
Defining Truth

Divine Call to
Obey the Truth

Perspectival
Approaches to
Defending
Truth

Foundation of
Theology

Defense of
Theology

Vindication of
Theology

Making
Theology
Personal

Apologetics &
Theology

Constructive
Use of
Philosophy

Critical Use of
Philosophy

Toward a
Christian
Philosophy

Critiquing the
God of the
Philosophers

Apologetics &
Philosophy

Christianity
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Science

Christianity
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Christianity
Against False
Science
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Christianity &
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Revelation
Confirmed in
History

History as the
Medium of
Revelation

Revelation
Interpreting
History

Revelation
Transcending
History

Revelation &
History

Proof from
Experience

Experience
Founded on
Evidence

Problem with
Experience

Faith Is
Experience

Apologetics &
Experience

6. The
Rationality of
the Christian
Worldview

10. Presenting
Evidence that
Demands a
Verdict

14. Taking
Every Thought
Captive

18.Calling
People to
Encounter God

22. Reasons for
Hope

Scripture as
Conclusion

Scripture as
Source

Scripture as
Foundation

Scripture as
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Scripture as
Truth

Disproving
Other
Worldviews

Uniqueness of
Christianity

Antithesis
between
Christian &
Non-Christian
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Christian Faith:
Not Another
Religion

Myth, Truth,
& Religion

Proving God’s
Existence

The Case for God

Belief in God as
Properly Basic

To Know God Is
to Know God
Exists

God Who
Makes Himself
Known

Deductive

Inductive

Theological

Personal

Problem of Evil

Problem of Evil

Problem of Evil

Problem of Evil

Solutions to
the Problems
of Evil

Miracles as the
Credentials of
Revelation

Miracles as
Evidence for God

Miracles as
Revealed by
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► Which approach do you most readily align with?
► On a basic level, what do you see as the main strengths/weaknesses of each approach?
► How, and when, is each approach best utilised?

Reflection Activity 2.3 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#2.3 What is your most natural apologetic type or strategy?
When have you found it most, and least, useful in defending and commending Christianity?
How does this relate to this approach’s inherent strengths and weaknesses?

3.3

Extra Detail for the Eager or Extremely Confused!

The following notes are optional, taken directly from “Faith Has Its Reasons” (Boa & Bowman 2001)
Classical apologetics, as we are using the term in this book, refers to an apologetic approach that
emphasizes the use of logical criteria (for example, the law of noncontradiction, self-consistency,
comprehensiveness, coherence) in determining the validity of competing religious philosophies. These
criteria are used to refute the truth claims of non-Christian worldviews and to establish the existence of
God through theistic proofs. The approach in its modern form is characterized by a “two-step” method of
apologetics in which one first makes a case for theism (the worldview that affirms the existence of one
Creator God) and then presents evidence that this God has revealed himself in Christ and in the Bible. The
most famous Christian thinker commonly regarded as paving the way for this approach was the thirteenthcentury theologian Thomas Aquinas. In modern evangelical apologetics it is perhaps best represented by
Norman L. Geisler. We discuss this approach in Part Two, “Classical Apologetics: It Stands to Reason.”
Evidentialism seeks to ground the Christian faith primarily on empirically and historically verifiable facts.
Evidentialists often draw a parallel between the scientific method of testing theories and theological
verification. They argue that a high degree of probability can be established in favor of Christianity, and that
this is the same kind of credibility as that associated with confirmed scientific laws. The evidence does not
necessarily constitute proof, but it is sufficient to answer objections and to show that belief in Christianity is
not unreasonable. Rather than a two-step method of first defending theism and then defending
Christianity, as in the classical approach, evidentialists consider the evidence for creation, for the
inspiration of the Bible, and for the divine identity of Christ (especially based on his resurrection from the
dead) as part of an overall case for the reality of the Christian God. Joseph Butler is commonly regarded as
the pioneer of this apologetic type, and in recent decades it has been especially associated with the
Lutheran scholar John Warwick Montgomery. We discuss this approach in Part Three, “Evidentialist
Apologetics: Just the Facts.”

Apologetics History, Types, & Method

Module #2-21

PE420/620-D

Classical apologetics is sometimes used to refer to evidentialism as
well as the more rationally-oriented form discussed above. We use
the term in its narrower sense for two reasons. First, evidentialism is
a distinctly modern development that in some respects represents a
repudiation of certain key aspects of the traditional, classical
approach to apologetics. Second, what we are terming classical
apologetics, though it emphasizes rationality in general and deductive
reasoning in particular, should not be confused with the modern
philosophical tradition known as rationalism, which regards the
rational mind as the sole source of knowledge. The more “rational”
approach to apologetics typically rejects rationalism in this sense.
Other recent publications have also distinguished classical apologetics
from evidentialism.1
Reformed apologetics argues that we ought to ground reason and
fact on the truth of the Christian faith, rather than trying to prove or
defend the faith on the basis of reason or fact.2 Empirical and rational
approaches to religious truth are doomed to failure by the moral
impairment (though not the technical efficiency) of the human mind
fallen in sin; worse, they assume the self-sufficiency of human beings to employ reason and interpret the
facts independent of divine revelation. Therefore, apologetic systems based on such epistemologies are
both inadequate and inappropriate to defend the faith. The only means of argumentation between the two
groups must be indirect, that is, on the level of fundamental assumptions or presuppositions. Most
Reformed apologists seek to show that while non-Christian belief systems cannot account for the validity of
reason, fact, and truth, Christian theism can. This approach was inspired by the theology of John Calvin; its
most influential modern advocate was Cornelius Van Til. We discuss this approach in Part Four, “Reformed
Apologetics: God Said It.”
Fideism may be (and has been) defined in a variety of ways. The term derives from the Latin fide, meaning
“faith.” It has commonly been used as a pejorative term for the position that one should “just believe” in
God or Christ apart from any reasoning or evidence. (Some critics have alleged that Reformed apologetics is
fideistic in this sense; as we shall see, this characterization is mistaken.) More broadly, fideism maintains
that human knowledge of truth (including, and especially, religious truth) is at bottom a personal matter of
the heart or the will rather than of the intellect. Personal, existential experience with God cannot be
grounded in rational analysis or scientific and historical evidences, since it is a matter of the heart. Fideists
often stress the paradoxical and personal-encounter dimension of Christian truth. They emphasize the
transcendence and hiddenness of God and repudiate natural theology and theistic proofs. Fideism argues
from humanity’s basic existential needs to the fulfillment of those needs in Christianity. While in many
respects fideism has tended to reject apologetics as an intellectual discipline, some Christian apologists
have seen value in its emphasis on the personal, subjective dimension in faith and religious commitment.
On the Roman Catholic side, Blaise Pascal is often regarded as having anticipated this approach.
The Protestant fideist tradition, though, is based in Lutheran pietism and is rooted in significant ways in the
thought of Martin Luther himself. (It should be emphasized that neither Pascal nor Luther can properly be
described as fideists. Rather, certain elements of their thought anticipated or prepared the way for the
eventual emergence of fideism.) The Christian thinker who represents fideism in its purest form is the
nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. We discuss the fideist perspective in Part Five,
“Apologetics as Persuasion.”

1

E.g., Five Views on Apologetics, ed. Cowan (2000).

2

The usual name for the most popular form of Reformed apologetics is presuppositionalism, a term that has been used
for the apologetic systems developed by Cornelius Van Til and Gordon H. Clark. However, the Reformed apologetical
tradition is broader than Clark and Van Til. In particular, the apologetic thought of Alvin Plantinga would not properly
be termed a form of presuppositionalism. Hence, we have chosen to use the broader term.
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Four Approaches to Apologetics
Classical

Evidentialist

Reformed

Fideist

Proof

Defense

Refutation

Persuasion

Rational

Empirical

Authoritarian

Intuitive

Thomas Aquinas

Joseph Butler

John Calvin

Martin Luther

Norman Geisler

John W. Montgomery

Cornelius Van Til

Søren Kierkegaard

“Tom”

“Joe”

“Cal”

“Martina”

How would astute advocates of these four approaches respond to the apologetic challenges posed by
Sarah and Murali, our two hypothetical non-Christians? Recall that Sarah is a skeptic who has departed
from the Christian faith because of its moral demands and who is troubled by the problem of evil, while
Murali is a nominal Hindu living in America who believes all religions are basically the same. Our four
astute apologists, each representing one the four approaches, we have named Tom, Joe, Cal, and Martina.

Tom’s approach to both Sarah and Murali would follow a two-step method common in classical
apologetics. First, he would expose the logical incoherence of their positions. He might explain to Sarah
that the concept of evil on which she bases her rejection of God’s existence logically implies an absolute
moral standard, which can only come from a transcendent Creator. Tom would probably tell Murali that it
is logically impossible for religions that affirm such different worldviews as pantheism (Hinduism) and
monotheism (Judaism, Islam, and Christianity) all to be true. Second, Tom would offer carefully constructed
answers to the non-Christians’ objections, proving that those objections have failed to prove any logical
incoherence in the Christian position. He would likely respond to Sarah’s problem of evil by explaining that
God has a higher purpose for allowing evil and will eventually overcome evil with good. He would probably
also insist that while God has allowed evil, he is not its cause; human beings have caused evil by the
exercise of their free will. In response to Murali’s argument that God must approve of different religions if
he allowed so many to flourish, Tom would likewise attribute the different religions to the freedom of
human beings to go their own way. He would then propose examining the worldview of each religion to
determine which of them, if any, offered a coherent view of the world.

Joe’s basic approach as an evidentialist would be to present facts that he believes support the Christian
position and undermine the non-Christians’ objections. He would probably point out to Sarah the abundant
evidence for a good and powerful Creator and argue that this outweighs the evidence of evil against belief
in God. The facts Joe adduces might be wide-ranging, but are likely to include scientific evidence for the
universe’s beginning and intelligent design as well as historical evidence for the miraculous acts of God in
the Bible. Joe would present the same facts to Murali as evidence against nontheistic religions and in
support of the claim that the God of the Bible is actually the real God.
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Cal’s Reformed approach would preclude making direct appeals to deductive reasoning or empirical facts
in the manner of Tom or Joe. In Cal’s estimation, Sarah and Murali are committed to a spiritually jaundiced
way of using reason and looking at facts. He would therefore take what he calls an indirect approach,
which, like Tom’s, involves two basic steps. First, Cal would argue that both Sarah and Murali presuppose
their own self-sufficiency or “autonomy” to judge for themselves what is true and right. Sarah’s judgment
that God must not be good if he allows evil presupposes that she is able to determine for herself, from
within herself, the standard of goodness to which even God must conform. Murali’s complaint that God
should not have allowed so many different religions if he wanted us to believe in only one also presupposes
his competency to judge what God should or should not do. Cal would then remind them of what they
already know in their hearts: that they are not God and that their arrogant pretensions to autonomy are
symptomatic of their fallenness with all mankind in sin. Second, Cal will argue that only on the
presupposition that the God of Scripture is real can we even give a coherent account of the concepts of
goodness and justice to which Sarah and Murali appeal in their arguments against Christianity.
Sarah’s argument from the problem of evil presupposes that there is a standard of goodness against which
evil is judged; yet, in denying the existence of God she is left without any rational basis for judging anything
to be evil. Murali’s claim that God must accept many different religions since he has allowed them to
flourish presupposes that God is just or fair, but this idea cannot be justified except on the basis that God is
the personal Creator and Judge spoken of in Scripture.
Our fourth [and fideist] apologist, Martina, would take a very different
approach from those of the other three. In her view the direct arguments of
Tom and Joe and the indirect argument of Cal are all problematic because
they treat God as an object of rational argument rather than as a Person
with whom Sarah and Murali need to have a relationship. Martina would
focus on relating to them as individuals rather than refuting their
arguments. She would get to know them and try to help them see the
personal issues underlying their questions and objections. For example,
she might try to lead Sarah to realize that she was already questioning
God before her philosophy professor gave her intellectual ammunition
against Christianity. Was it God that seemed uncaring, or some
Christians she knew? Martina would likely emphasize that God’s
compassion and love are far greater than any sentimentalism human
beings may express. God really wants our good, even when that good
can be achieved only through suffering.
Martina might ask Murali why, if he thinks all religions are good ways to
the same goal, he doesn’t seem to be following any of them seriously. The one thing
that nearly every religion insists is necessary is a deep personal commitment, and Murali doesn’t
have that. Martina might challenge him to examine the different religions with the question, to which one
can he commit himself wholly? For herself, Martina would likely say, she refuses to make an absolute
commitment to any philosophy or religion. God—not just the idea of God, but the personal God who
speaks and acts and loves us in Jesus—is alone worthy of our absolute commitment and trust.
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3.4

Verificationism3 As the Ideal: One Path Toward Integration

► Clearly each apologetic approach has much to offer. How can we choose which approach to employ?
► Is integration always the best approach? What barriers to, or problems may come with, integration?

Resource 2.2 (last option repeated for convenience)
I suggest verificationism and apologetic triangulation as an ideal and dialogue-driven way
toward integration. This is based on my thesis (Benson 2009), “The Thinking Teen: An
Exploration, Evaluation and Application of Three Apologetic Strategies in Commending the Bible
to Contemporary Western Adolescents.” This was subsequently repackaged into a popular talk
and working model of apologetics, under the title: “What’s the Bible Got to Do With Me?:
Shaping the Thinking of Teens Outside the Church.” This is from where the language of defending
and commending the plausibility, credibility and relevance of Christian belief, derives. The
thesis, powerpoint presentation, workshop booklet and summary are available online here.

3.4.1 Synopsis and Rationale
n.b. While the framing that follows is concerned with commending the Bible to teens, this model equally
holds for commending Christianity more broadly, and centring our apologetic on Jesus the Christ. Note,
also, that strategically defending and commending plausibility essentially fuses the logic of classical
apologetics with the Scripture-driven presuppositionalism and epistemology of a Reformed apologetic.
Most of our Scripture Engagement tools are geared toward teens who are relatively open to the Scriptures
though perhaps struggle to see the relevance. But what about the antagonistic atheists and seculars who
favour naturalistic science over the implausible supernatural; the untrusting skeptics and agnostics who
find the historical and moral assertions in the Bible literally in-credible; or the confused seekers and New
Agers who want meaning to their life but are suspicious of any (religious) truth claims—no matter how
seemingly relevant—lest they be duped and lose their “freedom”?"
Encountering God’s Word has the potential to transform teens outside the church. But what if their
attitude to the Bible closes their ears? How can
we open ears, establish trust, and arouse
interest? Sometimes we need to talk about the
Bible before we can invite teens to read it. In
what follows, I propose a pre-evangelistic
conversational strategy that challenges,
informs, and inspires teens to see the Bible as
plausible, credible, and relevant. This strategy
is built upon the orienteering/outdoor-rescue
technique called “triangulation”—through
good questions and rightly orienting our map
relative to the three highest and most distinct
features, we can locate the position of a lost
person, thus directing any rescue.
3

By “verification,” in this context, I mean the process of comparing two levels of system specification for proper
correspondence—such as the process by which Lee Strobel claims that the empirical evidence corroborates Biblical
history. My use of “verification” is independent of the strength of my assertion, which clearly stops short of the
imperative claim (i.e., that we have proven that the Bible is the Word of God, thereby dismissing all other hypotheses
as unreasonable). Rather, I am contending for the protective or comparative claim (i.e., that this conclusion is at
least reasonable, if not superior to other hypotheses). Using this common approach of verificationism we can unite
divergent approaches by apologists such as Francis Schaeffer (presuppositional), Lee Strobel (evidential) and Rob Bell
(fideist) to warrant the claim that Christianity is plausible, credible and relevant.
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3.4.2 The Model: Apologetic Triangulation
Apologetic triangulation is a strategy for engaging diverse teens in a pluralistic world, where each
adolescent is on the same rough map, but coming from different angles in their thinking about the Bible.
Modelling off the discrete approaches of Francis Schaeffer, Lee Strobel, and Rob Bell, I found three distinct
angles on commending the inspiration and authority of the Scriptures to a diverse adolescent audience.
Francis Schaeffer’s approach equips apologists to open ears by undermining secularism,
thereby challenging teens to read the Bible as a PLAUSIBLE worldview.
Lee Strobel’s approach equips apologists to establish trust through advancing credible truths,
thereby informing teens to read the Bible as a CREDIBLE (i.e. reliable) account.
Rob Bell’s approach equips apologists to arouse interest by engaging experience,
thereby inspiring teens to read the Bible as a RELEVANT story.
Each adolescent—whether consciously or subconsciously—is judging the plausibility, credibility, and
relevance of the Bible, which in turn shapes his or her attitude to, and likelihood of, engaging the
Scriptures. Yet, each individual will tend to have one primary concern—be it logic, evidence, or
experience—and insightful questions in the context of authentic dialogue can bring this out so we can
approach them primarily from this direction. Each question asks teens to take a step at the edge of their
latitude of commitment toward talking about, then considering, and finally reading the Bible for
themselves. In light of the psychosocial context of today’s teens, each element is necessary in reaching
diverse youth. As such, empowered by the Spirit, we can expect this strategy to facilitate teens moving
toward embracing the Bible as the Word of God.

3.4.3 Apologetic Triangulation in Practice
By authentically entering into a teen’s life, listening to
stories of her journey thus far, you may earn her trust and
discover reference points for subsequent dialogue.
Based upon the little you know of this teen, you may ask
indirect first-level questions inviting her to open up about
how she sees the world—that is, encouraging her to move
up higher. Following Bell you may ask her to share what
presently makes her most happy, hopeful, alive or afraid.
Following Strobel you may ask her opinion on what she was
taught in science or history class or saw in a related movie or
documentary. You may also ask what she thinks about moral
standards in light of the latest schoolyard gossip. If she still
seems uninterested or resistant to opening up, you may
gently probe how she reconciles apparent contradictions between what she says (“Right and wrong are
relative”) and what she does (judging others’ indiscretions as self-evidently immoral). As she opens up, you
will find opportunity to inspire, inform, and challenge the teen, thus advancing the dialogue.
As the dialogue continues and the teen articulates what were formerly tacit beliefs and attitudes, you will
form an increasingly clear sense of her interests, character, and perspective. You may then ask more direct
second-order questions that relate what she has already shared to the Bible. A useful set of opening
questions may include the following: Have you ever read the Bible? Why, or Why not? What did you make
of it? If there were reasons to believe that the Bible really is God’s inspired Word—and I said if—how might
this make a difference in your life?
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Questions may then be asked which derive from the three distinct approaches of Schaeffer, Strobel, and
Bell. Following Bell you may ask what she understands to be the Bible’s basic storyline, and if she identifies
with any of the characters or subplots therein. (If she is unsure, you can share connections based upon
what you already know of her life journey.) Following Strobel you may ask if there is one major objection
she has to trusting what the Bible says. Following Schaeffer you may ask if she thinks it is possible that the
Bible is a genuine account of a personal and intelligent God communicating with His creation. (Also, you
may ask how the teen could discern whether the Bible is or isn’t God’s Word.) How she responds to these
questions—with interest or indifference, clarity or confusion, warmth or hostility—roughly triangulates her
location relative to the three approaches. At this point you may primarily engage the teen from the
direction of whichever approach is most proximate and prominent to her personally—seeking to engage
her experience, advance credible truths, or undermine secularism—drawing upon the other two
approaches as needed in a cumulative case argument. Such an approach may also be employed in
dialoguing with adolescent clusters as you principally engage the most vocal individuals speaking on behalf
of the group. This framework is also useful for constructing and evaluating Scripture Engagement materials
and presentations. In so doing, we engage in an integrated and person-centered apologetic flexible enough
to be all things to all people.
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4. AN APOLOGETIC META-METHOD4

Resource 2.3
What was Paul’s apologetic method, utilised in a place like Athens as he dialogued with the Stoic
and Epicurean philosophers on Mars Hill? What relevance might this have today, as we form
flexible models of apologetic engagement with the spiritual but not religious, and agnostic and
atheist non-believers in the post-Christendom West? Check out James Sire’s (2006) chapter.
In the final assessment piece, PE620/D students will literally work through the “Meta-Apologetic
Method” detailed in this following section of this module. (PE420 students will follow a similar
process in preparation, but their assessment requirement is to construct an apologetic dialogue
that embodies this methodology.) To get you ready for this, I’ve uploaded multiple examples. …
For a fully worked essay I wrote on how to commend Christ in a religiously plural world, see
“Many Paths, One Door” (Benson 2009). (We will revisit this essay in Module 9, alongside an
associated apologetics presentation/popular talk here.)
For a sample essay addressing an agnostic, see here.
Finally, for three dot-point worked examples of this meta-apologetic method, applied to
questions of Christian exclusivism, colonialism, and sexuality, see here. From module 3 onwards,
we will employ this process in session 3 to construct answers to questions and objections.
In the final section of this very packed module, we’ll consider a meta-apologetic method for dealing with
any apologetics issue. It moves from clearly outlining the questions and challenges (part 1), to considering
the context (part 2), then exploring the underlying concerns held by your interlocutor (part 3), before
moving to a response (part 4) involving clarifications, admissions, a defense, and a positive case. The final
step is to consider additional actions beyond one’s words that may add plausibility to what you say.
We begin, however, with preliminary questions of framing and objectives, prayerfully growing in awareness
of our neighbour, her essential needs in this encounter, determination of our resources and time, and
deployment of these resources toward the upbuilding (love) of the Other, and the shalom of society.

4.1

“Meta-Method” Framing and Objectives

-by “meta”, not meant totally in the Greek sense of “after”
-by meta-method, JGS [i.e., John G. Stackhouse, Jr., source of this meta-method] means the context within
which we use and look at method (above and around apologetic method) → need to consider context.
(A) Awareness of Neighbour(s)
Relationship
-do we have any relationship for the context of dialogue
-of what sort? … i.e. basic communication theory … if I enter into a conversation with you, I need to
be alert to the type of relationship we have (friendly, tense, violent, dynamics) … we should take this into
account … e.g. new friends, hardly knowing each other, yet offering some trust, some play/humour is ruled
in, other types ruled out (not that familiar) … work out communication to be congruent with the
relationship you have … especially if talking about things like apologetics which are controversial and
important
-how does, and will, this person see you … e.g. see you as a know it all who always comes in with
the answer, or as a warm friend

4

The following notes on APOLOGETIC METHOD were taken in the subject “Christian Apologetics” (INDS 579) at Regent
College, Vancouver, July 2007, lectured by Prof. John G. Stackhouse, Jr.
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-we need to grow in our sensitivity to this … not to become so sensitive that we don’t speak at all,
but rather to communicate sensitively … people can react not to what you say, but to who they perceive
you to be (e.g. white male, middle class, Christian, arrogant academic hot-shot?) … it matters less who you
are than who they think you are re: communication and content
Knowledge about …
-the individual … what do they believe, think, how would they receive various points
-the social context/group … what of the denomination, don’t assume you know who they are –
what do they think … e.g. @ University, what’s been happening in their campus paper, dorms, media, how
will this slant what you say (e.g. if a radical pro-life group has angered the campus … this will affect the
conversation)
-the theological context … the big picture – e.g. category of “spiritual warfare” and keeping this in
mind, that there is opposition spiritually, but also in terms of interpretation of what I’m dealing with now,
e.g. what does God think about a particular university, what they’re doing, what it’s for, their current crises
and why they’re coming up, and what’s at stake? Or with a neighbour e.g. over teaching of “x” in the public
school, what does God think about it?
Knowledge of …
[n.b. awareness of neighbour doesn’t eschew BOLDNESS like prophets]
-the individual … not just knowing about them, but knowing them personally, being closely
acquainted, familiar … have I met them, do they know me, can we trade on our previous relationship
-the social context … have you been to their events, hung out on campus, do you have first hand
acquaintance with the context and people, or is it second hand? There’s no substitute for experience, how
familiar and similar are you to the people with whom you share—what is your common ground (+ need
shared vocabulary and meaning for understanding)
*we must learn to do this, and re-learn, in new sectors to not be a “stupid tourist”
*find out who they are, their cultural cues, understand their culture/attitudes
(B) Determination of Need (according to 4 commandments—i.e., creation/cultural mandate; great
commandments of loving God and others; new commandment to love those in Christ; great commission)
*e.g. what are their needs according to the great commandment, or knowing Christ etc.
Acquaintance
Common Life
-i.e. what we share in common → the more intuitive our understanding of their needs will be
Questions
-maybe we need to pose good questions to find what the need may be
-our conversational patterns often don’t lead us to finding how they’re really doing and what they believe.
Often we are cautious about self-revelation, so if we don’t ask, then we won’t know. We must find polite
and insightful ways to find how they’re doing, beyond simply “how are you”. Good questions. We must also
be prepared to listen with …
Understanding
-what are their motives and concerns that drive their lives?
-to be a good friend/neighbour, there is much we can do to find what they’re really saying, where they’re
coming from, and what need it connects to—motives e.g. they may ask about Cain’s wife, but really be
after a dialogue, or just angry at God, avoiding, etc. At some point you may need to say “it’s really not
about this, is it? What’s really they key issue?” … e.g. when in a situation like that, with unravelling
conversations that never go anywhere, just say “now that’s another really good question. Let me just ask. If
I can answer that question to your intellectual satisfaction, would you then be prepared to become a
Christian—to say ‘Jesus is Lord’ and join the church? If not, let’s not bother—let’s talk about what the real
issue is. What’s really going on?”
-It’s worth deciding how productive the dialogue is, and how much to invest. If nothing is said (i.e. that
either it’s a good or bad answer, but they just move to the next question) then it’s a sign there may be a
deeper issue. It’s not about a quest for truth, but something else. If you’re naturally a helper, you can find
80% of your time sucked-up by 10% of your clientele. Be careful where you invest your time.
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(C) Determination of Your Resources
Mine
-Gifts
*what are my abilities, knowledge, what do I have available to bring to bear in giving an
appropriate response to this situation
-Limitations
*what are my limits—where can I draw help from →
Others’
-e.g. could invite them to a group situation to help marshal the resources of the local church, to avoid loneranger approach → 6 others can help respond to their needs, rather than feeling the sole obligation …
could find gifts and limitations of others, collect data → draw on.
-ask favours from our brothers and sisters in class, in church, to pool strengths, not just in apologetic
discourse/response, but in fulfilling the 4 levels of command from God in meeting their needs, thus making
Christianity more plausible → use referral, or drawing support.
(D) Determination of Opportunity
Temporal (Time)
-Now
*what is the door presently open right now to share, give, help
*most of us lead such full and busy lives we don’t pause at anything … it is hard for us to be
interrupted—be organized, and allow free spots … we need the mental alertness and disposition (mental
and psychological poise) to recognize and be able to respond to the moment … don’t be so task oriented to
miss the moments you’ll later regret … be available for them
-“Provoked”
*where you help things along a bit … JGS isn’t real big on trying to massively control the apologetic
encounter. Nonetheless, if we will push a little bit (perhaps “invite” rather than push) to open a dialogue in
conversation … we have choices in conversation, e.g. even inserting words into your vocabulary like church,
Bible, pray, Jesus → dialogue. Often they approach apart from the group. Use these choices wisely, pay
attention to God’s leading. Even saying what we do for a living can be interesting and provocative, in an
inviting way. Be interested in them. N.b. Humble Apologetics is not a justification for not taking initiative …
open doors, and if they don’t want to open conversation, that’s fine—rather than shoving Jesus through
the rapidly closing doors.
-Encountered according to Providence
*where God opens the door
*PRAY for this regularly e.g. ‘divine appointments’
Material Opportunity
-What is Needed
-How is it to be Received Best
*i.e. how should I communicate it best for
them … how old are they, background, emotional
state, intelligence/education, are they proud (be
careful how they offer help) … e.g. if I said “x” would
it sound condescending or arrogant? How would
that group read me. I can only love people as much
as, and in the way, they will be prepared to receive
that love. Otherwise, it’s like pouring water into a
cup over which they’ve placed their hand—a waste
of my resources and offensive to them.
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(E) Deployment of Resources
Hesitation
-the virtue of hesitation … by taking time before you act for
Prayer
Trust in God and the Church
-to pull back and see what God and the Church will do, to not take sole obligation/responsibility
Humility
-you don’t have all the answers
Preparation
-a deficient and mistaken form of humility would be to say “it’s just me, I’ll go ahead anyway” … so think a
bit more about it and marshal resources
Clarity
-our minds are like tanks with sediment swirled up … enthusiasm, care and desperation to help can cause
us to act rashly and not be very helpful. “I’m keen, I’m ready, I’m eager, but give me the words Lord, show
me how to wisely act”
Temporal
Now
-what should I do now?
Later, according to plan
-some resources are better given down the track, rather than everything now
Later, according to Providence
-God may bring up new things to do down the track
-Jesus has great poise, not nervous energy, to wait on the Father, and see where He was led
(e.g. to move to another village, ‘almost as if he knows more than the others!—
some connection to absolute comprehension of reality)
Material
What
-what should we give them (what do they need)
How much
-don’t turn them off
-How
-what approach should we take?
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4.2

The Method Itself: Responding to Challenges

Part 1. QUESTIONS AND CHALLENGES
-record objections or issues with Christianity in the mode in which it is presented, alongside some academic
analysis—record it in the vernacular … how are people putting this → clear focus on the attendant issues.
E.g. “I’m tired of Christians shoving their faith down my throat”
… don’t reframe/domesticate it as “resistance to evangelism”
***set out the opposition, then analyse it to be as clear as you can.
Part 2. CONTEXT
A. General
Society
-what is the context in society, e.g. in newspapers, events, bombing in the middle east, plurality of
religion in multicultural society
Church
-what has the church been up to that may play into this,
e.g., has there been a scandal in the local church
B. Particular
Sympathetic Acquaintance with Others
-e.g. does she have a teenage son who was powerfully recruited by Young Life that turned out bad,
he burned out → bugged about it → now doesn’t want to go to church with mum
Study/Research
-what research at arms length have they encountered on this issue—e.g., done a course on native
studies at the university, learning that all missionaries are bad and all native people are good → when you
evangelize, they think you’re being imperialistic … it can be informal study … anything they think they know
from what they’ve read or learned.
Personal Experience
-what have been their encounters that shape their view of the situation
(e.g., religious experience, desire for all to get along, seeing the other side, desiring fairness)
Job
-do they work a particular job that shapes them to hold a particular view … i.e., to engage issues in
a certain way that others don’t have to—e.g., an Imam in a mosque, a counsellor in a school
Other
-are there other significant contextual factors affecting how they frame and engage this issue?
n.b. For your assignment, APOLOGETICS MUST BE PERSON SPECIFIC, thus we’re addressing a particular
person/audience … every communicator must do this, at a particular time, in a particular place … there is
no generic person → you *must* PICK AN AUDIENCE, specify it, then try to address that audience.
Part 3. CONCERNS
Hopes
-when they come to this issue, what would they LIKE to be the outcome … i.e., on the broader level,
what positive hopes underly their particular position (e.g., the positive hope underlying religious pluralism
may be the desire for all people to get along in harmony) … on the discussion level, what positives do they
hope may come out of your dialogue
Fears
-when they come to this issue, of what are they afraid—what don’t they want to happen—and
what particular concerns do they have over talking openly with you? (E.g., don’t want to threaten the
friendship, so they’re reluctant to directly address your differences.)
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Part 4. RESPONSES
A. Clarification
*don’t respond with a substantive answer straight away. Instead, CLARIFY with wise questions, to define
terms; set out “it seems these are the issues we have to talk about” … set the stage, agenda/path to
properly lay out the issues … you must do it with 13 year olds, or Sunday school, or nothing will get done …
with the uneducated, un-academic, it is even more important to define and lay out a path to not get sidetracked. There may be 5 things we could talk about today, but here’s what we’ll talk about today. Of these
5, what would you find more interesting … if you want to get something done, then you need to
circumscribe the conversation and set bounds
*speak it back to them to clarify/repeat/rephrase to them in active listening what they’re saying
B. Admission
*“Christians have been sexist, dogmatic, imperialistic … or, even though I’m a believing Christian, I still
don’t know well why God does ‘x’” … admissions are rhetorically advantageous, BUT, need not be
inauthentic or fake as you don’t totally know the way it is, or why it is
*admit quite specifically what you can … e.g., I can see how this seems to bring God’s justice into question.
This can help contain the problem.
-if the problem is with God, you can affirm their question as genuine and difficult
*n.b., you don’t represent all of Christianity—not to apologise on behalf of all others—it doesn’t make
sense. But, recognise injustices, but recognize personal problems. We could even say “that bothers me too,
and I don’t have any good way to get God off the hook, but I’ve found reason to trust Him regardless” →
recognize tension. Say what you can say.
C. Defense
*offer what you think can be defended … “seen in this light, it’s not as bad as you think it is,” or “there’s a
way of explaining this that makes more sense” … STILL PLAUSIBLE, NOT CRAZY, WARRANTED. (N.b., within
defense you may include various “offensive” challenges to the other’s presuppositions.)
D. Positive Presentation
*hopefully not only leave Christianity as a plausible choice, but here’s why Christianity seems to me at least
to be a credible and attractive choice, perhaps even the best choice … not just why Christianity should
deserve your respect, but your allegiance … good reasons to follow … aim to bring it back to the core of our
faith—the gospel, and Jesus in particular.
E. Other Actions
*WHAT ELSE should flow from this to make faith in Christ tangible; what should I do in my response to this
person? – don’t leave it at the intellectual/verbal direction? … e.g., after talking about God’s love … may
pray for them, may share the four spiritual laws, ask if this is a decision they want to make … how is it being
received, where is the relationship at now … invite them to church, spend time socially with them …
we must be able to show people a functioning Christian community, to see it, be part of it … help them see
what’s really there … even in boring churches God is doing great stuff. There are spiritual heroes if you
know where to look—get to know our churches better to see what the Holy Spirit is doing.
From one week to another you’ll never know what will happen in church—hang around and converse.
*you could suggest a book to read together, hang out socially. All of these approaches are properly
considered corollary apologetics, wherein what we say and do provides a context in which our apologetic
arguments are more plausible.
Thus, in your essay, work through a first person response to a particular person or group. BUT, remember
that it is an academic project, so don’t say “I’d said this … and then I’d say that ….” Reference your
thoughts (especially for the third assignment), and express it as a continuous argument. Your responses
need to be academically rigorous even as they are personal.
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N.b. The response part must be the most lengthy and substantial (defend and commend). Write enough
to set it up well to give a direct response. I will weigh your response in relation to the background context
you have provided—so it is not a generic answer, but rather a personalized response.
Also, I am more concerned with a deep reading of a number of sources than
a superficial reading of twenty books. Check Unit Guide for more detail.

4.3

Summing Up: Key Questions to Ask

Whatever the objection or question to which you are responding, work through these questions:







What hopes and fears are common to my neighbour, with whom I will dialogue?
What terms and concepts must be clarified for a productive dialogue to ensue?
What genuine admissions should I make to begin the dialogue?
How could I defend the plausibility of Christianity in light of the key objections?
How could I commend the credibility, relevance and attractiveness of Christianity to my neighbour?
What other actions –corollary apologetics—add tangibility, strengthening the dialogue?

Reflection Activity 2.4 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#2.4 At this stage, what question of, or objection to, the Christian faith is most pressing for you in
apologetic encounter? This *could* be used for your final research assignment. Consider who will be
the person you dialogue with, and what is his or her context (e.g. what are their particular questions
and challenges, and how do their acquaintances, job, study, experiences, hopes and fears play into
their objection) that shapes how they view this issue? What kind of relationship have you established
with them, and how may this affect the way you engage?
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5. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 2
For each of modules 1 through 12 of the course, please submit a forum post, comprising:
(a) A 250 word first-person response to the set question/comment, tailored for explaining your
beliefs to a twenty-something Australian who is post-Christian in attitude but pre-Christian in
understanding. Note that when options are available, indicate to which of the statements you are
responding. Additionally, this response must demonstrate a sound grasp of underlying
course/Module content, and interaction with at least one (PE420) or two (PE620) pre-readings,
whether recommended or optional (reference these). Across modules 1-6, and then 7-12, you
must demonstrate a range of apologetic approaches, defending and commending the plausibility,
credibility, and relevance of Christian belief. Post this to Moodle *before* the following class.
(b) Interaction with at least one other person that advances the conversation, perhaps through a
comment or question. Note that this interaction can be with other students on the Moodle forum,
but may also be through the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group or your own
social media site, as people interact with your posted response. Interaction isn’t in the word count.
Group five of the first six forum posts, and the interaction with others, into one word.doc for
submission via the Moodle assessment tab by March 28 for assessment requirement 1a, and then
a further five posts from module 7-12 by May 23 for requirement 1b.
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.

THIS WEEK’S forum question/comment awaiting your response, before next class, is this:
Week 2: With which apologist do you most identify? What is your primary strategy in defending
and commending Christian faith, and what is its greatest strength and fundamental weakness?
From module 3 onwards, you will have time to discuss the previous week’s forum question in your small
group during the class’s first session.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)

Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 2 hours pre-reading from recommended and optional readings on Moodle.
Come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to help your holistic witness
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
What in this session is most significant to you personally,
in forming your own theology, life and thought?
How many different people and approaches have we covered in this brief time?!? Ever felt out of
place, or like God couldn’t use you in all your uniqueness? Yet if apologetics is person-centred,
then it may be precisely because of my uniqueness—even my quirks—that I am of use.
In Ephesians 2:10 we read that God has fashioned us for good works. Every single one of us is
shaped for particular tasks, like a key to a lock. This module encourages me to prayerfully
approach each day, and seek God for who those particular people are with whom I’m to
dialogue—to listen to their story, and as opportunity presents speak into their life with the light of
Christ. Like Schaeffer was quoted earlier, apologetics is less about fitting a particular type or
approach, as though it’s purely an intellectual activity. Rather, it’s about loving your neighbour
with everything you’ve got, and meeting them where they’re at. Perhaps it’s through relating your
experiences to their sense of the divine? Perhaps it’s through commending evidence or reason
that addresses the particular questions or objections they have? Or perhaps it’s by taking on their
worldview and exposing beliefs that don’t work, offering a more sure foundation in the Revelation
of God? Whatever it is, keep growing your strengths, and addressing your weaknesses—but above
all, trust God and just be yourself!

2 "Beautiful Jesus" painting by Nigerian artist, Mariama McCarthy
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