



 

 




“How to Argue Like Jesus will help communications professors to teach 
angelically. Carter and Coleman Christianize Aristotle and add heavenly heuristics that show how Jesus 
used story and imagery, and how we can go and do likewise.” 

—MARVIN OLASKY, Provost, The King’s College, 
New York City; Editor-in-Chief, World magazine

“This 
engaging and edifying study by two gifted Christian writers shows that Jesus understood better than all 
the others both who he was talking to and what they needed to hear. It turns out that the right kind of 
straight talk really can confound the smooth experts, and being rhetorically effective doesn’t 
have to be at the expense of your good name. This is a genuine self-help book.”

—PETER LAWLER, Dana Professor of Government, Berry 
College; author, Homeless and at Home in America

“Anti
-intellectualism plagues the modern church, but the best response is not a false intellectualism. How 
to Argue like Jesus falls into neither trap. It effectively teaches logic and critical thinking in 
the context of a well-lived life. This is what the church needs.”

—JOHN MARK REYNOLDS, Founder and Director, Torrey Honors 
Institute
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INTRODUCTION

CHRIST THE COMMUNICATOR

His speaking career lasted 
approximately three years. Born into a Jewish family in an overlooked part of the Roman Empire, Jesus of 
Nazareth spent most of his thirty-three years working with his hands. We know very little of his early 
life except that he lived in obscurity. There were exceptional moments: wise men from another empire 
visited him shortly after his birth; seeking
 his death, a self-conscious local prefect executed 
thousands of babies; and at least once he surprised his elders by conversing freely with the religious 
leaders in the Temple. But apart from these rare moments of distinction, the man who would later launch 
the world’s most popular religion spent 90 percent of his time on earth doing manual labor and 
living with his humble family, in a humble place, at a time when it was bad to be a Jew and worse to be 
a Nazarene in a land controlled by Rome.

He was a blue-collar worker 
with a lower-caste accent, and yet at the age of thirty, he put down his hammer and took to the streets. 
Speaking to crowds throughout Israel, this carpenter shook the message of traditional Judaism to its 
core. Where the religious leaders of his day focused on legalism, nationalism, and isolation from the 
outside world, he preached a message of love, humility, and restoration. Where the textual scholars hid 
away from the people and exercised a harsh religious code, he preached openness, love, and the need for 
a salvation that relied not on works but on the grace of God. Where others cast stones, he forgave. 
Where others passed by the poor, outcast, immoral, and destitute, he fed them, lingered with them, went 
into their homes, healed them, and spoke with them about their struggles and ideals. Where others saw 
fishermen, prostitutes, and tax collectors, he saw a group of disciples capable of changing the 
world.

Jesus never wrote a book, held office, or wielded a sword. He 
never gained sway with the mighty or influential. He never claimed a political victory. He never took up 
arms against the governing powers in Rome. Two thousand years after his death, billions of Jews, 
Muslims, Christians, Hindus, agnostics agree that he never preached a word of hate to gain influence 
with his followers. He did nothing for which those followers must now be ashamed. He was quiet but firm. 
He used the spoken word to disseminate a revolutionary message that would eventually spread from a 
small-town wedding in the deserts of the Middle East to the heights of power in Rome, Western Europe, 
Africa, and the modern United States.

It’s telling that one of 
Jesus’ followers, John, described him quite succinctly as “the Word” (John 1:1, 14). A 
symbol. A promise. An exhaled message of hope. A piece of communication strong enough to bridge the 
divide between God and man. The fulfillment of a story thousands of years in the making. It was in part 
through his revolutionary rhetoric that this humble man rose to prominence as the most influential 
figure in history.

How did he do it? That’s the question we 
hope to answer, at least partially, with this book. Modern scholars study public figures from Cicero to 
Hitler with excruciating detail to discover the secrets of their rhetorical success. Laymen reach for 
books on communication written by professors and CEOs that document the ways in which twenty-first-
century businesspeople can succeed in negotiations and motivate their organizations. History buffs read 
the speeches of Winston Churchill and Abraham Lincoln in search of the proper principles of persuasion. 
But few people—whether Christians or non-Christians—look back to this man, Jesus of 
Nazareth, as an example of rhetorical excellence. We read The Republic to commemorate the 
brilliance of Socrates and watch film of Martin Luther King to remember the power of a dream, but we 
rarely look back to the man whose arguments and speeches in spite of all odds—obscurity, 
powerlessness, and execution—revolutionized human history.

We 
hope to illuminate Jesus’ method in two ways. First, we’ll look at the life and words of 
Jesus and describe the various ways in which he sought—through the spoken word, his life, and his 
disciples—to reach others with his message. Second, we’ll use the shared artifact of 
Jesus’ life to illuminate some very simple rhetorical lessons that you can use today. A shared 
artifact is something from our collective past that we can all reference intelligently—a story or 
thing about which we all know something and through which we can communicate our ideas about a concept 
or ideal. As the story of Jesus is well known by billions around the world, it presents the perfect 
opportunity to use his life as a vehicle to explore proper communication techniques.

This is not a scholarly work on rhetoric or communications theory, nor is it a 
comprehensive account of the message of Jesus or the reasons for its effectiveness in the world. It 
would be a daunting and nearly impossible task to cover so much ground; and his followers would reject 
the notion that it was solely the material impact of his communication that spread Christianity 
(crediting his message in combination with the Holy Spirit, his miracles, and the power of his divinity, 
at least). But this is an attempt, from a rhetorical perspective, to analyze Jesus’ method of 
communication and the way that method can illuminate our understanding of the subject.

The book is broken into seven chapters. The first three use 
Aristotle’s framework for the three essential components of effective rhetoric—logos, 
pathos, and ethos—to illuminate the logical, emotional, and personal components of Jesus’ 
message. Aristotle was one of the first great explicators of rhetoric, particularly in his book On 
Rhetoric, and his outline is a remarkably useful way to examine three primary components of 
Jesus’ communication. This is not meant to imply that Jesus was an ardent follower of Aristotle 
(or a “follower” of any kind); and the authors sincerely believe that we haven’t 
forced the rhetoric of Jesus into the Aristotelian framework. Rather, we believe that through careful 
study Aristotle identified the same rhetorical truths espoused by Christ—particularly with 
relation to the concepts of pathos, logos, and ethos—and his explanation remains one of the best 
ways to illuminate the use of those tools in the rhetoric of others. Many influential Christian 
philosophers (most notably Thomas Aquinas) have seen parallel truth between some of the philosophies of 
Greece and the teachings of Christianity; and this is no exception. So rather than dispensing with 
Aristotle altogether, we’d rather allow the communications of Jesus to further enlighten our 
understanding of Aristotle’s rhetorical frameworks and to solidify the link between those 
conclusions reached through reason (by means of philosophy) and those reached through revelation (in the 
person of Jesus).

The fourth chapter, “Narrative and 
Imagery,” seeks to demonstrate Jesus’ use of stories and visual imagery to make his words 
beautiful and memorable. The fifth chapter, “Discipleship,” shows how Jesus used the concept 
of discipleship (or mentorship) in combination with the concept of cellular organizations and small 
groups to replicate and sustain his message. The sixth chapter, “Heavenly Heuristics,” gives 
a few additional rules of thumb for on-the-fly argumentation, persuasion, and debate. And the final 
section, “Case Studies,” takes these lessons and illuminates them via speeches taken from 
pop culture and politics.

The authors of this text are believers in 
the divinity, death, resurrection, and salvific powers of Jesus. These beliefs are reflected in the 
content of this book. However, we hope this text can be useful to Christians and non-Christians alike; 
and where possible, we will attempt to focus on the rhetorical techniques of Jesus without moralizing. 
This is a work for businesspeople, lawyers, stay-at-home moms, students, and anyone else who wants to 
improve his or her communication. If you would like to be a better communicator, there is no better 
place to begin than by examining the life, words, and rhetorical strategies of Jesus Christ.
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PATHOS

Emotional Jesus

On January 28, 1986, a national 
tragedy supplanted Ronald Reagan’s planned State of the Union Address. Early that morning, the 
Challenger space shuttle incinerated in midair over Cape Canaveral, Florida, only minutes after 
takeoff. As schoolchildren watched from classrooms around the country, seven American astronauts lost 
their lives, and NASA’s push for space exploration came to a standstill. An alarmed populace 
immediately began to reconsider the cost of an activity that, at times, seemed without purpose.

President Reagan faced the task of mourning seven American heroes and 
reminding a heartbroken nation of the reasons that in the course of history such sacrifices are 
sometimes necessary. Unsurprisingly, at a moment of sadness and with little time to speak, the President 
turned not to lengthy reasoning but to simple emotional appeal. To comfort the nation, President Reagan 
used pathos.

After listing the names of the astronauts and thanking 
their families,
 the President offered these hopeful words: 

We’ve grown used to wonders in this century. It’s hard to dazzle us. But for 25 years the United States space program has been doing just that. We’ve grown used to the idea of space, and perhaps we forget that we’ve only just begun. We’re still pioneers. They, the members of the Challenger crew, were pioneers. . . .

I know it is hard to understand, but sometimes painful things 
like this happen. It’s all part of the process of exploration and discovery. It’s all part 
of taking a chance and expanding man’s horizons. The future doesn’t belong to the 
fainthearted; it belongs to the brave. The Challenger crew was pulling us into the future, and 
we’ll continue to follow them. . . .

We will never forget 
them, nor the last time we saw them, this morning, as they prepared for their journey and waved goodbye 
and “slipped the surly bonds of earth” to “touch the face of God.”1

In a moment of 
national tragedy, President Reagan appealed not primarily to the intellects of his listeners but to 
their hearts. He knew that Americans are a nation of immigrants and 
pioneers. He knew that though Americans might find the long-term rewards of space exploration hard to 
understand and the tragedy of seven casualties difficult to fathom, they would feel pride that after 
five hundred years Americans were still exploring, still pushing forward on the frontiers of man, still 
risking their lives in the pursuit of discovery. He knew that at a time of loss you must assure people 
that the losses are not in vain. In understanding these simple concepts, President Reagan and his 
speechwriters crafted one of the most memorable speeches in American history and committed the 
Challenger astronauts to the ages.

The appeal to the 
heart—pathos—is perhaps the most intuitive of Aristotle’s principles. As mentioned in 
the Introduction, Aristotle literally wrote the book on communication with his treatise On 
Rhetoric, and his categorization of the essential elements of communication (logos, pathos, 
and ethos) are still useful as we discuss these concepts today. Emotion isn’t a learned skill or 
an acquired capacity but a primal component of human nature. In On Rhetoric Aristotle notes, 
“[There is persuasion] through the hearers when they are led to feel emotion [pathos] by the 
speech.”2 Three millennia later the power of 
emotional appeal remains strong.

We can all think of speeches, 
songs, pictures, or movies that have moved us. We tear up listening to the soulful intonations of Martin 
Luther King, and our hearts flutter or falter at just the right moments in movies like It’s a 
Wonderful Life or Hotel Rwanda. Our emotions are often our catalysts to deeper consideration 
and action. They give us a fuller picture of the reasons to act on information, encourage us to stand by 
principle, and add dimension and life to cold fact. As Blaise Pascal phrased it: “The heart has 
reasons that reason cannot know.” Pathos is the essential complement to logos (discussed fully in 
the next chapter) in human understanding, and just as emotion without reason is hollow and incomplete, 
logic without emotion is cold and unmoving. Life without feeling is shallow and gray.

Jesus Christ was an exemplary practitioner of the appeal to pathos. Even when his 
audiences were uneducated or lacked the sophisticated biblical knowledge to fully absorb the power of 
his religious reasoning, Christ was able to reach their hearts. Through his kindness, his words, and his 
miracles, Jesus taught his disciples that the way he described was not merely correct but beautiful and 
comforting and hopeful. Pathos can be abused. But properly used as a complement to reason, emotion adds 
to the structure of logic the aesthetic of feeling, creating a deeper structure that only our hearts can 
know.

Of course, knowing that pathos is important and inspiring 
emotion in those with whom you communicate are two very different things. There are two components to 
pathos: knowing which appeals are likely to reach listeners and knowing how to implement them 
effectively. In the following section we discuss both those elements of pathos illuminated by Jesus and 
the ways in which he communicated them. This is not an exhaustive treatment, and there are surely other 
ways in which Jesus used pathos to reach audiences, but these are a few key strategies that you can 
replicate in your daily communication.

IMAGERY AND NARRATIVE 
STRUCTURE: GIVING EVERY SUBJECT A FACE

In his 1862 work Fathers 
and Sons, Russian novelist Ivan Turgenev wrote, “A picture shows me at a glance what it takes 
dozens of pages of a book to expound.”3

Nothing in rhetoric is as powerful as an image or a narrative.That is why movies have become such dominant media, the visual arts remain so compelling, and storytellers are often the most powerful speakers. People are not moved by abstract moral lessons or logical discussions in the same way they are moved by faces, names, tall tales, and vivid visual imagery. Any discussion of pathos, therefore, must begin with a discussion of 
imagery and its place in narrative structure.

We will delve deeper 
into narrative structure in Chapter 4 (which focuses on the overall importance of narrative), but it is 
useful here to briefly introduce the concepts of narrative and imagery as they relate to pathos before 
fully exploring them later in the book.

The American Heritage 
Dictionary defines narrative as “a narrated account; a story.” The same source defines 
imagery as “the formation of mental images, figures, or likenesses of things, or of such images 
collectively.” The ancient Greeks even had a term, enargia, to refer to “vivid . . . 
description”4 that could be inherently moving 
when depicting things graphic in nature. Intuitively you realize that compelling, graphic accounts of 
people, places, and things can be stirring, which is why Christ often used visual imagery, particularly 
within the context of narrative, to create an emotional response in his hearers.

One of Christ’s most inspiring uses of narrative and imagery is the Parable of the 
Good Samaritan, found in Luke 10:30–37.

Jesus replied, 
“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who stripped him and 
beat him and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road, and when 
he saw him he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, 
passed by on the other side. 

“But a Samaritan, as he 
journeyed, came to where he was, and when he saw him, he had compassion. He went to him and bound up his 
wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he set him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took 
care of him. And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, saying, 
‘Take care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay 
you when I come back.’ Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man who 
fell among the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.”

And Jesus said to him, “You go, and do likewise.”

Consider the context of the original audience. The people of the region lived under a 
series of complex religious and secular laws. The Jewish religious leaders taught the people the truth 
of their sin nature, but not the hopefulness of God’s love. They were often derided by the 
Pharisees and Sadducees and in many ways must have felt beaten up and abandoned. In other words, they 
must have felt a lot like the abandoned man in Jesus’ parable. This is an important 
point to consider. Jesus was showing that he was on the side of these people, that he had sympathy and 
love for them. He even specifically called out the fact that a priest (a religious authority) and a 
Levite (a ruling elite) behaved inhumanely, but a Samaritan (an outcast! a pariah!) made the right 
choices and gained God’s favor. 

In this brief story Jesus 
accomplished several purposes. He showed empathy for his audience, painting their pain in the kind of 
stunning detail (“stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving him half dead”; 
“bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine”) that was sure to make them sit up and pay 
attention. He also criticized the cold and unfeeling way in which many religious leaders of the time 
behaved. And in the subtext he showed one group that had suffered hypocrisy (the common people of the 
region who suffered under pharisaical rule) their own hypocrisy in condemning an even less fortunate
 
group of people (the Samaritans).

In context, Jesus was relating a 
powerful story that resonated emotionally with the Pharisee who asked the question, with the crowd of 
diverse people who overheard them, and with the millions of readers who would eventually encounter the 
parable through Scripture. In an effort to teach people how to be good neighbors—to treat one 
another properly—Jesus didn’t lay out a complex series of rules as the Pharisees were prone 
to do. Instead he painted a picture of proper behavior that would allow his audience to make commonsense 
judgments about neighborliness when they encountered their neighbors in the future and would motivate 
them to remember and follow his maxims.

Of course he often did this 
with even simpler statements. “Do not throw your pearls before pigs” (Matthew 7:6) is a far 
more emotionally compelling admonition than “Do not continue to argue with those who refuse to 
listen.” “Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice 
the log that is in your own eye?” (Matthew 7:3) is more jarring than “Why don’t you 
think through the things you have to fix before you spend time thinking about the things your friends 
have to fix?” Jesus fully understood the importance of imagery to generate pathos and how the use 
of vivid imagery can enliven communication. Imagery makes a story or word picture more compelling and in 
doing so excites in us an element of pathos that drab, gray storytelling cannot.

Next time you are giving a speech or writing a paper, begin with a narrative attention-
getter—an image that captures the audience’s imagination and hearts. Tell someone’s 
story, or paint a picture using metaphor and simile. This can be factual—like using a 
heartbreaking or hopeful news account from the community—or it can be a fabricated image designed 
to present a familiar topic in a new way. For example, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn began his 1970 Nobel Prize 
lecture5 with the words:

Just as that puzzled savage who has 
picked up—a strange cast-up from the ocean?—something unearthed from the sands?—or an 
obscure object fallen down from the sky?—intricate in curves, it gleams first dully and then with 
a bright thrust of light. Just as he turns it this way and that, turns it over, trying to discover what 
to do with it, trying to discover some mundane function within his own grasp, never dreaming of its 
higher function.

So also we, holding Art in our hands . . .

Do those words stir something within you that a mere explanation could 
not? Do all of the extra details (“intricate in curves, it gleams first dully and then with a 
bright thrust of light”) bring the subject to light?

Again, 
we will discuss narrative and imagery further in Chapter 4, but for those reading the book piece by 
piece, it is such an essential component of pathos that it bears repeating.

SHARED VALUES: RELYING ON COMMON BELIEFS

A second 
method for stirring the hearts of your audience is to utilize shared or common values. As human beings, 
some concepts inherently move us, and some ethical imperatives compel us to action. At the 1996 State of 
the World Forum convened by former Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev, participants from around the 
world were asked to name five values that mattered most in their daily lives. Truth, compassion, 
responsibility, freedom, and reverence for life were the values that the diverse group agreed were 
universal. Indeed, these are intuitively accepted. We all want to be free and happy. We want strong 
families, good lives, responsible children, and honest and compassionate friends. Because they are 
universal, you can use these shared values and the words that communicate them both to impact your 
listeners’ emotions and to connect those existing values to new concepts.

Jesus does this brilliantly throughout the four Gospels. While he introduced dozens of 
radical new concepts, he always did so utilizing the language of the values shared by the Jewish 
people—love, hope, faith, truth, righteousness, honesty, forgiveness. He often used these 
established concepts to illuminate new ones that subsequently became shared values (for example, 
humility, self-sacrifice) and to deepen people’s understanding of the values they already shared, 
extending the application of those values to new arenas.

You can 
see this in Jesus’ statement, “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his 
life for his friends” (John 15:13), in which Christ uses the shared values of love and friendship 
to deepen our understanding of the concept of self-sacrifice (which has itself become a shared value 
because of this and other associations). You can also see it in his Sermon on the Mount. After speaking 
of the Beatitudes, Jesus reviews a number of concepts including murder, adultery, divorce, and the 
law—starting with a shared value and using language to deepen his audience’s under standing 
of those values in an emotionally impactful way. Speaking of love, Jesus says: 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if anyone 
would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. And if anyone forces you to go one 
mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would 
borrow from you. 

“You have heard that it was said, 
‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and 
pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes 
his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your 
brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? You therefore must 
be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:38–48)

Jesus’ audience valued love, but they did so imperfectly—loving only their 
family and friends. Jesus used the shared value of love, illuminated by the shared values of 
righteousness and respect for God, to illuminate a stirring new application of love—love for 
one’s enemies.

One of the best modern examples of this is 
dialogue from the movie A Few Good Men. The entire film is an argument for embracing the shared 
values of honor, freedom, and courage. In the film, a Marine colonel played by Jack Nicholson orders the 
beating of a young Marine in order to teach the private a lesson about honor and respect for hierarchy. 
The beating leads to the young man’s death and to the court-martial that forms the plot of the 
story.

On the opposite side, the prosecuting attorney (Tom Cruise) 
learns that real honor and courage would have involved protecting, rather than abusing, the young 
Marine. In the pivotal scene between Cruise and Nicholson, the colonel uses an emotional appeal to 
connect to our shared values:

Nicholson: You want answers?

Cruise: I think I’m entitled to them.

Nicholson: You want answers?!

Cruise: I want the truth. 

Nicholson 
(loudly): You can’t handle the truth! . . . Son, we live in a world that has walls. And those 
walls have to be guarded by men with guns. Who’s gonna do it? You? You, Lt. Weinberg? I have a greater responsibility than you can possibly fathom. You weep for Santiago and you curse the marines. You have that luxury. 
You have the luxury of not knowing what I know: That Santiago’s death, while tragic, probably 
saved lives. And my existence, while grotesque and incomprehensible to you, saves lives.
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