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  To Rebecca Merrill Groothuis (1954–2018),

  astute and intrepid editor,

  dedicated follower of Jesus Christ,

  and beloved wife of thirty-three years





  

    Preface to the Second Edition

    
      I OWE THE READER an account of why there is a second edition of Christian Apologetics. This already-large book (which I call “the doorstop” or “the brick”) has grown even larger. A necessary condition for a second edition was that the first edition sold well and has been used in many seminaries and Christian colleges. So the demand was there. For that, I am grateful to God.

      After teaching my book for several years, I realized that I had omitted significant material, that chapters needed to be updated, and that certain material could be omitted. Some chapters remain nearly the same as the first edition (such as “The Ontological Argument”), but most have been significantly updated and revised. (Drs. Blomberg and Hess have kindly updated their fine chapters as well.) For example, in the chapter, “Distortions of the Christian Worldview—or the God I Don’t Believe In,” I have added a section on sexual identity in light of recent LGBTQ concerns. I have also added sections on contractarianism, evolutionary morality, and Derek Parfit in the chapter “The Moral Argument,” and much more. The resurrection chapter has become two chapters—one on miracles in general and one defending the resurrection of Jesus in particular.

      The heft of this already hefty book is due largely to the addition of seven new chapters: “Original Monotheism” challenges the claim that monotheism evolved from primitive animism or polytheism, something taught in many religion classes at universities. “The Argument from Beauty” is an aesthetic-design argument that may touch people that more technical design arguments may not. “Doubt, Skepticism, and the Hiddenness of God” concerns questions of whether there is sufficient evidence for Christianity, given so much unbelief. Perhaps the most important additions are two chapters on the atonement, “The Atonement: Stating It Properly” and “The Atonement: Defending It.” The first edition heartily defended orthodox understanding of the person of Christ, but did not speak enough to the work of Christ as our Savior. Also, the first edition lacked any defense of the church. Jesus came to build his church, not simply give evidence for a worldview. In a day when people think they can be spiritual without being religious and can dispense with “organized religion,” a defense of the church is imperative. Thus, the chapter, “In Defense of the Church.” The final new chapter is “Lament as Christian Apologetic,” which argues that Christianity equips the believer to suffer well and with meaning, which is itself an apologetic.

      Much of my life as a Christian philosopher has been dedicated to apologetics, and I am grateful while in my midsixties to present a new edition of my major work on that grand topic. May God use it to equip his people to defend the faith given once for all to the saints (Jude 3) so that many enter into the eternal and abundant life that only Jesus Christ can give (Jn 3:16; 10:10).
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      IS THERE HOPE FOR THE UNIVERSE? There certainly is hope in the universe, given the presence of hopers—we who think and speak in the future tense, who invest ourselves in that distinctively human tense through anticipation, imagination, rumination, and speculation (both informed and reckless).1 But is there any hope for the universe and its intrepid hopers? One is hard-pressed to find a larger, more significant question than this imperious query concerning the cosmos. For all our cynicism, we are—at the end of the day—inescapably creatures of hope. We look forward; we yearn for something more, something better—anything to give meaning, value, and substance to our short lives. Even when our hopes for family, friends, country, and ourselves are satisfied—by a happy reunion, an election that goes our way, a job promotion, a negative biopsy—larger hopes (and fears) still loom.

      Yet we strive after the future. Even when we reflect back on our lives, our species and our planet, we wonder: What does it mean? What will endure? Is history progressing toward a goal or merely staggering along? What of the present instant, the ongoing now of my unfolding—or unraveling—life? From here and now we look back and we strain ahead. But what is possible for me to hope, to know, and to do? As we explore the tenses of life, we often fear that our hopes are empty, hollow, mere specters without a home, that in the end it is hopelessness that will rule the day and our destiny. For the possibility of despair is always close at the elbow of hope, acting as a debating partner if not a heckler. Can one agree with the biblical philosopher that “love is as strong as death” (Song 8:6)? Or will death have the last laugh on us all?

      How we answer these questions—or if we attempt to answer them at all—will shape who we are and who we become. We are all citizens of the universe—anxious travelers, much of the time, passing through our days and nights in uncertainty and confusion concerning what matters most. In one sense, we are alone. No one else will live our life or die our death. Each self is unique, responsible, and indissoluble. Yet our fate is bound up with our world and our fellow travelers, each of whom has a particular way of coping with—or avoiding—these insistent immensities. We are alone—together.

      What if these perennial human questions, yearnings, and wrestlings with destiny are merely human, all-too-human? What if hope cannot extend beyond human endeavor itself and is never answered by anything beyond it? What if the millennia of human cries echo only into the empty sky and no further? That possibility must be faced if the quest itself is to have any meaning. In the end, hope without truth is pointless. Illusions and delusions, no matter how comforting or grandiose, are the enemies of those who strive for integrity in their knowing and being. Statements such as “I like to think of the universe as having a purpose” or “The thought of an afterlife gives me peace” reflect mere wishes. These notions do not address the truth or falsity of there being purpose in the world or of our postmortem survival, because there is no genuine claim to knowledge: a warranted awareness of reality as it is. A hearty, sturdy, and insatiable appetite for reality—whatever it might be—is the only engine for testing and discerning truth. Truth is what matters most, particularly truth concerning our human condition in the world—its origin, its nature, its purpose (if any), and its destiny. Knowing the truth and living according to its requirements should be the hope and aspiration of the reflective person. Only our knowledge of truth—our awareness of reality, no matter how sketchy or partial—can help resolve the inner bickering between the claims of hope and the fears of despair.

      The very concept of objective truth is under fire today. Some esteem it as nothing better than a philosophical hangover from less realistic days, a chimera impossible to attain yet still alluring for too many. (We return to these denials and deniers in chap. 5.) Truth may also be shunned in a more pedestrian manner. Instead of being philosophically pummeled, the concept of truth may simply be shunted aside with a shrug and a smirk—as antique and extraneous to “real life,” which then is defined as little more than what lies within one’s short-term memory and what enflames one’s immediate expectations.2 Yet humans are privileged with the ability to transcend their immediate experiences and ponder other matters. Such is the stuff of philosophy, literature, religion, and late-night discussions in college dormitories (at least one hopes these still occur).

      Perhaps instead of our seeking a reason for hope or asking for life’s meaning or meanings, the situation is reversed. Perhaps we are on the witness stand before the jury of life. This is just how the late psychiatrist Viktor Frankl put it in his classic work Man’s Search for Meaning: “Ultimately, man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather must recognize that it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible.”3 “The gas chambers of Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Maidanek,” Frankl observes, “were ultimately prepared not in some ministry or other in Berlin, but rather at the desks and in the lecture halls of nihilistic scientists and philosophers.”4 As a prisoner of Hitler’s death camps, Frankl noted that those captives with a sense of meaning that reached beyond their immediate experiences maintained hope and dignity, even in their Nazi hell. Those without benefit of this conviction tended to atrophy and die in the pressure cooker of evil, even if they were spared the gas chambers.

      Nevertheless, one may live or die for a lie; one may hope in something that gives meaning, direction, and even courage for life and be on the wrong side of the truth. Zeal does not ensure knowledge; in fact, zeal may serve as a beguiling surrogate for knowledge. It may even blind us to what matters most—and destroy others as a result. After months of meticulous preparation, nineteen young zealots boarded four American passenger flights on September 11, 2001, to carry out a mission that was centered on and animated by a particular interpretation of reality. They were no nihilists—barren of meaning—seeking to destroy for no reason, as some early commentators intoned. They endeavored to accomplish the will of God (Allah) itself—at the expense of their earthly lives, but in the hope of a paradise of very earthly delights. Their lives they gave, and over three thousand lives they took, and the civilizations of the globe will never be the same as a consequence.

      Years before the events of September 11, 2001, political scientist Samuel Huntington spoke of a “clash of civilizations” that lay ahead. This thesis was in stunning contrast to a much-celebrated and debated book on world civilizations by Francis Fukuyama published in 1992 that heralded “the end of history.” Reworking some themes from Hegel’s philosophy of history, Fukuyama claimed that the liberal democracies of the West set the standard for world emulation. In that sense history had reached its end or telos. Other nations would soon follow the lead of these enlightened Western nations. Global conflicts over which form of government was ideal would diminish since that issue was really settled with the failure of Communism and the ascent of liberal democracy worldwide. Fukuyama wondered if this democratizing and stabilizing process might eventually lead to a kind of boredom, but he did not foresee the events that now enshroud us.5

      But Huntington saw another, less felicitous world. The struggles between civilizations, he claimed, would not primarily be fueled by nationality, politics, ideologies, or economics, but by different “cultures” and their perspectives on reality. “Peoples and nations are attempting to answer the most basic questions humans can face: Who are we? And they are answering that question in the traditional way human beings have answered it, by reference to the things that mean most to them.”6 What means the most to them is, in the final analysis, their worldview: that complex of concepts that explains and gives meaning to reality from where they stand—given their diverse ancestries, histories, institutions, and religions.7 The slogan “One person’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter” may be correct on a descriptive or sociological level, but it rings hollow philosophically, since it avoids the vexing questions of hope, meaning, truth, morality, and rationality. Religion is not withering away under the conditions of modernity, nor can it be adequately accounted for on the basis of social and political factors. It has its own intrinsic power in world affairs and in the minds of mortals.8

      But these observations, while important, cannot settle the question of which religion (if any) is true and worth following. Nor can the resurgence of religion in the world—particularly Islam and Christianity in the Majority World9—count intellectually against a secular worldview that leaves no room for God in its understanding of reality. Truth is not determined by counting noses. To begin to answer these questions regarding ultimate reality, we must dig deeper than charting or anticipating social change. We need to think hard, ponder, and assess the options in light of the sharpest reasoning and the best available evidence.

      I am convinced that a solid and compelling case can be made that what matters most for everyone in this life and beyond is one’s orientation to Jesus of Nazareth, the incarnation of God. Hope here finds its goal—in the truth that satisfies and liberates. Finding one’s way to this discovery may take many routes. This book carves out a path of intellectual investigation and argument. It is a work of apologetics, the ancient and ongoing discipline of defending and advocating Christian theism. This book is applicable to both unbelievers and those believers who seek a stronger reason for their hope. To this end we will explore the core claims of Christianity in light of the counterclaims of its major rivals in the contemporary world. I do not pretend to be neutral on this score. I am a professing Christian who believes the Christian worldview to be true, rationally compelling, existentially engaging, and socially, globally, and perennially pertinent. However, the book will appeal to rational and factual considerations that any thinking and concerned person should be able to appreciate.

      Before outlining the contours of my approach in more detail, a few words about my own journey may be apropos, since one’s biography invariably shapes one’s thinking—although a book is better judged by the merits of its arguments than by the story and credentials of its author.10 After my conversion to Christianity in 1976 at age nineteen, I was counseled by some (although not in so many words) to give up the life of the mind—which I had just begun to explore in my first year of college—in favor of a faith rooted in experience. I attempted this for a few tormenting months. I failed, but I did not give up on being a Christian. There was another and better way. The inquiring mind needs satisfying answers, not merely experiences. As Aristotle put it in the opening sentence of his Metaphysics, “Man by nature desires to know”—and this is no less true of the Christian than of anyone else.11 Moreover, a Christian anthropology affirms that humans were made to know their Maker and to love God with all their minds (Mt 22:37-39). This is often a demanding task, but also a rewarding one. Since my failed experiment in unreflective faith, I have pursued the life of the mind as a calling from Christ.

      Accordingly, I earned graduate degrees in philosophy and worked for twelve years in campus ministry at two secular universities. I have written extensively on diverse topics for many different kinds of publications (academic and popular), and have been a full-time professor of philosophy since 1993. I make it a point to speak and write in forums where the truth of Christianity is not taken for granted. I do this in order to challenge the audience with its revolutionary claims as well as to test my own mettle in intellectually demanding situations. So, while this book makes no claims to be the final word on the subject, it does flow from a life consistently and continually occupied with the themes it addresses. The book does not presuppose the truth of Christianity, nor does it want to beg any philosophical questions. My approach is that of Francis Schaeffer, who said, “I try to approach every problem as though I were not a Christian and see what the answer would be.”12

      Christian Apologetics begins by laying out the biblical case for apologetics and the apologetic method necessary for defending the faith. That faith (i.e., the Christian worldview) is then explained and defended against various false charges. This initial ground clearing is followed by a defense of the concept of objective truth and the need to seek truth passionately, especially given the high stakes of the Christian message (heaven or hell). The next several chapters address the case for God from natural theology—ontological, cosmological, design, moral, and religious experience arguments for God. To these arguments for theism are added arguments for why the uniqueness of humanity—our greatness, misery, consciousness, and rationality—is best explained by Christian theism. The next several chapters defend the historical reliability of the Bible, particularly the New Testament. With that foundation, we take up the identity of Jesus Christ, his claims, credentials, incarnation, and resurrection. In arguing for these things we will also be considering alternative views and how they fare intellectually. Having made this overall case for Christianity, we then take up three significant challenges to it: the challenge of religious pluralism (Christianity cannot be the only way, given so many religions), the resurgence of Islam and its claims to be the one true religion, and the problem of evil (God cannot be all-good and all-powerful, given the evils of the world). In the next chapter, I turn the tables and argue that Christianity, of all the worldviews, gives the best existential response to coming with evil (which is lament). The final chapter exhorts those confident of Christian truth to lead lives that radiate those convictions before the watching, waiting, and weeping world. Two appendixes attend to significant questions that have not been fully explored earlier in the book. The first appendix defends the biblical doctrine of hell as rooted in the wise and sobering teachings of Jesus himself, and the second appendix (by Richard Hess) tackles some vexing questions related to the reliability and morality of the Hebrew Bible.
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IS THE CHRISTIAN WORLDVIEW TRUE and rational? Is it worth believing and living out? Within these questions resides the discipline of Christian apologetics. It offers answers based on rational arguments, yet these arguments can never be divorced from the apologist’s personal character. Therefore, apologetics is necessarily both theoretical and personal, both intellectual and relational. Along with the method of the apologetic argument comes the manner of the apologist himself. Both are equally vital, as we will see.

The task in this chapter is to tighten up our understanding of apologetics by explaining its basis in Scripture. After these basics are battened down and the course charted, we can launch out into intellectual adventures argument by argument in the chapters that follow.


THE MEANING OF APOLOGETICS AND ITS BIBLICAL BASIS


The word apologetics is often used today in a derogatory way to mean a biased and belligerent advocacy of an indefensible position. Yet the idea of presenting a credible “apology” for a legitimate position or viewpoint has a long and rich history. For example, the American founders presented an apology (or apologetic) for what would become the American form of government in the Federalist Papers. These learned and eloquent apologists explained and rationally defended a political perspective in the face of objections. Socrates famously defended himself against criminal charges in the Apology. An apologist, then, is a defender and an advocate for a particular position. There are apologists aplenty for all manner of religion and irreligion. The position is not reserved for Christians or other religionists. Richard Dawkins, for example, is a tireless apologist for atheistic Darwinism and, as such, an equally tireless opponent of all religion, but particularly of Christianity.1 While apologists may resort to propaganda or even coercion in order to win approval for their positions, they need not do so. Of course, the Christian, following Christ’s example, must never do so.

Christian apologetics is the rational defense of the Christian worldview as objectively true, rationally compelling, and existentially or subjectively engaging. The word apologetics comes from the Greek word apologia, which can be translated as “defense” or “vindication.” In the days of the New Testament “an apologia was a formal courtroom defense of something (2 Tim 4:16).”2 The word, in either the noun form apologia or the verb form apologeomai, appears eight times in the New Testament (Acts 22:1; 25:16; 1 Cor 9:3; 2 Cor 7:11; Phil 1:7, 16; 2 Tim 4:16; 1 Pet 3:15). The term is used specifically for a rational defense of the gospel in three texts: Philippians 1:7, 16, and most famously in 1 Peter 3:15-16.3


But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer [apologia] to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.



Peter writes to strengthen Christians who are suffering for their faith. The reason they can endure and even find hope in suffering is Jesus himself. But simply saying “Jesus” when someone asks why you have hope in times of suffering is to fail to give a full apologetic. Although this passage does not directly address the whole scope of apologetics, it does encourage believers to articulate the reason for their Christian confidence. In light of this, we should also explain why we believe in Jesus in the first place; that is, why Jesus is our sufficient comfort and inspiration for difficult conditions.

Apostolic authority bids us to give a reason for our hope with “gentleness and respect”—two qualities usually absent from disputes about religion (and politics). In an astute book about Christ-like gentleness, Mary Ann Froelich defines gentleness as “a conscious decision to temper one’s knowledge, skills, authority, or power with kindness and compassion” and argues that Jesus ministry was characterized by this virtue.4 By following the Master, one can become, like him, “a gentle powerhouse.”5

Apologetics defends the defining Christian truth claims against various challenges from unbelievers (see chap. 6). This definition of apologetics invokes both rational legitimacy (objective truth) and emotional appeal (subjective attractiveness). As such, it harks back to Pascal’s programmatic comment on his own never-finished apologetic project.6


Men despise religion. They hate it and are afraid it may be true. The cure for this is first to show that religion is not contrary to reason, but worthy of reverence and respect. Next make it attractive, make good men wish it were true, and then show that it is. Worthy of reverence because it really understands human nature. Attractive because it promises true good.7



Many people are, at least initially, wary or even resentful of Christianity—its demand for faith, humility, submission to divine authority, willingness to sacrifice for the Christian cause, repentance (meaning the end of indifference and hedonism), and so on. They fear that if it is true, they are on the hook, and if they submit to its terms, their lives will get worse. But if it is true and they fail to submit, God will get them in the end.8 The antidote to this conundrum is to defend Christianity’s core claims rationally in order to show that Christianity is indeed objectively true. But more than this, apologetics needs to demonstrate that Christian truth is winsome because it explains who we are and how we can flourish as creatures in this life and beyond, if we are reconciled to our Creator.

But apologetics is offered not only in response to the doubts and denials of non-Christians.9 It also fortifies believers in their faith, whether they are wrestling with doubts and questions or simply seeking a deeper grounding for their biblical beliefs. When John the Baptist was in prison and wondering whether Jesus was truly the Messiah, as John had previously proclaimed, Jesus provided evidence of his identity as the Messiah. Jesus did not rebuke John’s questions but answered him by listing his unique credentials as the Messiah who supernaturally fulfilled prophecies from the Hebrew Scriptures (Mt 11:1-11). One reason Christianity has failed to exert much influence on the major intellectual institutions of America is that too many Christians hold their beliefs in an uninformed and precarious fashion. Instead of pursuing answers to the toughest questions an unbelieving world can marshal, they attempt to preserve certainty through ignorance and isolation, relying on platitudes rather than arguments.

Near the end of his noteworthy apologetics book, The God Who Is There, Francis Schaeffer chides and challenges his Christian readers:


When we understand our calling, it is not only true, but beautiful—and it should be exciting. It is hard to understand how an orthodox, evangelical, Bible-believing Christian can fail to be excited. The answers in the realm of the intellect should make us overwhelmingly excited. But more than this, we are returned to a personal relationship with the God who is there. If we are unexcited Christians, we should go back and see what is wrong.10



Enthusiasm at the prospect of knowing and advocating Christian truth does not exclude rational rigor. The apologist, in fact, cannot substitute bare emotional fervor for intellectual acumen and hard study. Rather, they should work hand in hand.




APOLOGETICS’ RELATIONSHIP TO THEOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY


Apologetics is linked to theology, philosophy, and evangelism, but it is not reducible to any one of these disciplines. The conceptual content of apologetics depends on theology, the goal of which is to systematically and coherently articulate the truth claims of the Bible according to various topics, such as the doctrine of God, salvation, and Christ. The apologist who has a strong commitment to the truth of Scripture endeavors to defend what Scripture teaches, and nothing less. Therefore, the discipline of apologetics requires skill in reading the Bible aright, since one would not want to defend something not warranted by Scripture, which is the ultimate authority when properly interpreted by the principles of logic and hermeneutics (the philosophy of interpreting documents).

Apologetics and biblical interpretation. Bad biblical interpretation can make Christianity look bad. The influential New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristoff, who is not a scholar of religion, began a book review in the New York Times Book Review by quoting the apostle Paul: “I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet.” He then writes that scholars “suspect that this was actually written by some grump other than St. Paul, but such sexist passages are sometimes used by conservative Christians to justify the subjugation of women—and by secular liberals to portray the Bible as outdated.”11

Karen Armstrong, however, has come to the rescue by giving a third way for interpreting the Bible and other holy books. Her book, The Lost Art of Scripture,12 Kristoff claims, provides a deeper understanding of Scripture that goes beyond both fundamentalism and dismissive secularism. Holy books must not be read literally, but in other more spiritually creative ways. If so, one can preserve a holy meaning without endorsing things like the subjection of women (Christianity and Islam) and the persecution of the infidels (Islam). Armstrong’s large volume gives us this interpretive key, Kristoff claims.

Armstrong is a perennialist, who believes that all religions at their core teach that God is an unknowable oneness beyond language.13 Thus, her hermeneutic will bend Scriptures in that direction when needed. However, it is not needed if a text is straightforwardly nondualist, such as some passages from the Hindu Upanishads.

Kristoff’s favorable review highlights the role of hermeneutics (the philosophy of interpreting documents) in apologetics. Texts from the Bible are often dismissed as out and out wrong (as in female subjection) or are interpreted in a way that dishonors the nature of the text itself. In Paul’s passage about women (1 Tim 2:12), a proper hermeneutic considers Paul’s context, his original audience, and his teachings on women in the rest of this writings. One should also consider the Bible’s overall teaching on gender. With any writing, a text taken out of context is a pretext for error. Given these considerations, far from laying down a universal restriction on women teaching, Paul is, rather, handling a particular problem of false women teachers at Ephesus at that time. He recognizes and encourages women to teach and lead in other settings.14

But however one addresses Paul’s statement quoted by Kristoff, it raises the question of properly interpreting the Bible in order that apologists know what they ought to defend. Part of apologetics is defending what ought to be defended and what ought not be defended, since the Bible does not, in fact, teach this. So, apologists need to be solid interpreters of Scripture. The apostle Peter warns his readers that some have “twisted” the letters of the apostle Paul and have done so to their own destruction” (2 Pet 3:16).15 Reading Scripture wrongly is serious business before God, according to Jesus:


Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their hands before they eat!”

Jesus replied, “And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? For God said, ‘Honor your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses their father or mother is to be put to death.’ But you say that if anyone declares that what might have been used to help their father or mother is ‘devoted to God,’ they are not to ‘honor their father or mother’ with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition.” (Mt 15:1-6)



Apologists dare not “nullify the word of God” for the sake of tradition or because of bad interpretation or for any other reason. Like Jesus, we need to flush out misunderstandings of Scripture in order to defend the truth of the Bible. Chapter eight takes up some false appropriations of Scripture. But let us here consider some essential considerations for the proper interpretation of the Bible.16

First is the question of translating the Bible. Craig Blomberg’s chapter in this book defends the New Testament documents as historically reliable and that they have been accurately translated over all. I only want to add that to interpret the Bible properly—in order to defend what it means by what it says—one needs to consider three basic philosophies of translation.

Translations such as the King James Version, New American Standard Bible, and the English Standard Version take a word-for-word approach as much as possible and do not explain the significance of some figures of speech that may be foreign to modern readers. The dynamic equivalent approach, used in the New International Version, will sometimes explain a figure of speech instead of literally translating it. A paraphrase, such as the Living Bible, the New Living Translation, or The Message, does not strive for word-for-word accuracy or dynamic equivalence, but rather the sense of a passage using contemporary idioms.

In studying the Bible to discern its meaning, it is best to read the original biblical languages of Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic. However, consulting several translations in comparison is helpful to understanding. As Miles Coverdale wrote in 1538 about the Paris edition of his translation of the New Testament into Latin and English,


For if thou open thine eyes and consider well the gift of the Holy Ghost therein, thou shall see that one translation declareth, openeth and illustrateth another and that in many cases is a plain commentary unto another.17



And by learning the basic principles of interpretation the original meaning the author intended can usually be recovered, understood, and believed. The Bible is not a closed book to those who want to open it (Ps 119; Heb 4:12).

Second, the question of taking the Bible literally is usually dogged by unacknowledged confusion if not obfuscation. The Bible depicts Jesus as lamb and a lion in the book of Revelation. No one takes this to mean that Jesus transmogrified into a lamb or a lion (or some combination) after his ascension when the events of the Apocalypse get cranked up. The issue is not about taking the Bible literarily but taking the Bible seriously given the different kinds of literature it presents. To interpret the resurrection of Jesus metaphorically instead of historically (or literally) would be a grave error.18 But to take one of Jesus’ parables as a historical event would be mistaken as well.

Third, apologists must root their understanding of biblical texts in the intent and cultural background of the original author, as much as this can be discerned. Texts may have implications and assumptions beyond what the authors explicitly state, but the essential meaning of any text is found in the ideas that the author was attempting to convey. When I receive a written card from a friend, I want to know what he was trying to communicate. I want to know his mind on the matters at hand. I should not view his card—or any other written document, whether the Constitution or the liner notes to a sound recording—as a wax nose that I can twist in any direction I want. When you consult a recipe to prepare a dish, you want to know what the cook had in mind. You may improvise in your culinary skills, but you must first read the recipe as it was intended to be written.

Divine inspiration does not contradict this principle, since God works through human authors in their own literary, personal, and historical contexts. The Spirit directed the authors to write what they wrote when they wrote it and for their original audience (2 Pet 1:20-21). God, having made humans in his image and likeness (Gen 1:26), does not shy away from employing human words—whether spoken or written—to make his truth known. We can never directly read the mind of God of know truth exhaustively; but we may plumb the meaning of God’s chosen author in a book in the Bible.

This third point means that any postmodern or deconstructionist readings of the Bible are ruled out in principle. Texts are not elastic in their meaning nor does the reader give a text its meaning.19 Rather, the objective otherness of the text should be accepted as a challenge for understanding. If I try to discern the meaning of a painting, I don’t bring a paint brush with me. If I try to discern the meaning of a poem, I don’t bring white-out with me.

Fourth, recognizing the genre of a biblical books is crucial for fathoming their meaning. For example, a proverb from the book of Proverbs is a generalization that gives us a wise orientation to life. “Work hard and you will proper” is a repeated theme in Proverbs. But we know from our life experiences and from Ecclesiastes that this is not a sure-fire recipe for success, since hard work and talent often go unrewarded in our fallen world “under the sun” (Eccles 9:11). Still, Proverbs gives good advice on many topics.

To take another example, the four Gospels recount the life and teachings of Jesus. Each book is written by a different author and has different audiences in mind. They all address the life of Jesus, and want to get the facts straight for the good of their respective readers (Lk 1:1-4; Jn 21:25). But when we come to an epistle (a letter written by an apostle to a church or to all churches), the literary situation changes, since these letters are occasioned by certain questions and problems in the early church, whether in Corinth or Ephesus. Thus, some of the instructions given may be time-bound (although not arbitrary). When Peter says, “Greet one another with a kiss of love” (1 Pet 5:14), we need not take that as a universal command about kissing in the church. Rather, it was a sign of love and acceptance that has its analogs today in a handshake or an embrace. Thus, we apply the underlying intention of the author, not how he applied that meaning in his first-century culture.20

Fifth, since the one and true God is the primary author of the Bible, all the affirmation of Scripture agree with one another, and all are true. This is known as “the analogy of faith”—the Bible interprets the Bible. For example, a statement in Luke will not contradict a statement in Revelation. When critics claim that “the Bible contradicts itself,” we must ask what the critic has in mind and then consider the basis of the charge. When the apostle James says that we are justified by works and not by faith alone (Jas 2:14-26), on the surface it seems that he is contradicting Paul’s teaching that justification is by faith alone (Eph 2:8). A closer look reveals that James is speaking of the verification or confirmation of our faith when he speaks of works. Good works demonstrate that a true faith is at work in the believer. Paul likewise writes that faith will produce good works (Eph 2:10). Thus, there is no contradiction, and the critic’s mouth is shut (for now).

Sixth, sound biblical interpretation requires an open heart and a sound mind, both of which should be grounded in the power of God himself, who is the God of all truth. To that end, we must beseech God for the skills and humility to read and heed his Word aright and then get busy consulting the proper experts and developing hermeneutical skills. Isaiah said, “Hear the word of the LORD, you who tremble at his word” (Is 66:5). I am not advocating a mystical-magical method by which the Holy Spirit tells us things that are not objectively in the text. On the contrary, the Spirit answers to the Word, since the Word is “God-breathed” (2 Tim 3:16). That same Holy Spirit who inspired the Scripture can, through the principles I have given, illuminate us as to its objective meaning and particular application.

Apologetics and philosophy. Apologetics is an aspect of the philosophy of religion (broadly understood), which is the rational investigation of religious truth claims. Certainly, one may engage in the philosophy of religion as a critic of Christianity (such as William Rowe, Michael Martin, or Graham Oppy) or as an advocate of the Buddhist or Islamic worldviews. However, the Christian apologist employs the tools of the philosophy of religion in service of the Christian worldview.

While apologetics in one sense may be considered a branch of theology, it also walks arm in arm with philosophy. The definition of philosophy is not easy to stuff into a nutshell, but I suggest that philosophy, whatever else it might be, is the investigation of significant truth claims through rational analysis.21 In that light, the necessary and sufficient conditions for being a philosopher (whether good or bad, major or minor, employed or unemployed) are a strong and lived-out inclination to pursue truth about philosophical matters through the rigorous use of human reasoning and to do so with some intellectual facility.

A Christian-qua-apologist, then, must be a good philosopher (even if not a professional philosopher). This is nonnegotiable and indispensable. As a logical and persuasive discipline, the connection of apologetics to philosophy is vital. Those who do not yet believe the Bible typically are not interested in expositions of biblical doctrine per se. Of more pertinence to the unbeliever is whether the arguments under consideration are rationally compelling.

Apologetics and evangelism. The defense of Christianity as objectively true, rationally compelling, and subjectively engaging also plays a leading role in evangelism. Many leading evangelists, such as Billy Graham, make almost no use of apologetics; but Graham did not disparage apologetics. On the other hand, I once spoke with a gifted evangelist who could not fathom why a prominent apologist spent so much time explaining and critiquing postmodernism during his lectures to college audiences before inviting people to convert to Christ. From this man’s perspective, “all this philosophy” was a waste of time that would have been better spent explaining the gospel and giving the “invitation.” I believe this evangelist’s complaint was grounded in a misunderstanding. Apologetics can be used to remove or diminish intellectual obstacles that hinder people from embracing Christ as Lord; thus it serves as pre-evangelism. In some cases—especially in academic settings where unbelief has become second nature for so many—“all this philosophy” is required for evangelism to become even a possibility. J. Gresham Machen (1881–1937), the great biblical scholar and apologist, understood this well in the early twentieth century.


God usually exerts power [for conversion] in connection with certain prior conditions of the human mind, and it should be ours to create, so far as we can, with the help of God, those favourable conditions for the reception of the gospel. False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the reception of the gospel. We may preach with all the fervour of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the nation or of the world to be controlled by ideas which, by the resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion.22



In a time when people are worried about “religion being shoved down their throat,” it is important to draw a distinction between apologetics in service of evangelism and proselytizing. Proselytizing and evangelizing can be used synonymously in some contexts, but proselytizing is usually used pejoratively to mean the exercise of untoward or unethical influence on a person. However, Christian persuasion (involving both apologetics and evangelism), if it is true to Scripture and the Holy Spirit, eschews any undue pressure, personal threats, power plays, coercion, or deception. The goal of conversion does not justify every means of convincing, but only those means that flow from Scripture itself. Christ-like apologetics labors to communicate the truth in love and with wisdom (Eph 4:15). In truly Christian persuasion, one simply seeks to make known the Christian message so that others may hear it, believe it, and live it out.

The results are left to God’s sovereignty and the judgment of those who hear. The apostle Paul sets the standard in his letter to the Thessalonians:


For the appeal we make does not spring from error or impure motives, nor are we trying to trick you. On the contrary, we speak as those approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel. We are not trying to please people but God, who tests our hearts. You know we never used flattery, nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed—God is our witness. (1 Thess 2:3-5; see also Gal 1:10)






THE BIBLICAL JUSTIFICATION FOR APOLOGETICS


Before exploring the rudiments of apologetic method in chapter two, a strong biblical support for apologetics needs to be established, since it seems many Christians deem apologetics unnecessary at best and harmful at worst. Some claim that the ways of God are incorrigibly mysterious and beyond figuring out, thus leaving no place for rational argumentation for Christian truth. “You cannot argue anyone into the kingdom,” it is often said. Yes, an infinitely wise God has myriad ways of getting our attention and revealing his saving truth. But the biblical evidence, as we will see, indicates that arguments in favor of Christianity are one way by which God reaches those in need of God’s provision. The claim that no one is argued into Christianity is simply false. Although reasoning with unbelievers can prove frustrating, this may be more the fault of poor arguments, poor presentations, or poor character than of the fruitlessness of apologetics per se. William Lane Craig and J. P. Moreland, two leading Christian apologists and philosophers with decades of experience, claim that arguments have been pivotal tools in their evangelistic strategies, particularly on college campuses.23 They go further: “To speak frankly, we do not know how one could minister effectively in a public way on our university campuses without training in philosophy.”24 Moreover, noteworthy modern thinkers such as John Warwick Montgomery, C. S. Lewis,25 and Lee Strobel26 trace their conversions to key transformations in their thinking wrought through rational arguments.27 And one should never forget that the conversion of the great Saint Augustine involved sustained philosophical engagement with Christianity.28

The foundation of apologetics is the very character of God. There is but one God, whose nature and revelation must be affirmed and declared by the faithful in the face of multiple counterfeits (Ex 20:1-3). We discover the importance of reasoning regarding religious claims throughout the Old Testament. As Moreland points out,


Regularly, the prophets appealed to evidence to justify belief in the biblical God or in the divine authority of their inspired message: fulfilled prophecy [Is 40–45], the historical fact of miracles [Elijah and prophets of Baal], the inadequacy of finite pagan deities to be a cause of such a large, well-ordered universe compared to the God of the Bible [Jer 10:1-16], and so forth. They did not say, “God said it, that settles it, you should believe it!” They gave a rational defense for their claims.29



This is highlighted by the words of God through Isaiah the prophet, “‘Come now, and let us reason together,’ saith the LORD” (Is 1:18 KJV). We can add that Israel was given rational tests for the prophets. If they denied the religion that had been given to Israel, they were false prophets, even if their predictions came to pass (Deut 13:1-5). If their predictions did not come to pass, they were deemed false prophets (Deut 18:20). The creation account of Genesis 1 may have been written as a polemic or apologetic against the mythical cosmologies of other Near Eastern cultures. Genesis’s emphasis on one Creator who is separate from his nondivine creation radically contradicted the polytheism of surrounding cultures.30 While the ruler of the universe is certainly in a position to issue threats and make pronouncements when needed, he also deigns to reason with his creatures who are made in his image and who, therefore, share (in a finite and fallible way) the ability to reason.




JESUS AS APOLOGETIC EXEMPLAR


Because Jesus, echoing the Hebrew Scriptures, affirmed that we should love God with all of our being, including our minds (Mt 22:37-39), believers should defend God’s truth when it is assailed. Jesus himself did just this throughout his ministry. He was an apologist and a philosopher, although these categories are rarely applied to him today.31

Consider just one example of Jesus’ ability to escape neatly from between the horns of a dilemma when challenged intellectually.32 The Sadducees attempt to spring a trap on Jesus by questioning him about the afterlife. They, unlike the Pharisees, did not believe in life after death, or in angels or spirits (although they were theists), and they granted special authority only to the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. So the Sadducees remind Jesus of Moses’ command “that if a man dies without having children, his brother must marry the widow and raise up offspring for him” (Mt 22:24). Then they propose a scenario in which the same woman is married to and then widowed by seven brothers, none of whom sire any children by her. Then the woman dies. “Now then, at the resurrection, whose wife will she be of the seven, since all of them were married to her?” they ask pointedly (Mt 22:28).

Their argument is brilliant. The Sadducees know that Jesus reveres the law of Moses, as they do. They also know that Jesus, unlike themselves, teaches that there will be a resurrection of the dead. They think that these two beliefs are logically at odds with each other; they cannot both be true. The woman cannot be married to all seven at the resurrection (Mosaic law did not allow for polyandry), nor is there any reason why she should be married to any one out of the seven (thus honoring monogamy). Therefore, they figure, Jesus must either come against Moses or deny the afterlife if he is to remain free from contradiction. They are presenting this as a logical dilemma: either A (Moses’ authority) or B (the afterlife).

Philosopher Michael Martin and others have asserted that Jesus praised uncritical faith and threatened more than he argued.33 If these charges were correct, one might expect Jesus (1) to dodge the question with a pious and unrelated utterance, (2) to threaten hell for those who dare question his authority, or (3) simply to assert two logically incompatible propositions with no hesitation or shame. Instead, Jesus forthrightly says that the Sadducees are in error because they have failed to know the Scripture or the power of God.


At the resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven. But about the resurrection of the dead—have you not read what God said to you, “I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? He is not the God of the dead but of the living. (Mt 22:30-32)



Jesus’ response has an astuteness that may not be obvious. First, he challenges their assumption that belief in the resurrection means that we are committed to believing that all of our premortem institutions will be retained in the postmortem, resurrected world. None of the Hebrew Scriptures teach this, nor did Jesus believe it. Thus, the dilemma dissolves. Jesus states a third option that exposes this false dilemma as such: there is no married state at the resurrection.

Second, as part of his response to their logical trap, Jesus compares the resurrected state of men and women to that of the angels, thus challenging the Sadducees’ disbelief in angels. (Although the Sadducees did not believe in angels, they knew that their fellow Jews who did believe in angels thought that angels did not marry or procreate.)

Third, Jesus cites a text from the Sadducees’ own esteemed Scriptures (Ex 3:6), where God declares to Moses from the burning bush that he is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Jesus could have cited a variety of texts from writings outside the first five books of the Bible in support of the resurrection, such as the prophets (Dan 12:2) or Job (Job 19:25-27), but instead he deftly argues from their own trusted sources, which he also endorsed (Mt 5:17-20; Jn 10:31).

Fourth, Jesus capitalizes on the verb tense of the verse he quotes. God is (present tense) the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, all of whom had already died at the time God uttered this to Moses. God did not cease to be their God at their earthly demise. God did not say, “I was their God” (past tense). God is the God of the living, which includes even the “dead” patriarchs. “When the crowds heard this, they were astonished at his teaching,” for Jesus had “silenced the Sadducees” (Mt 22:33-34).




OTHER BIBLICAL TESTIMONY


Many other examples of Jesus’ intellectual acumen and apologetic savvy may be mustered, but the point is that Jesus unapologetically engaged in apologetics with his sharpest critics. If he is the model for Christians, we should do so as well. Jesus’ apostles and other writers of the New Testament certainly recognized this. Peter admonishes the followers of Jesus to be ready with an answer (apologetic) concerning their hope in the gospel and to present this in a gentle and respectful spirit (1 Pet 3:15-17). Likewise, Paul speaks of coming against arguments that deny the knowledge of God (2 Cor 10:3-5;34 see also Col 2:8-9). Jude joins the chorus by writing, “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt compelled to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to God’s holy people” (Jude 3).

Luke, the author of the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles, recognized the need for certainty on behalf of the original recipient of his Gospel.


Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. (Lk 1:1-4, emphasis added)35



Not only do the writers of the New Testament commend apologetics, they engage in it as well—just as their Master did. The sermons of Peter and Paul recorded in Acts all have a strong apologetic backbone. For the Jews, these apostles develop an apologetic of Jesus as the fulfillment of ancient Jewish prophecy concerning the Messiah. For the Gentiles, the emphasis rests more on the evidence of God’s workings through nature and history in general.36 One sermon of Paul’s deserves a bit more commentary, since it exudes apologetics aptitude.




PAUL IN ATHENS: APOLOGIST EXTRAORDINAIRE


Paul came to Athens after fleeing persecution by the Thessalonians in Berea (Acts 17:13-15). His witness at Athens is the most detailed account in Acts of a Christian teacher challenging non-Jewish thinkers.

Athens in Paul’s day was not at the height of its intellectual, cultural, or military influence, but it was still a cultural powerhouse. It was much like a major college town today. Yet Paul was “greatly distressed” because the city was full of idols (Acts 17:16). But instead of unleashing a thundering condemnation on the Athenians, Paul began to reason with the Jews in the synagogue and with the God-fearing Greeks day by day, as was his custom.

There was “a group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers” in Athens who “began to debate” with Paul (Acts 17:18). Although they wrongly accused him of being a “babbler” (or intellectual plagiarist) who advocated “foreign gods,” they nevertheless invited him to speak to the Areopagus (Acts 17:18-19). This was a prestigious group of thinkers who deemed themselves the custodians of new ideas.

From creation to Creator. Paul found common ground by noting that they were “very religious,” given their many “objects of worship” (Acts 17:22-23). Paul knew this was idolatry, but he used a neutral description in order to build a bridge instead of erecting a wall. We too should be distressed by the emblems of unbelief in our midst, yet we should try to discern and capitalize on points of contact with these other worldviews.

Paul then reports that he had found an altar to “an unknown God” (Acts 17:23). But what they took to be unknown, Paul now declares to them. His declaration (Acts 17:24-31) is a masterpiece of Christian persuasion, the beauty of which cannot be captured in a short space.37 Knowing the perspective of the philosophers he was facing, Paul begins not with the message of Jesus but the biblical doctrine of creation—a belief alien to both Stoics and Epicureans (and to all Greek thought).

Paul affirms that a personal and transcendent God created the entire universe, which depends on him for its continued existence. “He himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else” (Acts 17:24-25; see also Heb 1:3). This sets up a sharp antithesis between Christianity and both philosophical camps. The Stoics believed in an impersonal “world soul”—something like today’s New Age spiritual principle or “the Force” in the Star Wars movies—while the Epicureans believed in several deities who had no interest in humanity.

This Creator, Paul declares, is also closely involved with humanity. He created all people from one man and established the conditions in which they live. He did this so that people “would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of us” (Acts 17:27).

Against the Athenian philosophies, Paul presents a God who is personal, transcendent, immanent, and relational. He conveys all this before uttering a word about Christ. Paul should be our apologetic model here as well. Unless we establish a biblical view of God, people will likely place Jesus in the wrong worldview, taking him to be merely a guru or swami or prophet rather than Lord, God, and Savior (Phil 3:20; Col 2:9).

Finding common ground. Having established the antithesis between “the Lord of heaven and earth” (Acts 17:24) and the false gods of the Athenians, Paul again makes a point of contact with their worldview by citing Greek poets: “‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring’” (Acts 17:28).

Although their fundamental worldview was off base, the Greeks had some sense of the divine as well as their dependence on it. They were partially right, although largely wrong. Given God’s general revelation in creation and conscience (Rom 1–2), Christian witnesses should always try to find the scattered elements of truth embedded within darkened worldviews.

Paul continues by arguing that since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like any humanly crafted image. As Adam Clarke writes,


If we are the offspring of God, He cannot be like those images of gold, silver, and stone which are formed by the art and device of man, for the parent must resemble his offspring. Seeing therefore that we are living and intelligent beings, He from whom we have derived our being must be living and intelligent. It is necessary also that the object of religious worship should be much more excellent than the worshipper; but man is . . . more excellent than an image made of gold, silver, or stone. And yet it would be impious to worship a man; how much more so to worship these images as gods!38



The logic of Paul’s argument is compelling. Furthermore, he makes his case on the basis of the Athenians’ own beliefs about God and humanity. Paul displays an astute apologetic prowess.

Defending the faith. Paul lastly says that in the past God overlooked ignorance about himself, but now “he commands all people everywhere to repent” because he has “set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed.” God has proven this to be true by raising Jesus from the dead (Acts 17:30-31). Acts only gives us a summary of Paul’s speech; he would have spoken far longer than the written text permits. So, we can be sure that Paul explained the full meaning of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection (see 1 Cor 15:1-8).

Paul is not content to give a philosophical lecture comparing the biblical and Greek worldviews. He calls his audience to respond individually and existentially to Jesus Christ. Likewise, apologists today should be alert to when they should invite people to repent and accept the crucified and resurrected Jesus Christ as Lord.

The author, Luke, concludes this remarkable narrative by describing the various reactions: some sneered at Paul, others wanted to hear more, and some became “followers of Paul” (Acts 17:32-34). To win this response from a group of worldly philosophers is a noteworthy achievement.

With Paul as our model, we should be disturbed at the unbelief in our midst. Therefore, we should winsomely, lovingly, and courageously enter the marketplace of ideas as apologists who defend the Christian worldview. We do this by establishing common ground with our audience, distinguishing the Christian worldview from alien philosophies and calling unbelievers to respond rightly to the truth of Jesus Christ.

Establishing a strong justification for the imperative of apologetics is not sufficient for the endeavor, however. The bad man with a good argument is only half clothed. One may have a sword (arguments) but lack a shield (godly character), and thus become vulnerable and ineffective. Therefore, it is wise to consider briefly the spirituality and character of the apologist before looking at the details of apologetic method.39




THE SPIRITUALITY OF THE CHRISTIAN APOLOGIST


Humility is the cardinal virtue of the apologist (and of every Christian). Humility does not require abjuring religious certainty in favor of intellectual timidity. On the contrary, in a verse with multiple applications to apologetics, Paul declares that “the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love and self-discipline” (2 Tim 1:7). Humility recognizes the source of all good things—intellectual and otherwise—as rooted in God’s grace. As such, they are gifts deserving of thanks. It is difficult to be dependent on God and thankful to God while being arrogant. As Andrew Murray points out, human humility is grounded in our very existence as creatures. We are beholden to our Creator for everything and should keep that in the forefront of our minds.40 Humility lives only in love. We love God only because he loved us first; we love others and want them to live as lovers of Christ, only because God loves them and has commissioned us to love them as well. So, the virtues of love—patience, kindness, endurance, forgiveness, truthfulness, and so on—should suffuse and animate all apologetics (1 Cor 13:4-6).

Humility, for the Christian, also stems from our status as forgiven violators of God’s goodness. As such, “You are not your own; you were bought at a price”—the price of Christ’s shed blood and battered body on the cross (1 Cor 6:19-20). If we grow in apologetic ability—or any other area of competence in ministry—without growing in the grace of humility, an ugly arrogance results, which threatens to blunt or even undermine the force of the best apologetics. The apostle Paul, one of the stellar minds of antiquity, knew this well: “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us” (2 Cor 4:7). There is no room for boasting in oneself, as Paul points out: “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal 6:14). Because of our fallen propensity to rest in proper beliefs while letting our spiritual maturity lag behind the truth of what we believe, Paul exhorted Timothy to watch both his life and his doctrine closely (1 Tim 4:16). Apologists must do likewise.




PRAYER AND APOLOGETICS


Humility embraces prayer and lives within its embrace, whether for apologetics or any other enterprise. Paul requested prayer for his outreach to unbelievers (Col 4:2-4; Eph 6:20). The praying and fasting of Paul’s sending church (Acts 13:1-3) were behind his dramatic encounter with a sorcerer, who sought to dissuade Paul and his companions from explaining the gospel to the sorcerer’s superior, Sergius Paulus, an intelligent man who sought out Paul’s teaching (Acts 13:1-12). Paul prevailed in sidelining the sorcerer and converting Paulus through the power of the Holy Spirit and in accord with the prayer and fasting of his sending church.

Prayer enters deeply into every aspect of apologetics. The apologist must pray for wisdom in preparation for apologetic engagement, for the right words and spirit in an apologetic opportunity, and for the audience to receive the truth and respond positively and wisely (see Jn 16:13 and Eph 6:18). Francis Schaeffer affirmed that a solid apologetic is not in competition with prayer for the moving of the Holy Spirit. “When I am talking to an individual, or sitting on a platform talking to 5000 people and answering questions, very often, more often than most people know, I am praying for them.”41

One needs to find courage and zeal for apologetics through prayer (and perhaps fasting). It is easy to become complacent and unfeeling about outreach in a pluralistic culture where we are greeted with the signs of unbelief every day. We are told that life is about possessions, self-esteem, appearance, and fame—and we almost believe it. We are told that all religions are good and that we should pick the one that works best for us—and we almost believe it. The antidote is biblical realism. The gospel is infinitely precious because it is the only way out of sin, death, and hell—and the only way into forgiveness, a new creation in Christ, and eternal life.




SPIRITUAL WARFARE IN APOLOGETIC ENDEAVOR


With forty-five years of experience in not only teaching apologetics to myriad folks in schools and churches, but practicing apologetics on the radio, on television, in the lecture hall, in the classroom, on the street, in the coffee shop and pub, through mail and email, on social media, through debates and panel discussions, I guarantee you that this discipline demands more (but not less) than zeal, intellectual preparation, relational intelligence, and rhetorical skill. Faithful apologetics needs spiritual preparation for spiritual battles.42

The apostle Paul, the veteran and unrivaled apologist, knew it well. Writing to believers in the occult stronghold city of Ephesus (see Acts 19), Paul gives this advice and encouragement to Christians:


Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms (Eph 6:10-12).



Paul had struggled against flesh and blood when he was stoned, arrested, imprisoned, flogged, shipwrecked, betrayed by false brethren, and more. He recounts these terrible hardships in his letters (1 Cor 15:30-32; 2 Cor 11:16-33) and they are narrated in the book of Acts. Despite this, Paul sees the ultimate struggle not to be “against flesh and blood,” but against “evil supernaturalism.”43 So he tells how to prepare for battle.

He urges us to stand our ground by putting on “the full armor of God” (Eph 6:11-18). That armor consists of (1) “the belt of truth”—a deep knowledge of God’s character and will as applied to our lives; (2) “the breastplate of righteousness”—a godly character; (3) “feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace”—a willingness to proclaim the gospel; (4) “the shield of faith”—the protection of complete trust in the Commander in Chief that extinguishes “all the flaming arrows of the evil one;” (5) “the helmet of salvation”—the assurance of a right relationship with God through faith in Christ; (6) “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God”—the offensive weapon of scriptural truth applied to all situations (see Heb 4:12). Paul also adds that we should “pray in the Spirit” that our spiritual suit of armor might not slip off due to inattention to God.44

Psalm 91 also offers rich assurance of the protection of the believer in the “shelter of the Most High” and in the “shadow of the Almighty” (Ps 91:1). It is well worthy of meditation and memorization. The psalmist later declares the believer’s power over evil: “You will tread on the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great lion and the serpent” (Ps 91:13; see also Rom 16:20). As Christians do battle with false ideas that keep people from coming to Christ, they are dealing with power encounters, not just interacting with ideas, individuals, and events. We triumph “‘not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the LORD Almighty” (Zech 4:6; Acts 1:8).

The armor-clad Christian is ready for encounters with the enemy, and there will be encounters any time the gospel is brought to bear on unbelief. Acts 13:1-12 gives us an example of a confrontation between opposing spiritual powers, which is often called a “power encounter.” These verses give us seven principles for spiritual warfare or power over error.

The gospel was spreading like wildfire over the known world, as Jesus’ resurrected power was being unleashed in preaching, healing, signs, and wonders. The kingdom of darkness was being displaced by the kingdom of God. Conflict necessarily ensued. As the church at Antioch was seeking God through prayer and fasting, the Holy Spirit revealed that Paul and Barnabas should be sent out on mission (Acts 13:1-3), the first to the Gentiles. Thus, we need (1) a God-ward orientation to discern God’s call to mission and to receive God’s power over error. The call came through prayer and fasting, not ill-conceived plans. We also need (2) the wisdom of the church to venture out in mission with wisdom. The church was multiethnic and diverse. Simon called Niger was dark-skinned. Manaen had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch (a high-ranking political leader), and so was in the upper ruling class. Although diverse, they united in mission and sent out Paul and Barnabas (see Gal 3:26-28).

When Paul, Barnabas, and John (their helper) embarked on their mission, they had the wisdom and prayer support of their church behind them. They were led by the Holy Spirit to go to Seleucia and sailed from there to Cyrus and eventually to Salamis, where they proclaimed the word of God in the synagogues (Acts 13:4-5). Thus, we find two more principles: (3) we need to proclaim God’s word to find power over error and (4) helpers behind the scenes are vital for ministry.

The story heats up when the team gets to Pathos, where Sergius Paulus, a Roman official, asked to see them because “he wanted to hear the word of God.” He is called “an intelligent man,” and likely needed the kind of apologetic arguments that Paul could marshal. But Elymas the sorcerer (also called Bar-Jesus) “opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith” (Acts 13:7-8). It was then common for political leaders to enlist occult assistance; and this was part of the demonic design that Jesus came to destroy. Another principle for spiritual warfare emerges: (5) the power of error opposes the truth of the gospel.

Then Paul, filled with the Spirit, sprang into spiritual action. Staring him down and condemned him as a “child of the devil” hell bent on “perverting the right ways of the Lord” (Acts 13:10). Paul then pronounced that he would be shut up by being blinded for a time. And he was. At this, the proconsul “believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord” (Acts 13:12). In this encounter we find two more principles for spiritual warfare related to outreach: (6) A Spirit-filled and biblical-informed Christian challenges error courageously. Paul did not back down, but used his Spirit-led authority to get the sorcerer out of the way. We may not have this kind of authority, but we need tenacity in the face of opposition to stand our ground and speak the truth. Lastly, (7) God’s work in God’s way finds power over error, but this does not eliminate hardships and setbacks in our mission (Acts 14:22). Getting this far was not easy for the team, but they prevailed and won a convert.




THE GOAL OF APOLOGETICS: CONVERSION AND INTELLECTUAL CONFIDENCE


Biblically understood, conversion is a radical turn away from sin, selfishness, and Satan, and a turn toward God and his kingdom. This incorporates the whole person, not merely the intellect. However, there is no reason to follow and obey the God of the Bible unless Christianity is true and worth obeying. If it were false, it would not matter how attractive it might be. If it were true but unimportant, why should anyone even care?45 Therefore, conversion is necessarily intellectual and involves cognitive assent to propositions taken to be objectively true. For this to occur, we must understand what the gospel requires of a person and on what basis it requires it. This understanding is classically known as notitia. One cannot be a Christian without knowing what Christianity actually is. Here the Christian worldview and doctrine are primary. Any candidate for conversion should believe that (1) God exists as a holy being before whom all humans are held morally accountable for their transgressions (sins); (2) the malady of sin is so deep and pervasive that any rectification of the problem must come from outside of our wounded and rebellious beings; (3) God, the loving and just author of salvation, sent his only Son, Jesus Christ, to live the perfect life we cannot live and to make atonement for our sin in order to provide the way of reconciliation between us and God; (4) the reality of this work was vindicated by Christ’s resurrection from the dead. The path of forgiveness and restoration is open to all, but only by faith alone and only through the finished work of Jesus Christ alone.46

Only if we believe in the truth of the Christian message will we be able to trust the object of that message: God as revealed in and through Jesus Christ. This component of faith is fiducia, or trust; it is closely related to belief, but involves more than bare assent. It includes entrusting oneself in an existential act to Christ and his cause. While Scripture speaks of the need to “believe” in God, it also speaks of those who “received” him (Jn 1:12). A person believes that certain biblical propositions are objectively true; then the person subjectively appropriates these truths as his or her own. In so doing, the person gives allegiance to the object of these truths: Christ himself. Trust in this case may be likened to marriage. A lover believes many favorable things about his or her beloved before marriage, but only becomes married after sincerely affirming “I do” and giving oneself to that partner.

Faith in Christ, biblically understood, guides and inspires a new way of knowing, being and doing. It has effects that James summarizes as “good works” (Jas 2:14-26; see also Eph 2:9). These works—which include inward renovation, both intellectual and moral, as well as outward behavior—are not the basis or warrant for one’s favorable standing with God. That status comes by grace alone and is received by faith alone in Christ alone (Eph 2:8-9; Titus 3:5). However, where faith takes root, fruit takes hold and grows (Mt 7:15-23). This understanding is vital for apologetics because of the widespread problem of false conversions and nominal Christianity. Given biblical criteria, far more Americans claim to be Christians than are truly glory bound. Apologetics aims at conversion, not generic spirituality or religious externalism. Conversion requires repentance, as Jesus and John the Baptist and all the Hebrew prophets made so clear (Mt 4:17). While a call to repentance might be thought more the job of evangelism, it factors into apologetics for two reasons. First, apologetics labors to present the Christian worldview. One aspect of that worldview is that people are disordered in their passions, self-centered, guilty before a holy God, and in need of radical forgiveness and transformation. Repentant faith is the way into new life in Christ.47 Second, apologetics should show that repentance makes sense because Christianity is true, rational and, in Pascal’s sense, “attractive”—it promises our “true good.” This true good is the restoration of the person through the achievements of Jesus Christ.

Apologetics also equips questioning or doubting Christians to find the intellectual confidence to be a wise witnesses to the truth of the gospel. As Christians master apologetic arguments, their knowledge of the truth and rationality of their beliefs increases, thus giving them a stronger platform for explaining and defending “the good news of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24). The Christian’s goal should be to gain “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” concerning the Christian worldview (Col 2:3).




DIALOGICAL AND CONTEXTUAL APOLOGETICS


The articulation of a sound philosophical method of apologetics is the burden of chapter three. However, I conclude this chapter by relating some practical issues of apologetics pertaining to opportunities, dialogue, discernment, and context.48

Apologists need gigs, and Christianity needs an audience. To that end, those convinced of the apologetic imperative should seek out as many forums to present the Christian faith as possible. Because we do not know which opportunities will materialize, we should cast a broad net over many territories (Eccles 11:1-6).49 Apologetics needs to speak to people’s condition where they are. Thus, after developing apologetic skills in the arguments, apologists ought to develop their skills in finding venues in which to practice their art. Like Paul, they should pray and seek to make the gospel known in new places and in new ways (Rom 15:20). And they should be willing to fail. I have ventured many apologetic possibilities that never happened. But I am undaunted. I have asked two secular philosophers to read the first edition of Christian Apologetics. I would read their books defending another viewpoint. We could then publish our respective findings in a journal. They both declined. I could go on, but I am undaunted in my creative efforts. Many of my ideas for outreach have met with success.

The forums for apologetic presentation are legion, and we should use our sanctified imaginations to figure out new ways to present ancient truths. However, some forums are, in a sense, static. One publishes an argument, either in a book, an article, a letter to the editor, a tract, a posting to a webpage or blog, or through some other written form—and that’s that.50 These statements may elicit a response, which in turn can be responded to by the apologist, but the dialogical aspect is usually minimal. Other forums are more dialogical because they involve direct discussion. These include face-to-face meetings, lectures with a question-answer session, debates, letters, emails, social media, phone calls, and so on.51 Although dialogue can devolve into a pointless exchange of mere opinion with little intellectual challenge, it need not do so. The spirit of persuasive dialogue was alive in the teaching and preaching of Paul throughout the book of Acts. Paul rationally engaged Jew and Gentile, common person, royalty, and philosopher—all for the cause of Christ. This, in fact, is true for all the outreach in Acts. As Ajith Fernando says, “All the messages recorded in Acts had a strong apologetic content.”52

We can seek similar dialogues with unbelievers of all sorts. These dialogues necessarily involve all of the virtues requisite to apologetics discussed previously. Especially important is the humility that involves the willingness to listen and temper our responses to the intellectual and spiritual condition of the one who is engaged. This requires certain relational skills as well as worldview discernment. Love for the lost also carries a cost for the apologist, as Schaeffer noted: “This kind of [apologetic] communication is not cheap. To understand and speak to sincere but utterly confused twentieth-century people is costly. It is tiring; it will open you to temptations and pressures. Genuine love, in the last analysis, means a willingness to be entirely exposed to the person to whom we are talking.”53

In defending and commending the faith, Christians need to detect exactly what their dialogue partners believe about reality. While the technical discussion of worldviews falls into set categories—theism, deism, pantheism, naturalism, polytheism—people’s beliefs are not always that well categorized. Through hundreds of interviews over a period of twenty years, my students in Christian apologetics at Denver Seminary have found that people often hold a smorgasbord of beliefs that do not easily fit into any unified worldview. There may be a dash of Christianity (left over from Sunday school), heaps of New Age spirituality (for personal enrichment), a dose of naturalism (about scientific matters) and, of course, substantial seasoning by relativism (which is everywhere). The savvy apologist must shift through this welter of conflicting beliefs through intent listening, as well as caring but challenging responses. The apologist should reveal that he or she is trying to understand what the unbeliever’s beliefs are, how these beliefs relate to each other, and how they are connected to the external world and the individual’s life.

Once a person’s worldview has been identified, the apologist should work on establishing common ground with the unbeliever in order to move closer to the Christian perspective. If the unbeliever is an atheist, we must start from scratch and argue for theism. However, the atheist may (inconsistently) believe in objective moral truth. If so, there is significant common ground. If the unbeliever is a theist, but not a Christian theist, then the emphasis will be on things unique to Christian theism, particularly the incarnation.

But besides worldview detection and looking for points of common ground, we need relational wisdom as to when and how to present arguments for Christian truth. Apologetic “dumping” or “blasting” with little concern for the state of the soul of the unbeliever may relieve pent-up tension and display the apologist’s knowledge, but it does little to bring anyone closer to eternal salvation. Some people are quite ready to get an earful of Christian truth; others are so closed that one must retreat and restrategize for another occasion.54 We need discernment into the human heart for wise apologetics, as Pascal highlighted: “We think playing upon man is like playing upon an ordinary organ. It is indeed an organ, but strange, shifting and changeable. Those who know only to play an ordinary organ would never be in tune on this one. You have to know where the keys are.”55

Another crucial matter for apologetic encounters is context or situation. Since our culture places little value on genuine intellectual dialogue and discourse (which takes time, effort, and discipline), we must deliberately seek out contexts in which these ideals may be lived out. Although we may find ourselves in apologetic discussions “on the fly” in less than ideal situations (God often engineers such divine appointments), the best intellectual environment is usually one in which there is silence and time to reflect and discuss the things that matter most. This ambience should be as free as possible from distracting stimuli—particularly electronic screens—and the hurried and harried atmosphere of contemporary culture.56 Silence, however, is a rich atmosphere for rationally engaging truth, and should be cultivated.

The virtues of hospitality and conviviality loom large on the apologetic horizon. Opening up one’s home for discussions with unbelievers is ideal. Sadly, however, it is infrequent, given the breakdown of community and the tendency to “cocoon” inside one’s home, spending more time in front of the home entertainment center than with other humans in conversation about what matters most. Much of the success of Francis and Edith Schaeffer’s ministry in reaching unbelievers came as a result of inviting unbelievers to live with them at their L’Abri ministry in the Swiss Alps.57 Of course, few of us have chalets in the Alps, but the principle of closely associating with and loving unbelievers holds true nevertheless.

Exemplary apologetic endeavor can be summed up in a fivefold alliteration. The Christian apologist should be competent (in argument) and thus confident (in attitude) and courageous (in witness). These apologetic skills should be demonstrated with compassion (for the lost) and creativity (for the broadest reach possible).




THE SUM OF THE MATTER: DEFEND THE TRUTH


We must earnestly endeavor to know the truth of the biblical worldview and to make it known with integrity to as many people as possible with the best arguments available. To know God in Christ means that we desire to make Christian truth available to others in the most compelling form possible. To be created in God’s rational, moral, and relational image means that our entire being should be aimed at the glorification of God in Christian witness. A significant part of that witness involves Christian apologetics.











[image: CHAPTER TWO Apologetic Method Evaluating Worldviews]


MUCH INK HAS BEEN SPILLED OVER APOLOGETIC METHODOLOGY and studying the history of apologetics is fruitful for developing faithful apologetics today, but it is not the burden of this chapter.1 Various apologetics schools have contended that their way is superior to others. Some apologists have spent as much or more time attempting to refute their fellow apologists’ methods than they have in attempting to bring apologetics to the people who need it most: unbelievers and doubting followers of Jesus. Evangelist Dwight L. Moody was once criticized by another Christian for his approach to evangelism. Moody’s response was that he liked the way he did evangelism better than the way his critics didn’t do evangelism. This lesson applies to apologetic method as well. Apologists who only talk to each other about apologetics are not talking to the right people.

Apologetics means philosophical engagement, and philosophy trades on logic. Therefore, a brief discussion of basic logical principles is imperative. Some Christians have disparaged the use of logic in either defining or defending Christian faith on the basis that logic is “merely human” and that we cannot limit God in this way. Worse yet, they have claimed that whatever benefit there may be in logic, it has been defaced by the fall such that the human mind cannot grasp God through reasoning. On this understanding, faith means believing something without or against evidence and logic. Faith may even be taken as inversely related to evidence and logic. The less evidence and logic, the more need for faith; the more evidence, the less need for faith. Therefore, the highest and most commendable faith has the slimmest foundation in evidence and logic. This position is known as fideism or “faith-ism.” I will return to fideism later in the chapter; but first we need to establish the indispensability of basic logic for apologetics.


LAWS OF LOGIC: NOT JUST GOOD IDEAS, BUT THE LAW


The logic of truth begins with the logic of the law of noncontradiction. First codified (but not invented) by Aristotle, this law states, “Nothing can both be and not be at the same time in the same respect.”2 Nothing can possess incompatible properties; that is, nothing can be what it is not. For example, Jesus cannot be both sinless and sinful. If there is exactly one God, there cannot be many gods. This logical principle is not the unique possession of Christianity; it is a truth of all creation. God ordained us to think in this way because the world operates this way. Despite what some theologians have claimed, Christian faith does not require that we somehow transcend this law (or any law) of logic. God is consistent and cannot lie. God cannot deny himself or assert what is false, nor can he make something both true and false in the same way at the same time. This is no limit on God; it is a virtue.

Those who claim that this basic principle of thought is false must assert this principle in order to deny it. In so doing, they make a mockery out of all thought, language, communication and the very notion of truth. Consider the statement “The law of noncontradiction is false.” For this statement itself to be true, it must contradict its opposite: that is, that the law of noncontradiction is true. But in so doing, it must affirm the dichotomy of truth and falsity—which is the very thing that the law of noncontradiction itself affirms. Some think that modern physics has done away with the principle of noncontradiction because light behaves like both a wave and a particle. But this is false. The discovery of quantum electrodynamics (QED) near the turn of the last century showed that light is essentially made up of particles but that all elementary particles are capable of “wave-like” behavior. By showing in a logically consistent manner how light was capable of behaving like a wave on some occasions and a particle on others, this breakthrough produced one self-consistent paradigm that satisfactorily resolved the confounding puzzle of “wave-particle duality.”3

Some may argue that since there are situations that involve self-contradictory elements, the law of noncontradiction is not universally true. Someone may be conflicted as to whether to study philosophy or to play video games, for example. So, that person wants to perform both A and non-A. But contradictory elements in tension with each other in our minds do not constitute logical contradictions “in which one and the same thing both is and is-not at the same time and in the same respect.”4

The law of noncontradiction combined with the specificity of Christian truth claims and the high stakes involved in choosing whether to believe in Christ means that truth for the Christian is confrontational. While the postmodern world beholds the great welter of lifestyles, trends, and façades, and can only utter “whatever” with a smirk, a slouch, and a yawn, the followers of “the Way” (Acts 9:2) cannot be so nonchalant and easily pacified.

The law of excluded middle trades on the same essential insight as the law of noncontradiction by stating that any factual statement and its denial cannot both be true. Either Jehovah is Lord or he is not Lord. Either Buddha was enlightened or he was not. There is no middle option. Jesus assumes this principle when he warns that “no one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money” (Mt 6:24). Some may protest that not everything is black or white; some things are gray; so the principle does not hold universally. It is true that everything is not black or white; but the law of excluded middle does not reduce everything to binary relationships. Rather, it affirms that no statement and its denial can both be true: a statement cannot be both gray or not gray.5

The law of bivalence states that any unambiguous declarative statement is either true or false—not neither true nor false and not both true and false. (Statements with intended double meanings, meaningless statements, or ambiguous statements do not fall under this principle because they fail to assert any one thing.) The statement “Muhammad is the seal of the prophets” is either true or false. The statement “Jesus was God in the flesh” is either true or false. Moreover, both of these statements cannot be true because of the law of noncontradiction. Muhammad cannot be the last and greatest of the prophets (“the seal of the prophets”) if he was fundamentally mistaken about Jesus’ identity. However, both of these statements could be false if there is no God, since there would be no God-inspired prophets and no divine incarnation.

Some have disputed the law of bivalence by claiming that sentences may have many meanings, depending on the interpretation. Thus, a sentence cannot be either true or false if it has many meanings, each of which has its own truth value. But this objection misses the point, since the law does not address questions of interpretation (hermeneutics) but the truth value of a statement once its meaning is determined. When the meaning is fixed, the truth value is strictly binary—true or false.

One final principle rounds out the logic menu. The law of identity simply states that something is what it is: A = A. A thing is itself and nothing other than itself. If we say, “You’re not yourself today!” we don’t violate the principle of identity. We mean, rather, that you are acting out of character, acting strangely or unexpectedly, given what we know about you. The person is still identical to him- or herself even if he or she is acting strangely. Nor does this law deny the fact that things change over time. What it denies is that something cannot be what it isn’t at any given time. I cannot be sixty-three years old and sixty-two years old at the same time.

Some multiculturalists and critical theorists have claimed that basic logical principles are Western or male and thus not universally valid.6 Worse yet, laws of logic have been impugned as “too white” and thus oppressive to people of color. To assert their universality is to engage in a kind of intellectual imperialism or cognitive colonialism. To insist on their universality is wrong and narrow-minded. However, the last statement, in order to be meaningful at all, must assume the principle of noncontradiction as necessarily true. So, it refutes itself. Furthermore, the foundational principles of logic are not the property of any one ethnic or religious group. Paul Griffiths, a noted scholar of Buddhism as well as a Christian philosopher, puts the lie to the idea that there is a special “Buddhist logic” distinct from Western logic. Reflecting on his experience in reading the first-millennium Indian Buddhist writers, he says:


I immediately felt a great sense of familiarity, of recognition. Here was a philosophical tradition I could recognize, feel at home with, understand. Here was a tradition for which virtually all of the philosophical questions which had troubled me and my tradition—questions about knowledge, truth, personal identity, language, and reference—were burning issues. Here, I felt, was a tradition which also placed great stress upon the probative significance of valid arguments with true premises.7



These observations fit the biblical claim that all humans are made in the divine image and so think in essentially similar ways, despite significant cultural differences.8 This fact should give us confidence to develop a fundamental apologetic method that reliably trades on logic and develops arguments rationally.




KNOWLEDGE, SCRIPTURE, AND EPISTEMOLOGY


The aim of apologetics is to justify Christian truth claims as items of knowledge. Christianity is foundationally a knowledge tradition.9 It must transmit the knowledge of what matters most from generation to generation if it is to survive in perpetuity. Hence, the biblical emphasis on sound teaching and earnest learning as expressed in the Mosaic covenant.


These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your God directed me to teach you to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess, so that you, your children and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as long as you live by keeping all his decrees and commands that I give you, and so that you may enjoy long life. (Deut 6:1-2)



Jesus, who inaugurated the new covenant in his blood, continued this tradition of transmitting knowledge. After his resurrection, he received the worship of his eleven disciples. He then gave a command and commission.


All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. (Mt 28:18-20; see also Lk 24:44-49; Acts 1:8)



This is fitting, since in Christ are found “the full riches of complete understanding” and “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col 2:2-3).

But what is knowledge? The biblical record does not address the definition of knowledge as technically as philosophy does, but we will consider both the biblical perspective on knowledge and the philosophical contribution briefly.

Scripture teaches that God is the source of all truth and makes truth known to people in various ways. This is summed up by the psalmist: “In your light we see light” (Ps 36:9). God reveals himself as Creator through nature (Ps 19:1-4; Rom 1:18-21). The incarnation of Christ has made the Father known (Jn 1:18). God morally judges people by what they know or could have known (Rom 1–2). The wise person seeks and finds knowledge, while fools despise wisdom and instruction. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom and knowledge (Prov 1:7; 9:10). Theological knowledge should be guarded and protected from contamination with error (2 Tim 2:14-26; 1 Jn 4:1-6). We are responsible to know what we ought to know (Heb 5:11-14) and we are responsible for how we handle that knowledge and put it into practice. Given the value of his knowledge of the gospel, Paul says, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Cor 9:16).

Epistemology gives us two basic accounts of knowledge: internalism and externalism. First, let us consider internalism. For someone S to have the knowledge of any proposition P, three conditions must obtain. (1) S must believe that P is true, (2) P must be true, and (3) S must have justification or good reason for believing that P is true. Knowledge requires something internal to the knower in addition to S’s belief that P.10

Second, an externalist account of knowledge requires conditions (1) and (2), but not (3). For reasons that need not detain us for our purposes, externalists claim that one can satisfy conditions (1)–(3) and not have knowledge.11 Something more is needed. On this account, S can have knowledge of P even without knowing (or being able to know) the externalist feature that provides justification for P, though that feature must be present.12 For this reason, an externalist believes that knowledge is conferred when S is situated properly in an overall environment in which S’s properly functioning noetic equipment delivers true belief.

On my view, truth is dependent on something outside of S’s belief—a fact or, more technically, a truth maker.13 However, knowledge is secured by cognitive justification for a true belief; and this justification, together with the truth of the belief in question, is necessary and sufficient for knowledge. Even the externalist needs to make an essentially internalist case for externalism.14 In any event, the task of apologetics is to give sufficient reasons for believing Christianity to be true: that is, that one can know it is true.15




WORLDVIEW HYPOTHESIS EVALUATION: BUILDING A CUMULATIVE CASE


I take the best method of apologetic reasoning to be worldview hypothesis evaluation and verification through a cumulative-case method. That is, the apologist makes her case by using sound arguments from a variety of disciplines, each of which contributes to the rationality of the Christian worldview. So, this book considers evidence for the Christian God from a variety of sources. This method is not a one- or two-step process, but involves a unified collection of interlacing arguments, each of which address some aspect of God’s character and how he has revealed himself. It is important to defend Christianity as a worldview instead of merely addressing particular attacks on some aspect of Christianity, since many today reject the whole intellectual system of Christianity, not merely isolated claims within it.16

The Christian worldview is taken as a large-scale hypothesis (or metanarrative) that attempts to explain what matters most better than its worldview rivals. Thus, apologetics argues that Christianity is the best explanation for the existence and form of the cosmos, for the human condition, for morality, and more. The next section will stipulate criteria for verifying or falsifying a worldview hypothesis. Some might balk at regarding Christian faith as a hypothesis, since it is a living relationship with God to which one is absolutely committed. To some, Christianity as a hypothesis sounds too tentative, clinical, and academic. Let me explain.

When we commend the Christian worldview, we cannot transfer our own attitude toward that worldview to those who do not share it. To unbelievers, Christianity is not yet believed to be true. It is merely a possibility (at best). So, that is how it should be presented to them. Second, any worldview should be put forth as a hypothesis because it presents itself as a candidate for the most important truths. A worldview hypothesis is a broad-ranging theory of everything, in that it tries to account for the nature and meaning of the universe and its inhabitants. While worldviews can be dissected intellectually, they also reflect and address the orientation of one’s innermost being—that is, the heart. Thus, while the commendation of the Christian worldview is necessarily an intellectual enterprise, it should also take stock of the biases, prejudices, loves, and hates that lie at the root of the human being.17

How does one present an argument for the Christian worldview as the best hypothesis? The answer is: carefully, slowly, and piece by piece. First, the hypothesis needs to be formulated clearly. For apologetics, this means paying close attention to the components and implications of the Christian worldview, with an eye for detecting false stereotypes and caricatures.18 Second, identify the worldviews that are potential rivals to Christianity. These will be the worldviews that are plausible—or “live hypotheses,” to use William James’s term.19 A plausible worldview is one that holds interest and appeal for a significant number of people at a particular time and place. So, Islam is plausible in Iran, while secular humanism is plausible in the United States. Plausibility should not be confused with credibility, which deals with whether or not any claim is true and rational.20 The credibility of a worldview is determined by whether or not arguments marshaled in its favor are compelling and logically coherent. A worldview that is socially plausible may not be intellectually credible.

The major worldviews that have vied for acceptance throughout history are monotheism, deism, dualism, polytheism, pantheism, and naturalism. Today in the West, monotheism (particularly Christianity and Islam), naturalism, and pantheism are the most plausible worldview contenders, although some argue for dualism (in the form of Gnosticism) and polytheism (of a Mormon variety). Of course, each worldview has various versions with differing aspects. For example, both Islam and Christianity are monotheistic, but Christianity affirms, while Islam denies, that God is a Trinity and that Jesus Christ is God incarnate. The third and final step in presenting an apologetic argument for the Christian worldview is to apply the same criteria or tests of truth to each of the contending worldviews.

Some argue that the criteria for finding truth are worldview dependent. That is, each worldview defines for itself what will count as a test for truth. Therefore, these criteria cannot be used to assess competing worldviews. Missionary and apologist Lesslie Newbigin, for example, claimed that criteria for truth are worldview dependent. I have critiqued his view in some detail elsewhere, but suffice to say that if each worldview sets up its own test for truth, then apologetics becomes impossible.21 For example, a Christian might say that the Trinity is an utter mystery and cannot be logically explained, yet insist that if a defining doctrine of another worldview is “an utter mystery logically,” then that worldview must be rejected. But this will not do. If we allow opaque mysteries in our own worldview, we have to allow them everywhere. Or if we demand logical consistency in other worldviews, we must demand it of our own. That is, the criteria for rational evaluation must be objective. Special pleading should be apologetically out of bounds.

Without objective criteria, each worldview would be hermetically sealed off from other worldviews, since each would have its own truth claims and its own ways of verifying them. But if Christians desire to demonstrate the truth and rationality of Christianity to those who hold other worldviews, they must apply objective criteria to the contending worldviews. If none are given, there is no apologetic, but only preaching.

Christians do have and use rational criteria that are dependent on their worldview, but these are not pertinent to apologetics, but rather to testing the spirits. For example, John says that we must test the spirits to determine whether they are from God. The test (or criterion) is christological (see 1 Jn 4:1-6). But this test depends on the idea that Christianity is true. As such, any spirit that denies that “Jesus has come in the flesh” is not of God and is of the antichrist. However, it makes no apologetic sense to say to a Muslim, “1 John 4 says your teaching is antichrist. Therefore, it is false.” This statement is biblical and true, but it carries no apologetic weight, since the Muslim will deny the truth of 1 John in favor of the teachings of the Qur’an. The discussion must switch to an apologetic for Christianity as true and Islam as false where it contradicts Christianity.

Before discussing the eight criteria for worldview evaluation, let us consider the difference between constructive and negative apologetics. Constructive apologetics (usually called positive apologetics) builds a case for Christian theism by arguing that Christianity best fits the appropriate criteria for worldview assessment. The central point of this book is constructive apologetics. Most chapters will construct a case for Christian theism. Here the apologist is on the offensive. On the other hand, the term negative apologetics can be used in two ways. First, when another worldview claims to be rationally superior to Christianity (such as naturalism or pantheism), it is appropriate to evaluate that worldview against appropriate criteria in order to show its logical deficiencies in relation to Christianity. We will argue in this way as well. This is an offensive approach because it brings non-Christian worldviews into question. Second, negative apologetics may mean critiquing other worldviews. This is sometimes called polemics. If a genuine objection is brought against Christianity—for example, that it is nothing but wish fulfillment, lacking objective reality—that challenge should be rebutted. The obstacle or roadblock to faith should be removed through argument. This is a defensive strategy. Later chapters will defend Christian theism against religious pluralism (which challenges Christianity’s uniqueness and supremacy) and the problem of evil (which challenges the coherence of a worldview that affirms the coexistence of evil and God’s goodness and power).22

The following criteria should be applied to all types of apologetic engagement. I take these criteria to be intuitively obvious, since they are employed in any area of life where hypotheses are advanced and tested. For each criterion I will first give a general explanation of the criterion and then follow with a more formal statement.




CRITERIA FOR WORLDVIEW EVALUATION


The first test of any worldview is that it explains what it ought to explain. A worldview has a broad reference range; it attempts to map the rudiments of reality comprehensively. If it gives us no explanation for important aspects of life—matters pertaining to meaning, morality, and mortality—something is amiss, since these questions are perennial and pertinent. Although there are limits to the kinds of explanations that finite mortals can give, it is not appropriate to invoke “mystery” or “paradox” too often when defending a worldview. Otherwise you cannot defend it at all.


Criterion 1. If a worldview asserts an essential proposition X, and X is utterly mysterious or unintelligible and sheds no light on anything (it is a bare assertion), then the assertion of X is a rational strike against that worldview.



In the following chapters I will argue that at key points both naturalism and pantheism fall into this error because they cannot explain key features of the universe and human persons. But Christians may fall headlong into this pit as well when they play the “mystery card” promiscuously. Some Christians, when called on the logic of the Trinity (How can three be one?) and the incarnation (How can an infinite God become a finite human?), simply affirm these doctrines as paradoxes or mysteries.23 If this is all that can be said, then two defining features of Christian monotheism have no explanatory value and are concepts that seem contradictory. This does not bode well for apologetics, theology, or anything else constructive for the Christian cause.24

The second criterion is internal logical consistency. The essential or constitutive elements of any worldview must accord with one another without contradiction. By “essential or constitutive element,” I mean a conceptual plank in a worldview that is necessary for the worldview itself. For example, the ideas of karma and reincarnation are essential and constitutive elements of Hinduism (in all its various schools). Internal consistency of all the essential elements of a worldview is a necessary test for every worldview, but it is not sufficient to establish any worldview as true and rational. A worldview might be internally consistent but fail to accurately describe objective reality. Internal inconsistency, however, is a sufficient indicator that a worldview is false.


Criterion 2a. If a worldview affirms X, Y, and Z as essential elements of that worldview, and none of these individual elements contradicts another essential element, the worldview may be true because it is not logically inconsistent.

Criterion 2b. If a worldview affirms X, Y, and Z as essential elements, and any of these elements contradict another essential element (say X contradicts Y), or is self-contradictory, this worldview is necessarily false because it is logically inconsistent.



Not all inconsistencies within a worldview are fatal to a worldview. For example, a critic may charge that Christianity is false because some Christians baptize infants and some baptize only those who profess faith in Christ. But baptism, while part of Christian discipleship and indispensable in some form, is not at the core of the Christian worldview; and a specific form of baptism is not essential to the Christian worldview. It is true that both those who baptize infants and those who do not hold opposing beliefs, both of which cannot be correct. But whoever holds the incorrect view of baptism has not invalidated the essential Christian worldview in so doing. People hold worldviews, and people make honest mistakes. Worldviews should always be evaluated in their best representative forms, notwithstanding the idiosyncrasies of their adherents.

The third criterion by which worldviews should be evaluated is coherence or cohesiveness. This test is related to consistency, but moves beyond it to speak of the essential propositions of a worldview being tightly interrelated and conceptually linked. A collection of noncontradictory ideas is not sufficient to form a coherent worldview. Consider these statements:


	1. Willie Mays was the best defensive center fielder in the history of baseball.


	2. John Coltrane was the best tenor saxophonist in the history of jazz.


	3. Alaska is the largest state in the United States.




These statements are all consistent logically. However, this triad of isolated facts is hardly a coherent or cohesive worldview, since the truth of these statements is not part of a larger interlocking explanation of reality.25 Now consider Christian claims about God, humans, and salvation. God is a personal being who created humans in his image. The metaphysics of God and humans are closely related on this account. Humans fell into sin against God, but God provided atonement through his own actions in Christ. Again, the being and the behavior of God are interrelated with the human condition. And so on. Like consistency, coherence and cohesiveness are a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for the truth of a worldview. To take an obvious example, the mythical world of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is very coherent and cohesive, but imaginary.26


Criterion 3. If a worldview’s essential propositions are coherent and cohesive (meaningfully interconnected conceptually), it is more likely to be true than if its essential propositions are not related in this way.



The fourth criterion is factual adequacy. This concerns the historical and empirical dimensions of life. A worldview may be internally consistent yet inconsistent with respect to the reality it attempts to describe. For example, Buddhism, Hinduism, and some forms of naturalism claim that the universe is eternal; it did not come into being out of nothing, as is affirmed by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. If there is strong scientific and philosophical evidence that the universe came into being out of nothing (as I will argue), then any worldview denying this is factually inadequate on this essential point.

Worldviews often disagree over historical—as well as cosmic—facts. For example, Islam denies that Jesus Christ claimed to be divine and instead teaches that the idea of his deity is a later distortion of the church. The New Testament affirms that Jesus did claim deity, and Christianity confesses the deity of Christ at the very center of its worldview. Both claims, of course, cannot be true—although both could be false if Jesus never existed at all.27 The resolution of the conflict must come by arguments over historical facts and their proper interpretation.


Criterion 4. The greater the extent to which a worldview’s essential factual claims can be established by various empirical, scientific, and historical methods, the greater is the likelihood that this worldview is true.



Existential viability is the fifth criterion. This is a kind of factual adequacy, but focuses on the inner reality of human beings.28 Simply because a person claims that a certain worldview “works for me” does not mean this worldview is existentially viable. To claim that a worldview is existentially viable means that it can be affirmed without philosophical hypocrisy. Moral hypocrisy should be distinguished from philosophical hypocrisy. Moral hypocrisy involves failing to live up to a livable standard and then failing to admit this failure to self and others.29 This manner of hypocrisy testifies to the bad character of the person, but it does not necessarily bring the worldview of that person into question. Philosophical hypocrisy requires a person to engage in perpetual doublethink in order to live according to his or her worldview. Consider any worldview—such as Christian Science or most forms of New Age spirituality—that affirms that there is no objective evil in the world. Apparent evil is merely in the mind, a lower form of consciousness. The adherent of such an evil-denying worldview must always redefine and dismiss evil as unreal or illusory. Rape or murder cannot be condemned as truly evil. Who can consistently live on that basis? On another score, if a worldview affirms that (1) life has no purpose, (2) death is the end of the person, and (3) one should live joyfully and hopefully, this worldview may also be existentially unlivable (as well as internally inconsistent).30


Criterion 5a. For a worldview to be a likely candidate for truth, its essential propositions must be existentially viable.

Criterion 5b. If a worldview leads habitually to philosophical hypocrisy, it is rationally disqualified, since this indicates that it does not correspond to reality.



Related to livability, but put more positively, is the sixth criterion, intellectual and cultural fecundity. If a worldview is (1) truly explanatory, (2) internally consistent, (3) coherent and cohesive, (4) factually adequate, and (5) existentially viable, then it should (6) inspire cultural and intellectual discovery, creativity, and productivity. If a worldview fits reality, it should motivate its followers to embrace and master that reality with confidence and energy. J. P. Moreland captures this idea in his reflections on the nature of truth and its power: “This is why truth is so powerful. It allows us to cooperate with reality, whether spiritual or physical, and tap into its power.”31

Today, Christianity is blamed for nearly every societal ill, but until about sixty years ago, apologetics books often cited the beneficial consequences of Christianity on world history as an evidence of its truth. For example, the 1911 book The Grounds of Theistic and Christian Belief, by Yale Professor George Park Fisher, includes a chapter called “The Divine Mission of Jesus Attested by the Transforming Agency of Christianity in Human Society.” It speaks of Christianity’s beneficial influence on the family, the state, liberty, international relations, charity, and social reform.32 Or consider a 415-page opus from 1929, Christianity’s Contribution to Civilization, by Charles David Eldridge.33 In recent years, the apologetic case for Christianity from its salutary effect in history is being made on several fronts.34 We return to this point in the chapter “Distortions of the Christian Worldview.”

Criteria 5a and 5b do not mean to say that fundamentally false worldviews will never generate impressive cultural effects. Nazism produced its own warped and powerful culture—for a time. Moreover, this test is not a sufficient test for a worldview, but a necessary one. It must be factored into the other tests to be used appropriately. Thus, we cannot simply say that Islam has produced a great civilization and continues to appeal to people globally, therefore, it must be true.35 If Islam fails any of the previous five tests (such as factual adequacy with respect to the identity of Jesus), its cultural success—such as it is—cannot count decisively in its favor.


Criterion 6. If a worldview is true, it should lead to intellectual and cultural fecundity. The greater the beneficial fecundity, the greater evidence that the worldview is true.



Seventh, radical ad hoc readjustment is an important negative criterion for testing worldviews. When a worldview is faced with potentially defeating counterevidence, an adherent may readjust its core claims to accommodate the evidence against it. Various theories and worldviews can legitimately refine their beliefs over time, but radical ad hoc readjustment reveals a deep problem at the heart of the worldview in the dock. Consider one example that should explain this:

A deep philosophical problem for the doctrine of karma (held by Hinduism and Buddhism) is that karma operates automatically and impersonally. It must do its work of comprehensive cosmic ordering without a conscious agent who records acts of good and bad karma, and metes out karmic rewards and punishments. Since an impersonal and automatic process cannot explain karmic outcomes, the theosophist Annie Besant invented the doctrine of “the lords of karma,” thus positing conscious spiritual agents to accomplish the work. Yet this idea is absolutely alien to both Hinduism and Buddhism; it is an ad hoc readjustment that brings the entire karmic system into serious question.36

Thus a radical ad hoc readjustment may indicate that the original worldview is salvageable only through an illegitimate move (as with karma), or it may reveal that the original worldview itself has been sold short in favor of an illegitimate alternative.37


Criterion 7. If a worldview substantially alters its essential claims in light of counterevidence, it loses rational justification.



Eighth, all things being equal, simpler explanations are preferable to unnecessarily complex ones. How this criterion plays out depends on what is being explained. It does not mean that simplest possible explanation is required for any phenomena if that means putting what is explained on a procrustean bed. Christian Smith says that “the principle parsimony [or simplicity] must be balanced out by the principle of ‘sufficient complexity.’ That means that we ought to be willing to theorize with enough complexity to capture the important feature of the real world that we are trying to understand.”38

For example, a materialist may claim that any materialist explanation is better than a theistic one, since materialism is simpler than theism, which includes both God and the material world. But this is simple to the point of being simplistic. For materialism to win the day, it must make a better case than theism for whatever it attempts to explain, given its intrinsic resources and limitations as a worldview. For example, it cannot appeal to immaterial states of any kind, nor can it ground human reason in any kind of design plan for humans and the larger universe. As we will discover in later chapters, these are serious and (in fact) lethal weaknesses that overwhelm the brute assertion of simplicity.


Criterion 8. Worldviews should not appeal to extraneous entities or be more complex than is required to explain what they propose to establish.39



How each of these eight criteria plays out may involve subsidiary considerations of more sophistication. For example, factual adequacy in the area of historical claims involves the application of historiographical tests regarding documents. Where scientific claims are made (regarding the origin of the universe, life, and humanity), considerations of simplicity, elegance, and other epistemic values come into play. Nevertheless, these eight criteria are essential in charting the course of our worldview evaluation.




A CUMULATIVE-CASE ARGUMENT


By applying each of these eight tests to Christianity and its rivals, a cumulative-case argument is formed. Several lines of evidence converge on the hypothesis that Christian theism is the best-attested worldview. The hypothesis should account for the facts at hand by fulfilling the criteria given above. This cumulative case, hypothesis verification can be likened to a courtroom situation in which several diverse witnesses concur in their testimony regarding the guilt or innocence of a defendant. Each witness in isolation gives only part of the story, but when multiple witnesses, all speaking from different areas of knowledge, agree on their judgment, the overall case is strengthened considerably—if their testimony outweighs any competing claims and if each of the lines of argument formed by the cumulative case agrees with all other lines of evidence. In other words, the pieces of evidence combine to form a conclusion that each individual piece of evidence could not secure in and of itself.40

This method allows for considerable flexibility and agility in apologetics. Since the argumentative pallet is rich in possibilities, not every argument need to consulted to make the overall case. Although I believe that each of arguments given in this book are strong, all need not work in order for the apologetic to be convincing. For example, Sam may not accept some philosophical aspects of the kalam cosmological argument—such as the impossibility of traversing an actual infinite—but, nevertheless, be convinced by big bang cosmology that the universe had a beginning, and therefore, a Creator (since something cannot come out of nothing). Or, Samantha might accept the principle of sufficient reason cosmological argument (that there is a Necessary Being this supports the existence of the contingent creation), but not think that we have good evidence for the absolute beginning of the universe. Still, such a person would be a theist, and we could continue the argument for the Christian worldview from there. To give one more example among many others, Sonny may be unimpressed with any design or cosmological arguments, but be gripped by the moral argument (God is ultimate goodness who supports the moral order). If so, he may be ready to consider whether the Bible gives the best account of God as Lawgiver, Judge, and Savior.41 And so it goes.42

Therefore, in this book, we will argue chapter by chapter that the testimony of the cosmos, human experience, and history all point to Christian theism as the most probable explanation for the facts. However, competing worldview explanations (or opposing witnesses) will be consulted along the way, since our goal is to argue that Christianity presents a better explanation, when viewed as a broad-ranging worldview, than its rivals. Of course, more time will be spent on the positive case for Christianity than on the negative case against other worldviews. Indeed, giving a strong positive case for a Christian worldview will automatically eliminate other views. For example, a strong case for a transcendent lawgiver will rule out naturalism and Eastern religions, neither of which can abide such a conclusion.

This cumulative-case model differs from that of the brilliant apologist Edward John Carnell (1919–1967) in that Carnell and followers typically fail to employ independent arguments for the existence of God (natural theology).43 Instead of arguing for a general monotheism and then arguing for Christian particulars, they argue for the whole of Christian theism at every stage of the argument, viewing it as a hypothesis to be verified or falsified.44 Part of this strategy may be based on the historical fact that Carnell developed his method in the late 1940s, when theistic arguments—outside of the Thomist tradition—were all but dead in philosophical circles. That situation has radically changed for the better in the past few decades, thanks to the work of philosophers and scientists we will be consulting in the following pages.

Unlike Carnell and his followers, my approach is to verify the Christian worldview by arguing for its essential worldview elements one by one. For example, I will argue that good cosmological arguments establish the existence of a singular, personal, and all-powerful being who created the universe out of nothing. These arguments also refute every worldview that denies creation ex nihilo (such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and naturalism). Cosmological arguments do not speak directly to the existence of the Trinity or to the incarnation; neither do they speak against them. In fact, these specifically Christian doctrines become more credible after the existence of an omnipotent and personal Creator is rationally grounded. Then we may argue for the Trinity and the incarnation on the basis of their logical coherence, the well-established testimony of Scripture, their existential significance, and so on.




OTHER APOLOGETIC SYSTEMS


Before moving on to address constructive and beneficial apologetic arguments, we must assess briefly the strengths and weaknesses of other apologetic methods: fideism, presuppositionalism, Reformed epistemology, and evidentialism. A more involved discussion of natural theology awaits in chapter nine.

Fideism. Fideism is not an apologetic system as such, but an attempt to protect Christian faith against the assaults of reason by means of intellectual insulation and isolation. It largely releases Christians from having to give a constructive argument for their faith. Some, who believe that rational apologetics does not comport with the nature of Christian faith, see fideism as an antidote to apologetics. There are various stripes of fideism, some more defensible than others, but they all share the strategy of making belief a self-certifying and self-enclosed reality that needs no intellectual fortification from the classical arsenal of apologetics. Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) is perhaps the most famous Christian fideist. He wrote that “the first one to come up with the idea of defending Christianity in Christendom is de facto a Judas No. 2; he, too, betrays with a kiss, except that his treason is the treason of stupidity.”45 While Kierkegaard gave no place to natural theology or evidences for the Bible or Christ, he presents an insightful kind of psychological apologetic in many of his works, particularly Sickness unto Death—a work that helped me become a Christian in 1976. Despite his brilliance and insights, I will not follow his lead in commending Christian faith.46

Not all who reject the efficacy of arguments for God’s existence are fideists, since they may substitute another apologetic in its place, but all fideists reject natural theology.47 Fideists often claim faith is a divine gift, which removes it from the efforts of reasoning and discourse.48 Many claim that the effects of sin on the mind (the noetic effects of sin) are so great that they significantly retard the ability to reason to the truth of the gospel. Faith is, then, a kind of miracle.

I have already argued for the indispensability of logical principles for rational discourse of any kind. To exempt the Christian worldview from logic is special pleading and wins no respect from unbelievers. Nor does it help Christians who are struggling with their faith. But some fideists may grant that while logical principles are useful in understanding the nature of Christianity, we can build no bridge from unbelief to belief through their employment, given the terrible effects of sin on the mind.

While Scripture warns us that every aspect of humanity is corrupted by sin and that reason alone is not sufficient to receive the things of God (Jer 17:9; 1 Cor 1:18–2:16), it also speaks of God’s general revelation in nature (Ps 19:1-6; Rom 1–2). The Bible also evidences apologetics in action repeatedly (see chap. 1). Thus, there is no a priori reason to forbid rational apologetics. Certainly, the cognitive effects of the fall make apologetics more difficult, but they need not render it impossible.

Last, while biblical Christians agree that salvation is a gift of grace received by faith, this need not banish the vigorous use of the mind in weighing the case for faith, since we are not justified by the use of our intellect but by the objective work of Jesus Christ in history. If we come to faith partially through recognizing good apologetic arguments, as did Augustine and C. S. Lewis, we should give thanks that we could use our mind this well and that the arguments were at hand for inspection and reception. There is nothing in the apologetic enterprise that conflicts with salvation as a gift of God’s grace.

Although they might not appreciate the term fideist, there are a number of self-styled postmodernist Christian thinkers who reject the traditional apologetic enterprise (of whatever method) as a vestige of modernism and as a specimen of rationalism.49 Although my defense of apologetics in chapter two should refute these concerns, I will add a few points.50

These critics are quick to claim that reason is situated, contextual, and not objective. To think otherwise is to succumb to modernism, an unbiblical form of thinking. We must rather be postmodern in our thinking and in our expression of Christianity. There is much to say here,51 and I will take up postmodern views of truth later in this book. However, the attempt to relativize reason always backfires, since any argument requires the laws of logic I explained in this chapter (as well as basic principles of reasoning, such as induction and deduction). This is hardly modernist; it is human and God-given.

Further, to use rational arguments is not to be a rationalist in the sense of claiming that we can derive all we need to know by human reason and apart from biblical revelation.52 The postmodernists try to use rational arguments against the kind of apologetics I give in this book. I think they fail, but they cannot avoid rationality if they hope to convince people of their views. Moreover, no orthodox apologist denies the cognitive effects of the fall. No one reasons perfectly or without bias or prejudice. But that is no reason to jettison the laws of logic or the received patterns of reasoning (such as induction, deduction, and abduction), which have been employed so effectively in the history of apologetics.

Last, these critics often claim that if apologetics seeks to win arguments through reason and evidence, this constitutes a kind of violence that ill fits the gospel of Jesus Christ. Frankly, this objection nearly flummoxes me. Christians must have a “reason for the[ir] hope,” which should be given with “gentleness and respect,” not arrogance or pride (1 Pet 3:15; emphasis added). For the sake of others accepting the gospel, we should advance the best arguments possible with the humblest hearts possible, speaking the truth in love (Eph 4:15). There is no violence in this, but is part of spiritual warfare (Eph 6:10-19).

Classical apologetics. Apologetic luminaries such as Thomas Aquinas, William Paley, and contemporary authors such as Norman Geisler, Richard Swinburne, William Lane Craig, and C. Stephen Evans employ the classical method in one way or another. Two basic stages or steps define it.53 First, the apologist musters one or more arguments from natural theology—say the cosmological or the design argument—to establish the existence of a monotheistic God, who possesses certain attributes. Each argument will secure divine different attributes. For example, a kalam cosmological argument will argue for the existence of a First Cause of the cosmos and several attributes related to that metaphysical status (as I will argue in “Cosmological Arguments”). A fine-tuning design argument looks not so much to the Cause of the universe, but to the Mind behind the universe, given its delicate arrangement of features making life possible. Of course, there is no cause to think these are two beings, Mr. Cause and Mr. Mind, given the principle of simplicity just discussed Any monotheistic tradition may use this method to argue for God. Judaism and Islam have not been lacking in such projects. Deism has done so also.

Having laid out a monotheistic basis for apologetics, the classical apologist then takes up what are “Christian evidences”—arguments that single out Christian theism as the best supported version of monotheism. Arguments for the historical reliability of the Bible, for the deity and resurrection of Jesus, and others are then marshaled.

As Richard Swinburne54 and C. Stephen Evans55 have noted, this two-step approach gives initial epistemic support to particularly Christian claims. If there is rational justification for believing in a Creator, then that Being has the power to work miracles, such as Jesus’ resurrection. There is antecedent reason to be open to such a claim. Moreover, that Being might inspire a holy book, such as the Bible (or the Qur’an). Natural theology will not tell us if the Creator has raised Jesus from the dead or which (if any) book he may have inspired. These questions require the methods appropriate to historiography and other disciplines.56

Christian Apologetics proceeds in the manner of classical apologetics described in the last paragraph. After discussing significant prolegomena (such as the nature of truth, the prudential incentive to belief, and so on), it launches into natural theology. However, I prefer to refer to my approach as a natural-theology-rich cumulative-case method, since it draws on so many resources for various aspects of the Christian worldview.57

Presuppositionalism. This is a school of apologetics influenced by Reformed Christianity that rejects most of the tools of classical apologetics.58 But it does so without resorting to irrational fideism. Its leading proponents in the last century were Cornelius Van Til, Gordon Clark, and Carl F. H. Henry.59 Presuppositionalism claims that the Christian should presuppose the entire Christian worldview and reason from this conviction with unbelievers. It thus limits positive apologetics to showing the logical coherence of Christian doctrine and relies on negative apologetics to refute non-Christian perspectives. It claims that unless a person presupposes Christianity, he or she cannot make any sense of the world morally, logically, or scientifically, since Christianity alone supplies the required conditions for these areas of life to be intelligible. We cannot find sufficient common ground with unbelievers to build successful arguments for Christianity based on reason and evidence. Presuppositionalists critique the arguments of classical apologetics as both logically defective and theologically improper. The latter charge (made by Van Til) follows from the claim that an appeal to shared principles of evidence and logic is an appeal to autonomous and God-rejecting reason, which, of course, will resist recognizing the one true God.

While I learned much from Van Til, and particularly from Clark and Henry, I do not embrace their apologetic systems. Without giving a full-fledged critique of presuppositionalism, I will note a few points.60 First, Van Til sometimes seems to infer that we cannot apply human logic to God.61 If so, this would doom any apologetic or theology. If human logic does not apply to God, we are left with nothing to affirm theologically and nothing to defend apologetically. Clark and Henry, however, insisted that the law of noncontradiction was a necessary and negative test for truth.62 Second, there is nothing impious in using arguments with unbelievers that employ their God-given reasoning abilities. Good reasoning is not “autonomous” or “apostate,” but rather a God-given way to discover truth. Because of the noetic effects of sin, apologetics is more difficult, but it is not futile. Moreover, the presuppositionalists use logic extensively in their tearing down of non-Christian worldviews (negative apologetics). Why, then, they forbid its use to build up a positive case for Christianity is unclear.63 Clark,64 Van Til, and Henry repeat charges made by skeptic David Hume and others against the theistic arguments, all of which have been successfully rebutted—as will be argued later in this book.65

Van Til and his followers (such as Greg Bahnsen66 and John Frame67) sometimes appeal to a “transcendental argument” that claims that unless we presuppose a Christian worldview, we have no reason to trust our rational faculties, since they would otherwise rest ultimately on chance.68 The structure of this argument is sound and does not beg any questions, but the argument need not seem to carry the entire weight of an apologetic.69

Reformed epistemology. In the last four decades or so, sophisticated Christian philosophers such as Alvin Plantinga, Nicholas Wolterstorff, and William Alston have developed an epistemological approach to Christianity known as Reformed epistemology, which has apologetic implications.70 The rigor and complexity of their arguments does not lend itself to any simple summary or critique.71 The following assessment will focus on some broad themes from Plantinga, largely from his major work Warranted Christian Belief (2000). Reformed epistemologists argue that secular thought has placed an undue burden on Christian apologetics. It demands that Christians offer proof for their beliefs on pain of being irrational. Plantinga has extensively argued that this demand is based on a self-refuting epistemology known as classical or narrow foundationalism.

Roughly put, classical foundationalism holds that a belief only becomes knowledge if that belief is true and if either (1) the belief is self-evident or necessarily true or evident to the senses, or (2) the belief can be supported in some way by what is self-evident, necessarily true, or evident to the senses. Beliefs of type (1) serve as the foundation (hence, foundational-ism) for all other beliefs of type (2) and not the converse.

Both Christians and critics of Christianity worked within this paradigmatic epistemology for centuries, but Plantinga rejects it for two reasons. First, many beliefs do not fit within the strictures of classical foundationalism; nevertheless, we take them to be true and reasonable. For instance, memory beliefs (such as what we had for breakfast) are not self-evidently true, necessary truths, or evident to the senses; neither are they based on beliefs outside of memory itself. Yet we take memory to be generally reliable. Such “properly basic beliefs,” as Plantinga calls them, are not held on the basis of other beliefs and are not necessarily true (as is the statement, “All bachelors are unmarried men”). Second, classical foundationalism suffers from self-referential failure. It cannot fulfill its own requirements for knowledge. The tenets of this epistemology are not themselves self-evident, necessarily true, evident to the senses, or based on such items of knowledge. Therefore, classical foundationalism is faulty and should not be employed for testing knowledge, including religious knowledge.72

Plantinga’s key philosophical move in light of the failure of classical foundationalism is to argue that belief in God and the entire Christian worldview is one kind of belief that may be properly basic. If it is, we need not argue for God’s existence on the basis of things we already know through different forms of arguments (reasoning from premise to conclusion). Rather, we come to believe in God “in the basic way.” This belief may be occasioned by looking at the beauty of nature or feeling divine displeasure over something we have done, but the belief in God is not evidentially based on these events. These events are “nonpropositional” experiences that serve as episodes for coming to belief in God.

Plantinga says that a Christian belief “can have warrant, and warrant sufficient for knowledge, even if I don’t know of and cannot make a good historical case for the reliability of the biblical writers or for what they teach. . . . On this model, the warrant for Christian belief doesn’t require that I or anyone else have this kind of historical information.”73 Thus, Plantinga often invokes the special status of Christian belief as properly basic in order to deflect criticisms. If we don’t have to play the evidence game, so to speak, we need not be threatened by certain anti-Christian arguments. Plantinga further argues that if Christian belief requires outside evidence for God’s existence and the specifics of Christian orthodoxy, we are at an epistemological disadvantage. The classical method of arguing for theism and then giving Christian evidences fails to offer a sufficient case; in other words, warrant cannot be established in this way. However, if we believe “in the basic way,” then warrant for Christian belief very likely obtains. Given Christian belief as properly basic, Plantinga rejects the model that presents the Christian worldview as a hypothesis to be verified or falsified by appeals to evidence and argument (namely, the apologetic model commended in this chapter). Rather, Christian belief is more in the category of memory beliefs: “Everyone . . . accepts memory beliefs. We all remember such things as what we had for breakfast, and we never or almost never propose such beliefs as good explanations of present experience and phenomena. And the same holds for theism and Christian belief.”74 So, for Plantinga, Christianity can be taken as a properly basic belief in the same category as memory beliefs; and, like memory beliefs, it does not have to serve as an explanation for anything, thus exempting Christianity from being the best explanation for phenomena.

Taking Christian belief “in the basic way,” however, does not exempt one from having to address certain potential “defeaters”—that is, claims or arguments that would render Christian belief unwarranted or worse. Plantinga deals with five potential defeaters in Warranted Christian Belief: (1) the claims of Freud and Marx that religious belief is merely a projection, (2) the arguments of liberal scriptural scholarship that deny biblical truth, (3) the challenge from postmodernism (mainly Richard Rorty) that the traditional correspondence view of truth itself (required for Christian truth claims) be rejected, (4) the accusation that religious pluralism undercuts the unique and final truth of Christianity, and (5) the objections of recent formulations of the problem of evil. Neither does believing “in the basic way” necessarily make one a fideist, since Christian belief is taken to be rational (as a properly basic belief).75

Despite his emphasis on the “proper basicality” of Christian belief, Plantinga does not eschew all positive arguments for God’s existence. His “evolutionary argument against naturalism” claims that unless theism is true, we have no reason to trust our cognitive abilities, since they would rest merely on impersonal and chance forces with no designing wisdom to ensure their proper functioning.76 He also claims that all naturalistic accounts of warrant for knowledge fail (both conceptual and perceptual), thus leaving a theistic account as more plausible.77 Nevertheless, positive arguments are not required for warranted belief in God or for Christian theism.

Plantinga is right to affirm that God may inspire someone to believe in the Christian God apart from formal evidence or arguments. This happens all the time. Further, Plantinga’s work seems to show that the unbeliever cannot refute the Christian’s belief simply on the basis that the Christian cannot support it through the traditional means of apologetics. If a believer can fend off relevant defeaters and articulate how he or she believes God led him or her to belief, the Christian may be warranted in that belief. Moreover, even a young child could believe in Christianity and be rationally justified in so doing, given the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.78 Nevertheless, his approach to apologetics is limited in several ways.

First, Plantinga relies on a specific theistic version of an epistemology known as externalism. His earlier work Warrant and Proper Function developed the idea that one’s beliefs receive warrant on the basis of their functioning properly in an environment divinely designed to be conducive to cognitive success. Plantinga argues that the Christian worldview provides the metaphysic required for this epistemology. As long as there are no in-principle reasons not to believe in Christianity—that is, as long as belief in Christianity is not shown to be intrinsically irrational—one may believe the Christian faith rationally.79 This is because Christian belief comes through “instigation of the Holy Spirit.” So, according to Plantinga, the believer can have warrant for his or her belief without having evidence for that belief. While this may be so, one wonders how a believer, who holds belief in God “in the basic way,” would deal with intellectual doubts about the truthfulness of those beliefs. Yes, the person may be able to “defeat defeaters” of some kinds. But what if he or she questions God’s very existence or the reliability of the Scriptures? According to Plantinga, traditional strategies for defending these beliefs do not offer enough rational justification to make them convincing. In fact, he denies that Christianity is a hypothesis to be verified by appeals to different kinds of evidence.80 Rather, one comes to believe in the inspiration of Scripture simply because the Bible is “self-authenticating” to those who believe through the Spirit.81 But in the case of the doubting Christian, “basic belief” would seem insufficient.

Second, given Plantinga’s system, philosophy is unable to pronounce on the truth of Christianity; it can only render it rational to believe. If the Christian God exists, then one can be warranted in this belief, but the existence of the Christian God cannot be rationally established through arguments that appeal to nonbasic knowledge—despite the strength of some of Plantinga’s arguments for generic theism. At the end of his 499-page magnum opus, Plantinga says,


But is it [Christianity] true? This is the really important question. And here we pass beyond the competence of philosophy, whose main competence, in this area, is to clear away certain objections, impedances, and obstacles to Christian belief. Speaking for myself and of course not in the name of philosophy, I can say only that it does, indeed, seem to me to be true, and to be the maximally important truth.82



Yet it seems to me that one should hope more of apologetics, as did Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, and other apologists—both ancient and modern.83

Plantinga may be right, but since I (along with other Christian philosophers) take the cumulative evidential case for Christian theism to be much stronger, this book will aim for the truth and cogency of the Christian worldview, not just for its rational acceptability. In so doing, I will appeal to what is called internalism in epistemology, which was discussed in the previous chapter. That is, in many cases, we can and should have access to reasons and evidence for our deepest beliefs. This is especially the case concerning our worldview—our deepest and most significant intellectual commitments. The reader must make his or her own judgment as to the success of this endeavor.84

Evidentialism. This is a method in apologetics that argues that the most significant historical events in Christianity—particularly the resurrection of Jesus—are matters that can be established through proper historical argumentation, even apart from any prior arguments for the existence of God.85 Classical apologists argue first for the existence of a monotheistic God and then argue for the particulars of Christianity—the reliability of the Bible and the claims and credentials of Jesus. This is a two-step strategy that trades on the idea that if monotheism is first established, the probability of God working in history—through miracles, special revelation, and the incarnation and resurrection—increases dramatically. In this sense it is easier intellectually to move from theism to Christianity than to move from a nontheistic worldview directly to Christianity through the evidence for Christian particulars. Evidentialism either minimizes or dispenses with arguments for God’s existence from nature and instead opts for a one-step argument for Christianity. Two leading and prolific contemporary evidentialists are John Warwick Montgomery and Gary Habermas.86 N. T Wright’s multivolume effort defending the reliability of the New Testament and the resurrection of Jesus seems to fit into this category as well.87

Evidentialists are sometimes criticized for not sufficiently factoring in the role worldview plays in the assessment of evidence. Our preunderstandings shape how we interpret evidence. Or, as the saying goes, “What my net doesn’t catch ain’t fish.” A diehard naturalist will likely reject all evidence for the resurrection of Jesus—or any other miracle—since this supernatural event is deemed impossible. However, if a very powerful evidential case is marshaled for the resurrection, a person may convert from naturalism directly to Christianity in a one-step process. If so, so much the better for the evidentialist and the new convert. As a recent convert, I took an atheist coworker to a Josh McDowell lecture defending the resurrection. After the event, I was shocked when he said, “I admit it. The evidence is in favor of the resurrection.” My happiness was short-lived, though, because he added, “But I’m still an atheist. Weird things happen.” His response was hardly rational, but it indicates that more than historical reasoning is called for in apologetics.

If an apologist argues according to several lines of evidence for the existence of a personal and supernatural God before arguing for the resurrection of Jesus, miraculous events will be considered more probable. The evidence for miracles will not have to be as strong as when one starts from a nontheistic worldview. To use an example from Swinburne, if a person knows in general that stars sometimes explode, then one can make a more convincing case for a particular star having exploded.88

Another potential problem for the evidentialist is that an unbeliever may be convinced that a particular supernatural event occurred but not place that event into a coherent worldview. For example, Jewish New Testament scholar Pinchas Lapide argues for the literal resurrection of Jesus but believes that Jesus is the Savior only of Gentiles, not of Jews, who continue to have their own separate covenant.89 Lapide is unwarranted in believing in both the resurrection and a limited role for Jesus, since this supernatural event accredits his ministry as he stated it; but this underscores that more apologetic reasoning is required than simply establishing isolated facts, however crucial they may be.

In later chapters we will find much evidence for the veracity of events described in the New Testament. Here the work of evidentialists is very helpful (far more helpful than presuppositionalists, who largely ignore this area). But their insights should be placed into a larger cumulative-case approach to apologetics.




THE LIMITS OF APOLOGETICS


Although various apologetic systems have proven useful, even the best apologetic method must squarely face its limits. While a thorough and wide-ranging apologetic is sorely needed today, apologetics is bounded by at least three realities.

First, the Bible is a long, ancient, and sometimes perplexing collection of books. Defending some of what the Bible teaches is no simple task, and does not admit of a simple formula.90 Even the stellar apologist must face his or her intellectual limits and never bluff or pose. However, to admit this is not to revel in mysteries, paradoxes, or (worse yet) absurdities. Rather, we should realize that all of our intellectual endeavors—especially those dealing with the broadest and deepest questions of life’s meaning—will be vexed to some degree by misunderstanding, ignorance, and intellectual disappointment. To hold that the Christian worldview is the best rational explanation for the things that matter most does not imply that we have a lock on all the best arguments or have attained all the truths we crave.

Second, apologetics is limited not only by the difficulty of the subject itself, but by the weaknesses of the subjects who practice it—that is, Christians. Followers of Christ commend and defend Christianity through their speech, writing, and demeanor. And they are sinners. The best argument carried forth by a bad character will not likely have the desired effect. One may know of strong apologetic arguments but lack courage to present them; or, conversely, one may confidently offer arguments that one thinks are strong, but are weak. One may study too much and pray too little, or the opposite. And so it goes! Yet the Christian can be thankful that “God can make a straight line with a crooked stick,” as the medieval saying goes.91 If anyone falls short as an apologist, this does not mean that Christianity is untrue or irrational, or that all the apologists efforts are vain. The apologist’s job is to faithfully give the best arguments possible from the purest heart possible—and to pray (Jas 5:16-17).

Third, apologetics must be understood within the framework of God’s “secret councils,” as Calvinists like to put it.92 God often does not tell us how or why he brings some things about. As William Cowper’s hymn puts it, “God moves in a mysterious way, his wonders to perform.” God may use any means at his disposal, and all means are at his disposal. As the majestic Westminster Confession of Faith puts it, “God, in his ordinary providence, maketh use of means, yet is free to work without, above, and against them, at his pleasure” (5.3). The apologist might be likened to a physician trying to cure an ailment. She can only use the tools of her trade, but she realizes that some people spontaneously recover without treatment, and some do not respond well to proper treatment. Nevertheless, she does not despair of his healing task nor damn the science of medicine.




SUMMARY: A CUMULATIVE AND WINSOME CASE


While much more could be written on apologetic method—and entire books are dedicated to just that—we will now begin to apply the model sketched out here by advancing numerous and concurring arguments for the truth of the Christian worldview.93 I will neither presuppose Christianity is true apart from the need for positive evidence (fideism, presuppositionalism, or Reformed epistemology) or suppose that by amassing historical facts we can convince someone of Christian truth (evidentialism). Rather, I will offer a variety of arguments that verify or confirm the Christian worldview as superior to its rivals, thus showing that Christianity alone makes the most sense of the things that matter most. This chapter has stated worldview criteria rather technically, but the chapters that follow need not cite them verbatim to make the needed points. Simply put, if a worldview fails to explain what it promises to explain, fails to make sense on its own terms (internal consistency), fails to describe what is there (objective and inner/subjective reality), fails to give intelligible meaning to life, or fails to be intellectually and culturally productive, it is disqualified from consideration. I will argue that Christianity passes these tests better than any of its competitors.
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THE TERM Christianity has such broad application and such a range of meanings that we need to offer some definition and delimitation of its meaning if we are to have any hope of defending Christianity rationally. The understanding I offer is, I hope, deeply biblical without being narrowly sectarian, since the task of apologetics is not to fortify only one Christian tradition but to defend the core tenets of Christianity broadly understood.


RELIGION AND WORLDVIEW


Christianity, understood as a religion, can be addressed in a number of dimensions. Philosopher of religion Ninian Smart suggested that all religions can be understood in six dimensions: sacred narrative,1 doctrine, ritual, social and institutional expression, experience, and ethics.2 Without trying to settle what the necessary and sufficient conditions of a religion must be,3 this sixfold analysis describes well the various aspects of the world’s religions. Defending the truth and reasonableness of Christianity involves all of these dimensions in one way or another. For a work of apologetics, however, the main concern will rest on doctrine, not the history or institutions of Christianity.

The best way to fathom the doctrinal dimension of Christianity is to consider it as a worldview.4 The term worldview is sometimes used to mean one’s view of the world situation—matters of war and peace, immigration, foreign aid, and so on. How we view these issues is part of our larger worldview but is not what I mean by worldview. Nor is a worldview simply the entirety of a person’s beliefs—items such as an individual’s age, favorite saxophonist, and knowledge of baseball statistics. A worldview is forged out of beliefs that have the most consequence for a comprehensive vision of reality. It is an overall conception of reality that touches on the key areas that philosophy and religion have always addressed. Through a worldview, one orients oneself intellectually to the universe. As William Halverson notes, a worldview is “a comprehensive view of reality in terms of which one attempts to understand and ‘place’ everything that comes before one’s consciousness.”5 It is an interrelated cluster of central assumptions or presuppositions about reality. These basic conceptions about life may be held in a well-articulated fashion (say by a philosopher or theologian) or in a largely unconscious manner by someone who is not even familiar with the term.6 A worldview will typically include narrative elements as well; that is, our most important beliefs are often shaped by the sense of an unfolding story of the cosmos and human history, and not just by a set of abstract statements. This is certainly true for Christianity, whose sacred book (the Bible) is deeply rooted in many historical accounts of God’s working with human beings, individually and collectively.7

Moreover, worldviews may be held at various levels of certainty and commitment. There are very convinced and committed atheists as well as Christians with considerable and nagging doubts that hinder their expression of faith. Worldviews may also be believed with various degrees of integrity and consistency. For an assignment in my apologetics course, my students ask a non-Christian these questions: (1) What is the ultimate reality or what is most real? (2) What is the nature of humanity? Who are we? What is our nature? (3) How can spiritual liberation be attained? That is, what is the answer to the human problem? (4) Who is Jesus Christ? (5) Why do you believe 1–4? In the course of the interviews, it becomes plain to many of the students that their interviewee holds incompatible beliefs in a rather haphazard configuration. Some of the worldviews on display were a strange mix of Christianity, deism, naturalism, and New Age thought. However, a person of intellectual rectitude will strive to believe truths that fit coherently in an overall pattern, free from spin and equivocation.

Our worldview shapes who we are and what we do. We are driven by our deepest beliefs and interpret the world according to them, often almost automatically. While worldviews necessarily involve truth claims about reality, these beliefs are often held in a prereflective and unexamined manner, often for emotional as well as intellectual reasons. Given the diversions, distractions, and amusements of postmodernity, many people fail to bring their worldviews into critical focus. While it is a uniquely human capacity to call one’s beliefs into question, a torrent of social forces encourages us to be unconsciously swept along with the surging culture that we might obediently consume its products, endorse its ideology and generally do its bidding.




THE CHRISTIAN WORLDVIEW AS TRUTH CLAIMING


Like every other worldview, a Christian worldview, at its deepest level, is a system of truth claims or assertions about reality. This must be underscored because some have wanted to erase Christianity’s claim on truth while retaining some other form of “Christianity.” This is akin to the smile of Lewis Carroll’s Cheshire Cat when the cat has disappeared. Nevertheless, some contemporary writers influenced by Ludwig Wittgenstein—particularly Don Cupitt and D. Z. Phillips—have claimed that Christianity can exist apart from any objective truth claims because the essence of religion is not a description or explanation of reality, but a way or form of life that is meaningful. For example, belief in “the last judgment” is not the expectation that we will literally stand before God one day to give an account for all we have done. It is rather an approach to life where responsibility is at the forefront of our thinking. It is a statement of value, not of fact. This approach is known as religious nonrealism. Some “postliberal” theologians seem to move in this direction as well, since they exchange any objective claims of biblical revelation for merely living within the parameters of the biblical narratives. Instead of viewing biblical revelation as propositional (or truth affirming), they see it as expressive of the thoughts and feelings of the biblical writers.

The best antidote to any form of Christian nonrealism is some sustained reading of the Bible itself, as well as a healthy dose of the great thinkers and activists who have sworn allegiance to it. Martyrs have not gone to the death for a “way of life” divorced from truth claims. Apologists such as Augustine, Aquinas, and Pascal have not defended the meaningfulness of living within the Christian narrative apart from its objective and eternal truth. No, the truth of the Christian narrative is precisely what makes the Christian life meaningful and worthwhile. Nonrealists to the contrary, statements of theological value that have meaning are also assertions about reality. Christians strive to live a good and faithful life because they know their deeds will eventually come under the final scrutiny of God.8 Fact and value meet and kiss each other. The only sufficient reason for wanting to blend one’s own narrative with the narrative of the Bible is that what the Bible describes about creation, fall, and redemption is true and worth believing and obeying. If it is not, then to live within this story line is literally to live a lie—and to advocate that others live this lie as well.

What really lies behind nonrealist forms of religion is a capitulation to non-Christian worldviews. The reasoning is that if Christianity cannot succeed in the world of ideas—if it cannot compete, say, with the materialistic worldview—then its only recourse is to abandon all truth claims and emphasize tradition, ritual, symbolism, experience, and community. There are two compelling reasons to reject such a move. First, as this book will argue, Christianity has not lost out in the world of ideas. Therefore, there is no reason to exempt it from the demands of reality. Second, if Christianity cannot intellectually compete with other worldviews, the only sane and logical alternative is to abandon it completely. Christianity claims to be true. If it is not, it has lied and must be left behind. As Paul said, if Christ has not been raised from the dead, Christians are the most deceived and miserable urchins on the planet (1 Cor 15:17-19).9

When one speaks of “the Christian worldview,” this does not mean that Christians can or should agree on everything, but that they must agree that their view aims at biblical truth. Christians throughout history and today differ in their understanding of what their convictions should be. However, a biblical worldview tries to capture the essential ideas of Christianity, its fundamental doctrines, and how they hang together in explaining God, the universe, and humans. Some, to the contrary, think of Christianity as more of a set of behaviors and feelings and symbols, as opposed to a bona fide worldview. Dorothy Sayers lamented during the dark days of World War II that “we have rather lost sight of the idea that Christianity is supposed to be an interpretation of the universe.”10 Even Nietzsche, that colossal anti-Christian, knew this. When speaking of the English tendency to reject belief in God but to keep Christian ethics, Nietzsche proclaimed, “Christianity is a system, a whole view of things thought out together. By breaking one main concept out of it, the faith in God, one breaks the whole: Nothing necessarily remains in one’s hands.”11

While the vast majority of Americans believe in a God, few have well-articulated worldviews. This is revealed in poll after poll showing that high percentages of Americans both (1) believe in God and (2) are moral relativists. This means that God, the ultimate reality in any theistic worldview, has nothing to say about the conduct of one’s life. This mass of worldview underachievers includes professing evangelical Christians. Many polls indicating massive biblical illiteracy, which may at least partially account for the dearth of evangelical influence in the world of ideas. Many Christians live in an intellectual ghost town and possess ghost minds.12 They may know something of a rich (but lost) intellectual heritage and be able to point to a few intellectuals “on our side” (like C. S. Lewis), but they have not attuned themselves to the cultivation of their inner map of reality.

Putting forth the lineaments of a Christian worldview is necessary in order to stipulate just what the rest of this book will advance as true and reasonable. We cannot defend something of which we are ignorant. As William Wilberforce observed, people admit that “vigorous resolution, strenuous diligence, and steady perseverance” are required for learning, wealth, and military excellence, yet we “expect to be Christians without labor, study or inquiry!”13

This is more preposterous because Christianity, a revelation from God and not a human of man, shows us new relations with their correspondent duties. It contains also doctrines, motives, and precepts peculiar to itself. We cannot reasonably expect to become proficient accidentally.14

The very articulation of the Christian worldview may have a weighty apologetic effect, even apart from its philosophical defense. There are at least two salient reasons for this. First, by clearly explaining what Christianity affirms and what it does not affirm, we may remove obstacles to belief generated by false stereotypes. Second, when the Christian vision is presented in its wholeness and significance as a view of all of existence, which has engaged some of the greatest minds of history, this may constructively influence those in search of a broad and deep worldview. The same effect may be produced when a vitally functioning Christian mind (rooted in a Christian worldview) is brought to bear on any number of pertinent social, political, moral and aesthetic issues.15 Harry Blamires notes that the Christian mind is “a mind trained, informed, equipped to handle the data of secular controversy within a framework of reference which is constructed of Christian presuppositions.”16




IN DEFENSE OF WORLDVIEW THINKING


In recent years, the concept of worldview has come under attack in some Christian circles. Since this chapter explains the Christian worldview and claims that defending one’s worldview is at the heart of apologetics, I will respond to a few of these claims after explaining my engagement of the idea.

When I was coming up in the Christian intellectual world in the middle 1970s, the concept of a worldview was not taken for granted. However, those influenced by the work of Francis Schaeffer (1912–1984) thought in these terms. But it wasn’t until James Sire’s pivotal book, The Universe Next Door: A Basic Worldview Catalog, appeared in 1976, that most evangelicals found a grip on this concept. I have taught from the first five editions of this book and have taught on worldviews for over forty years. I continue to find the notion indispensable for a thoughtful Christian life. It now is common to find books on worldview and conferences emphasizing the importance of the topic. The idea of a worldview is more commonly understood by evangelicals, but some question its helpfulness or even its legitimacy.

First, some claim the idea of a worldview is reductionistic.17 A worldview ought not replace creedal affirmations or a more thickly articulated theology. Ticking of the points of a worldview is not the same practice as affirming one’s faith collectively during a church service. This is true, but creedal affirmations assume a worldview, even if the affirmation is more confessional, devotional, and corporate in expression. No one is advocating reciting a formulation of the Christian worldview in a church service.

Nor should the idea of a worldview replace any theological system. Stating a Christian worldview may be compatible with several theological systems, since the point is not to summarizing a systematic theology, but to present “mere Christianity” (C. S. Lewis)—the essentials of orthodox belief—to a nonbeliever in an intellectually compelling manner. Of course, how one explains one’s worldview will depend on one’s theological convictions.

Second, some charge that the concept of worldview is too rationalist, intellectualist, or cognitivist.18 Surely, there is far more to being a Christian—or non-Christian—than having a worldview, no matter how well thought out and no matter how agile we are in employing it for apologetic purposes. People are multifaceted, and not merely thinkers.19 We are moved by our imaginations, our hopes, our fears, and our habits. Charles Taylor uses the phrase social imaginary to capture a broader swath of concerns that a mere “intellectual scheme”:


By social imaginary I mean something much broader and deeper than the intellectual schemes people may entertain when they think about social reality in a disengaged mode. I am thinking rather of the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and image that underlie these expectations.20



This is true, and any compelling apologetic should engage the imagination as much as the reason.21 But the intellect is a constitutive part of being human—being made in God’s image and likeness.22 It is no less important than our imaginations or our wills. Moreover, the idea of a worldview is not a substitute or understanding the whole person or the whole train of events in society. The idea of a worldview was never meant to do that work. But it has good work to do.

We must often correct our feelings or imagination with our reasoning.23 The idea of a worldview brings our beliefs to the surface and asks whether these beliefs are coherent with one another, whether they are rational, and whether they are true.

Surely, there is far more to Christian experience and faithfulness than having a proper worldview and more to apologetics than merely explaining it. We must live into our worldview and live out our worldview. For that, we need everything that conduces to edification and sanctification, not least of which is regular involvement in the sacred practices of a local Bible-believing church. There is far more to a person’s beliefs—whether Christian or otherwise—than a set of ideas on philosophical matters. Our beliefs come out of our lives—our hurts, disappointments, relationships, and more.

Considering one’s worldview is not the same as plumbing the depths of a soul. But people do have worldviews—however fragile or ad hoc they may be. Getting a sense of one’s basic beliefs in relation to others people’s basic beliefs is vital to apologetics, but it was never meant to substitute for a richer understanding of people’s beliefs and why they hold them. Discussing worldviews is a starting point, not an end point. Apologetics is as much relational as it is intellectual, and it should consider people’s deepest yearnings and need for love.24




MYSTERY AND THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD


Before addressing the Christian worldview, some comments on mystery are needed, since some Christians take the essential claims of Christianity to be mysteries beyond human ken. If so, apologetics would be vain, since mysteries (of this kind) cannot be rationally analyzed or defended. So, we need clarity about mystery.

In the New Testament, especially in Paul’s writings, a mystery is not an unsolvable enigma, but a momentous truth that has been revealed after having been concealed, hidden, or only intimated. To the Ephesians, Paul writes of


the mystery made known to me by revelation . . . which was not made known to people in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus (Eph 3:3, 5-6).



There is nothing mysterious about this mystery. It is a matter of knowledge for Paul and his readers.25

In the broader Christian tradition, mystery has been taken in several ways, some compatible with apologetics and some not compatible. I cannot canvass the whole topic, but will, rather, explain what I take to be a theologically accurate and apologetically savvy perspective on mystery.

God is not ineffable—beyond human concepts, propositions, and language. If so, then we would know precisely nothing about God, since knowledge comes through concepts, propositions, and language (although it is not limited to them).26 The Christian who claims that God is ineffable commits a reductio ad absurdum, since Christianity is a knowledge tradition.27 Jesus came to make the Father known (Jn 1:18).

The doctrine of ineffability with respect to God finds its dark home not in Christianity, but in most forms of Eastern mysticism and in all Gnosticism. Perhaps the classic statement is “The Tao that can be spoken is not the Eternal Tao.” (If so, there is no reason to read the rest of the book.) Similarly, for nondualistic Hinduism (as articulated by Sankara), Brahman in itself is unknowable.28 The Buddha was an “ineffabilist” about ultimate matters.29 But that didn’t stop him—or his followers—from talking about it.

The astute early apologist Irenaeus was known for refuting the Gnostics, who falsely claimed to represent the deeper Christian teaching, the hidden core or gnosis. In so doing, they described the ultimate reality as unknowable; yet, nevertheless, they used mystical sounding words to describe it and its emanations. So, Valentinus “maintained that there is a certain Dyad [twofold being], who is inexpressible by any name.” If so, we cannot call it “Dyad,” and Valentinus refutes himself by assigning a name to the nameless and unnamable.30

Irenaeus employs a clever reductio ad absurdum against this ineffability claim and is not afraid of mockery.31 He writes of “a renowned teacher among” the Gnostics who, “struggling to reach something more sublime,” spoke of a “primary Tetrad,” involving “a certain Proarche who existed before all things, surpassing all thought, speech, and nomenclature, whom I call Monotes [unity].” To cut through the metaphysical clutter a bit, I will summarize the rest. Added to the unnamable named being “Monotes” proceeds Henotes (oneness), Monad, and Hen (one), and from these power proceeds “the remaining company of the aeons [creations].”32

Since these entities lie beyond “thought, speech, and nomenclature,” Irenaeus makes sport of the Gnostics by assigning his own names to these beings. Parodying the exact language of the Gnostics, he writes of a “Proarche, royal, surpassing all thought . . . along with it there exists a power I term a Gourd; and along with this Gourd there exists a power which again I term Utter Emptiness.” Gourd and Utter Emptiness “produced a fruit . . . which fruit language calls a Cucumber. Along with this Cucumber exists a power of the same essence, which again I call a Melon.” Irenaeus reasons that if any names can be used for the unnamable, why not fruit names? In fact, fruit names have the advantage since they are “in general use, and understood by all.”33 Let us not follow the Gnostics into the metaphysical fruit basket.

Some critics of divine revelation claim that since biblical language is symbolic, it can communicate no literal truth, which means we are left in the dark about God. But Carl F. H. Henry puts the lie to this. “But if so-called nonliteralists hold that, because of their conventional or symbolic nature, words can convey no literal truth, then their thesis is self-refuting, since if no literal truth can be conveyed because words are symbolic, it is impossible to communicate even this literal truth about the nature of truth.”34 Thus, such claims are self-refuting and, therefore, false. Graphic and literary symbols communicate literal truth all the time. If Mary is dogged, she is literally tenacious. If John is statuesque, he is literally noble-looking. And so on. There is no reason to forbid the Bible’s use of symbols from communicating literal truths about its subject matter. If God is a rock, he is dependable and sturdy (Deut 32:4; 2 Sam 22:2-3).

It is epistemically apropos, however, to say that God is incomprehensible. According to Keith Yandell, “To ascribe incomprehensibility to God is to say that there is more to God than we can know.” But this is not unique to God, since “the whole story of the universe is way beyond what we can know.”35 One can know that P is true (1) without knowing everything about P and (2) having a great deal of ignorance about P. However, one needs to know what state of affairs P picks out. The physics of how a bee flies is incomprehensible to me, because I have not studied it. But a bee-specializing entomologist will comprehend it. It is incomprehensible to me why my first wife contracted and died of a rare form of dementia. However, that opacity in my knowledge did not obviate what I do know about God and his plan for the ages. It is a pocket (if a deep one) of ignorance within a framework of knowledge, since the Christian worldview is true, rational, and pertinent to all of life.36

Although the Almighty has revealed himself to us, his ways are, in many respects, unfathomable. In that sense, you might call them mysteries. Even an apostle, a recipient of divine revelation, revels in his invincible ignorance of God’s ways. Paul’s doxology in Romans, chapter 11, is extraordinary: he had just written in the previous eleven chapters of the most thorough presentation of Christianity theology in the entire Bible. After having written of God natural revelation to us, our fallen state, the way of salvation in Christ, Paul cries out,


Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!

How unsearchable his judgments,

and his paths beyond tracing out!

“Who has known the mind of the Lord?

Or who has been his counselor?”

“Who has ever given to God,

that God should repay them?”

For from him and through him and for him are all things.

To him be the glory forever! Amen. (Rom 11:33-36; see also Deut 29:29)



Paul lauds and praises the Lord in the context of what God has revealed. He is not worshiping in a cognitive vacuum or taking a blind leap of faith in the dark.37 Given what Paul knows about God, he infers that there is far more to God than he can know—“the riches of his wisdom and knowledge,” his “unsearchable judgments” and his “paths beyond tracing out.” God does not take us into his counsels and receives nothing from us for which he must pay us back.

The idea of mystery concerns a truth claim in relation to its intelligibility and the reasons given to support it. Theological affirmations such as the Trinity and the incarnation are often taken to be mysteries. If they are unintelligible claims that, in turn, can produce no evidence in their support, then we are stuck in fideism and apologetics is removed from the heart of the Christian worldview. There is a better way.

The Trinity and incarnation are rational-verbal revelations from God made known in history, in the Bible, and through the church’s confessions. We cannot work up these doctrines from reason and empirical evidence without God communicating them to us in Scripture. Yet the doctrines are intelligible; that is, they specify states of affairs through meaningful words. What they affirm is not contradictory. God is three-in-one (Trinity); not three equals one. Christ has both a human nature and a divine nature, but is one person (incarnation); not two persons and one person. I will not defend the intelligibility of these doctrines here,38 but, on the face of it, there is nothing unintelligible or impossibly opaque about them.

Thus, in the sense described, it is fair to say that the Trinity and incarnation are mysterious and that God’s ways with us are often mysterious. Notwithstanding, these mysteries are not absurdities. In fact, they are rooted in factuality. Partial knowledge is still knowledge.

As Paul said, “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known” (1 Cor 13:12; see also Deut 29:29; Eccles 8:17-20; Rom 11:33-36). We see a reflection, but we may still see. We know in part, but we may still know.39 So we proceed to the Christian worldview.




SOURCE OF ULTIMATE AUTHORITY: HOLY SCRIPTURE


A Christian worldview begins with the basis of authority for knowing reality: the sixty-six books of the Bible.40 All worldviews have some basis for authority, some source of knowledge that is normative.41 For the Christian, this is the Bible—properly interpreted and applied.42 A Christian worldview takes the Bible to be God’s written revelation to humanity.43 Although the Bible was written by numerous authors over a long period of time and in different places, God, a personal and moral agent, guided the writers to communicate what God intended to make known to the original audience and subsequent readers for their own good and for God’s honor and glory. A Christian’s beliefs ought, then, to comport with what is taught in the whole counsel of the Scriptures. One’s worldview, however, will include more than the content of the Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament, since a worldview integrates all of life into a meaningful intellectual model. The Bible itself encourages this kind of integration, since it claims that God is the ultimate source of all truth, whether that truth is recorded in Scripture or not.44 Moreover, as we will discover, claims of the Bible’s authority—its truthfulness in all it asserts—need not be made in an intellectual vacuum. The reliability and wisdom of Scripture can verified and tested in various ways.45




EPISTEMOLOGY: HOW WE KNOW WHAT WE KNOW


It is in human beings that heaven and earth meet in thought. Made in God’s image, we are personal beings who can detect God’s fingerprints in creation and his voice in conscience and through Scripture. We were designed to know God, ourselves, others and God’s creation. As James Sire puts it, “Human beings can know both the world around them and God himself because God has built into them the capacity to do so and because he takes an active role in communicating with them.”46

Scripture affirms that human beings, though east of Eden, are not banished to utter darkness concerning themselves, their world, or God. God has made knowledge of these realms possible, though not all will attain a true and rational understanding of these things. The Gospels indicate that Jesus had a well-formed epistemology. He believed that objective truth is knowable (realism), that factual evidence is crucial in supporting truth claims, that noncontradiction is a necessary test for truth, that the truth Jesus reveals has experiential effects, that the imagination is a key organ for receiving truth (his use of parables and figures of speech) and that one’s ability to know truth is closely tied to one’s moral rectitude.47 All of these principles will be brought to bear in the course of this book.48




IN A NUTSHELL: CREATION, FALL, AND REDEMPTION


Taking the Bible as the ultimate authority for Christian thought, we can organize a Christian worldview into three broad categories: creation, fall, and redemption/consummation.49 After sketching out this triad, a more detailed approach will be considered.

Creation. Biblically understood, the universe is the handiwork of a triune, supernatural, personal, and moral being who created it out of nothing. Unlike unitarian monotheism (Judaism, Islam, and Unitarianism), Scripture teaches and the Christian creeds affirm that the divine being is one God who exists eternally in three coequal persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. So, the universe has not always existed; neither did it pop into existence without cause or reason. The origin of the universe is supernatural, not natural, based on the unique creative action of the Trinity. Further, the universe is not itself divine (pantheism) but contingent on God for its creation, conservation, and culmination. What God created was good, since it came from a Perfect Being.50 Humans are “very good” since they bear the divine image and are ordained to glorify God by cultivating the creation through godly relationships.

Fall. Despite its divine origin and good nature, the universe is fallen. The first humans disobeyed God’s clear command and thus turned against God, themselves, and creation (Gen 3). This disruption adversely affected the entire universe such that it groans in awaiting its final redemption (Rom 8:18-26). Women and men are now incapable of serving God properly given their own resources, and nothing in this fallen world can redeem them. We are prone to selfishness, obsession, addiction, idolatry, and false religion of all kinds. We worship the creation rather than the Creator. As such, we are under God’s righteous condemnation and without hope in ourselves (Rom 1:18-32).

Redemption/consummation. Yet God has not left his erring creation to rot in its ruinous ways. Immediately after the fall, God clothed our first parents and made an oblique promise that a liberator would come and undo what the serpent had initiated (Gen 3:15). God continued to pursue humans east of Eden by graciously selecting a particular people for his redemptive purposes, inspiring prophets, giving visions, and intervening in history—all with a view toward the revelation of the divine Messiah. In the fullness of time God sent the Son (Gal 4:4), who did not hold on to his equality with the Father but came into the world to culminate God’s plan of redemption (Phil 2:5-11). He accomplished this by living a perfect life through the Holy Spirit, by dying a horrendous death to atone for human sin and set us right with God, and by rising from the dead to defeat all the powers of death and darkness, sin and Satan.

Redemption will be culminated and consummated in the eschaton when Jesus Christ returns, evil is finally judged, creation is purged, and all things remaining are transformed into glorious manifestations of goodness, truth, and beauty within a world without curse, pain, or tears (Rev 19–22). Christ’s prototypical resurrected person will dwell with the resurrected persons of the deemed, who are raised immortal and incorruptible (1 Cor 15:12-58). Thus, the Christian worldview inspires us to give full vent to our yearnings for paradise—a paradise indwelt by the Prince of Peace and his children. As John writes, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when Christ appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. All who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure” (1 Jn 3:2-3).

This explanatory triad of creation, fall, and redemption/consummation outlines the biblical drama of God, humanity, and the cosmos. But the outline needs to be expanded considerably in order to adequately explain the Christian view of reality. We start, appropriately enough, with the ultimate or supreme reality: God.




ULTIMATE REALITY: GOD


The opening chapter of Genesis declares that “in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1). This tells us that God is the Creator of the universe and that he transcends the universe as such. God is not some subtle aspect of nature, nor does God emerge over time through natural processes. The creation is not an emanation of the being of God. Rather, God is metaphysically distinct from creation eternally and inexorably. God, the Creator, is personal. The act of creation was not an automatic effect of an impersonal being or system but flowed from the will of an intelligent and active Creator. God initiated and was pleased with the creation (Gen 1) and even delighted in his handiwork (see Prov 8). These are the marks of personality, not impersonality; the marks of an agent, not a mechanism. Christian theism is a thoroughly and radically personal worldview. God personally created the world to be populated by people, as the prophet Isaiah revealed:


For this is what the LORD says—

he who created the heavens,

he is God;

he who fashioned and made the earth,

he founded it;

he did not create it to be empty,

but formed it to be inhabited. (Is 45:18)



Christian metaphysics allows for no property, power, or principle deeper than that of the divine person himself. Scripture portrays God as hearing (Ex 6:5), creating (Gen 1:1), knowing all things (Ps 147:5; Jn 3:20) seeing (Ps 94:9) and having volition (1 Jn 2:17). Thus, God is a self-conscious and reflective being, “an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent Personality, who manifests every dimension of personality.”51

While God is essentially invisible and immaterial, he is no less personal or relational for that. The doctrine of the Trinity highlights God’s personality by emphasizing that God is intrinsically relational. The one God exists eternally in three coequal persons (Deut 6:4; Mt 28:18). Chesterton’s quip is not glib: “It was not God for God to be alone.”52 God did not need to spring humans into existence in order to experience communication and have a relationship, bad Christian teaching to the contrary. He was not lonely before creation. Rather, in creating personal beings for loving relationships, God was expressing something vital about his own nature.

God is one with respect to deity (or Godhead). This is often referred to as “one substance.” But God is three with respect to persons who are coequal and coeternal: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. So, the best way to understand the Trinity is that God is three-in-one. The Athanasian Creed captures the heart of the idea:


Now this is the true Christian faith: We worship one God in three persons and three persons in one God, without mixing the persons or dividing the divine being. For each person—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—is distinct, but the deity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is one, equal in glory and coeternal in majesty. What the Father is, so is the Son, and so is the Holy Spirit.53



While some have regarded the idea of a triune God as a contradiction (three equals one), it is not presented as such in Scripture or by the church’s best thinkers throughout the ages. Proving that the Trinity is contradictory is a difficult task. To refute such a claim, the apologist needs only to provide one or more plausible strategies that are biblically faithful and noncontradictory.54

The Trinity is not a logical puzzle or an embarrassment to the Christian or the Christian worldview. For in the Trinity we find the philosophical basis for love at the highest order possible and the key to explaining the human propensity toward and need for loving relationships. Love at its richest level requires a lover, loving, and a beloved.55 The doctrine of the Trinity affirms that each member of the Trinity has been in an eternally loving relationship with each other member of the Trinity. As Schaeffer said, “The universe had a personal beginning—a personal beginning on the high order of the Trinity. That is, before ‘in the beginning’ the personal was already there. Love and thought and communication existed prior to the creation of the heavens and the earth.”56 So, from the biblical worldview, there is nothing deeper than personal love. That is the foundation for the universe. This theological and cosmic personalism contrasts sharply with naturalism and pantheism, both of which assert that the loveless impersonal (either mindless nature or an impersonal god) is the ultimate reality, thus rendering love either a cosmic accident (naturalism) or an illusion (pantheism).

Importantly, without the doctrine of the Trinity, the incarnation, which is the lynchpin of Christianity, makes no sense. Jesus Christ, the second person of the Godhead, took on a human nature for our redemption and for the restoration of the cosmos (Col 1–2).

God, as a metaphysically distinct and personal being, is free to interact with his creatures in any number of ways. The Author is involved in his story of creation, fall, and redemption/ consummation. The universe is neither divine nor divorced from the divine. God may intervene in history through miraculous actions, in ways impossible if the world were left to its natural laws and operations. This involves, for example, the supernatural inspiration of the prophets and the written revelation of the Bible, as well as the miracles of Jesus’ healings and exorcisms.

The universe is thus an open and rationally ordered system of cause and effect.57 The universe is not a self-enclosed machine, but neither is it chaotic. Rather, it is an orderly and meaningful environment in which divine, human, and angelic agents, each in their own way, find their proper sphere of operation. But just who are humans in this scheme of things?




HUMAN BEINGS: QUESTION MARKS IN SEARCH OF AN ANSWER


Humans are the loudest and oddest question marks in the cosmos. They endlessly interrogate themselves about the universe and their place in it—and whether there is anything beyond it. The great Jewish philosopher Abraham Heschel wrote, “The Bible is not man’s theology, but God’s anthropology.”58 This insight is deeply biblical, since the psalmist asked God about humans when he wrote of their stature in relation to the world:


When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,

the moon and stars that you have established;

what are human beings that you are mindful of them,

mortals that you care for them? (Ps 8:3-4 NRSV)



The response is that God has made mortals “a little lower than the angels” and has “crowned them with glory and honor” (Ps 8:5). As such, they are “rulers over the works of your hands” by exercising their prowess over the rest of the creation (Ps 8:7-8). This, along with the earlier verses of the psalm, causes the writer to exclaim,


LORD, our Lord,

how majestic is your name in all the earth! (Ps 8:9)



The majesty of God himself is somehow mirrored in these beings, for God is ever mindful and watchful.

The psalmist’s words echo the account given in Genesis that men and women were created by divine design for the purpose of knowing God, filling the earth with humans, and governing and cultivating God’s good creation (Gen 1–2). A Christian worldview esteems humans as having been made in the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26; 5:1-2; 9:6) and refuses to reduce them to the unintended byproducts of time, matter, and natural laws. As bearers of the divine image, humans have a created nature and telos (or purpose) under God and within all of creation. This human nature fits the rest of the world and was intended to do so by God’s omniscient design. So humans are not, in Bertrand Russell’s memorable phrase, the result of an “accidental collocation of atoms.”59 On the other hand, humans are not divine—not even when they were in their original and pristine state. With God, they share the attributes of personality—agency, intelligence, creativity, rationality, emotion, and relationality—but in a form forever finite, limited, and contingent. Humans are more like God than anything else in the universe, yet they are only a small part of the universe, and they fall far short of the divine majesty discussed in Psalm 8. Thus, from a Christian perspective, we perennially face the dual temptation either to demote ourselves below what we truly are (despair) or to promote ourselves above our true status (hubris). All in all, humans are unique among the living.

Genesis reports that God breathed his Spirit on mere dust to create living beings (Gen 2:7). While humans are integrated beings, they are not reducible to an assemblage of merely material parts, as is a computer or an automobile. Humans are embodied and highly developed souls; that is, they possess an immaterial substance, which interacts with their physical dimensions.60 This was the overt teaching of Jesus, revisionists to the contrary.61 The Christian vision of humanity exalts neither the immaterial at the expense of the material (as in idealism, pantheism, Gnosticism) nor the material at the expense of the immaterial (as in physicalism). The earth may be our material domicile, but it is our sister, not our mother.62 This aspect of biblical anthropology has profound implications for our understanding of human personhood, life after death, spirituality, and much more.63

Although God has crowned humans as royalty, they have been ousted from their peaceful occupancy of the throne—and are ever questing to be reinstated. Such is the psychological energy for utopias, self-deception, and insanity. The doctrine of the fall of humanity is more fully developed in the New Testament, but it is summarized keenly in the book of Ecclesiastes: “This only have I found. God created mankind upright, but they have gone in search of many schemes” (Eccles 7:29). The apostle Paul declares that through “one man,” sin entered the world, thus disrupting everything—yet not without remedy, since through “another man,” Jesus Christ, salvation has been secured for those who rightly respond (Rom 5:12-20; 8:19-23).64 As a result of the first couple’s rebellion against God’s commandment, they were held responsible for their rebellion and were subjected to divine punishment by being banished from the garden and put out into a now hostile, dangerous, and deadly world.

Humans were once naturally in concord with themselves, others, nature, and God. Yet through moral transgression against God, humans were banished from such harmonious arrangements and suffered a constitutional corruption that has been passed down to every human being (save Jesus Christ, who is sinless). This has historically been called the doctrine of original sin. Now all humanity experiences the same alienation and disharmony chronicled in Genesis 3 and made plain in the rest of the Bible’s account of the human condition—one of both war and peace, heroism and cowardice, love and lust, commitment and betrayal, love and hate, faith and unbelief.65

Questions as to the historicity of the Genesis account and its relationship to evolutionary theories must wait until an upcoming chapter. However, many biblical texts outside of Genesis, including statements by Jesus himself, appeal to the historicity of the first humans as our first parents (Mt 19:4-5; Rom 5:12-21).

The point to recognize and ponder is that humans are estranged from their original earthly home. We were designed to thrive here, but we are out of step in our own backyard. Given our mixed state, we strain upward to the stars but are pulled down to the earth—and below. We are the only part of the universe that can consciously return praise to God—and curse our Maker. But Christianity cries out that humans east of Eden are not banished from hope and healing. We are still under a watchful and caring heaven. Since our origin is noble, our end may be glorious. But redemption must originate from beyond the royal ruins of the self. It must issue from God above. What, then, is this salvation that God has offered us?




SALVATION: FROM GOD, FOR US


From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible records God in pursuit of his human creatures. After creation and the fall, the triune Creator made provision for human sinfulness and held humans accountable for their rebellion through his judgments at Babel and in the flood. He later called Abraham to follow his guidance and establish a great people of God’s own choosing. God delivered this people from the bondage of Egypt and put them in the Promised Land. He made his covenant with them to be a people set apart, and he revealed his will, summarized in the Decalogue.

Despite their forgetfulness and hardness of heart, God sent prophets again and again to declare neglected truths and to bring God’s people back to their Creator and Redeemer. The prophets further spoke of a coming Messiah who would both rescue Israel and bring salvation to the uttermost parts of the earth. And this Messiah came, not merely as another prophet, but as God incarnate.66 Jesus of Nazareth accredited himself through signs and wonders, his fulfillment of prophecy, his matchless teaching, his impeccable character, his death on a bloody Roman cross, and finally through his rising from the dead and ascending to heaven in a glorified body. The resurrected Christ imbued his followers with a new way of life that must be taken to the nations, so that they may know that God has acted decisively in Jesus Christ to reconcile God and humanity and to create a new community of faith, hope, and love that awaits his final coming at the end of the age.

This brief and inadequate account of God’s doings in the world demonstrates the fact that God is a personal God of action who participates in history. History, then, has a purpose: it is the theater of a divine drama of judgment and restoration. It is linear (as opposed to being cyclical or unreal) and is providentially guided by God, but in a manner that does not undermine the creaturely agency of human beings, who either submit to or rebel against God and his ways.67 As a character in C. S. Lewis’s novel The Great Divorce puts it, “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God says, in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’”68




SOURCE OF MORALITY


Ethics, according to the Christian conception, is anchored in the reality of an eternal, personal, and moral God who is free to interact with his creation in order to impart moral knowledge. God has implanted in his image bearers a conscience that acts as a moral monitor (Rom 2:14-15), unless it has been willfully sullied by sin. God’s character is eternally good; thus his commands are holy and just. Further, God’s directives—known through conscience and Scripture—are in accord with the contours of the universe and the nature of human persons. God’s moral principles are not artificially or arbitrarily imposed on a morally neutral creation, nor are they moral principles up for revision.

Since God is both good and just, Christian ethics equally emphasizes love and justice. Our first duty is to love God with all our being, then to love others as ourselves. In a broken world, Christians are summoned to work for peace, justice, and reconciliation—not in their own strength, but by the grace and empowerment of God. Jesus is their supreme example, since he not only provided spiritual salvation through atonement and forgiveness, but healed the sick, fed the hungry, loved and taught the outcasts, and spoke truth to corrupted power. Throughout Scripture God expresses deep concern for the powerless—the last, the least, and the lost—those who have been marginalized and oppressed by the uncaring and prideful. James even defines true religion on the basis of the Christian’s response to these people and situations: “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world” (Jas 1:27). Following the Creator, Lawgiver, Savior, and Judge entails not only worship on the vertical level but moral action on the horizontal level under God’s watch. As the prophet Micah declared,


He has shown you, O mortal, what is good.

And what does the LORD require of you?

To act justly and to love mercy

and to walk humbly with your God. (Mic 6:8)






HISTORY, THE AFTERLIFE, AND THE SUPERNATURAL


It is appropriate to center on Jesus’ teaching on the biblical worldview of history and the afterlife since the kingdom of God is focused on Christ, and through him the afterlife is made known most manifestly. Jesus speaks of God as both the Creator of the world and the sovereign of history. He often refers to divinely orchestrated events in the history of the Jewish people as illustrating moral and spiritual truths. He heralds the coming of a new chapter in the kingdom of God as demonstrated in his own teaching, preaching, healing, exorcism, and ministry.

For Jesus, the kingdom of God indicates God’s intervention in history to accomplish both redemption and judgment. The kingdom refers to God’s authority and dominion, rather than a set location or one group of people. It has both present and future dimensions. In the person and actions of Jesus the kingdom breaks forth in new power, but much more is yet to come.

First, Jesus connects the coming of the kingdom in a new and unprecedented way to his own identity and mission. As F. F. Bruce puts it, “In Origen’s great word, Jesus was the autobasileia, the kingdom in person; for the principles of the kingdom of God could not have been more completely embodied than in him who said to his Father, ‘not my will, but thine be done,’ and accepted the cross in that spirit.”69 Jesus claims that his authority over the spiritual realm serves as evidence that the kingdom of God has come (Mt 12:28).

Jesus says to his disciples that “the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you” (Mt 13:11). “Blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. For truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it” (Mt 13:16-17).

Second, the kingdom of God is not limited to the Jewish nation but is offered broadly, even to Gentiles (Lk 13:29-30). In fact, many Jews would fail to recognize the coming of the kingdom in Jesus and so would forfeit its benefits (Lk 14:15-24). This claim of God’s universal purposes beyond the Jews scandalized many in Jesus’ audiences.

Third, Jesus views the kingdom of God and the flow of history as intimately related to his own ongoing and perpetual authority. After his resurrection, Jesus announces to his disciples that he possesses all possible authority and that they are to disciple the nations, baptizing converts in the name of the Trinity and teaching them what Jesus taught them (Mt 28:18-20). Jesus also tells his disciples that they will receive power through the Holy Spirit to be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

Jesus also speaks of a postmortem existence either with God in blessing or outside of God’s blessing in a state of regret, loss, and forfeiture. Jesus announces to the criminal crucified next to him that he would be with Jesus in paradise that very day (Lk 23:43). In the parable of Lazarus and the rich man, Jesus contrasts the beggar Lazarus, who “died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side,” with the oppressive rich man who died and found himself in “Hades, where he was in torment” (Lk 16:19-23). Jesus also warns of a day when he will eternally separate the “sheep” from the “goats” on the basis of how people lived in response to him and to their neighbors (Mt 25:31-46). Jesus implicitly builds on certain passages in the Hebrew Scriptures to this effect (Dan 12:2), but he makes himself the key agent of eternal judgment.

Jesus teaches that one passes from death into a disembodied intermediate state—either into God’s presence or away from it—and that at some future time this will be followed by Jesus’ own return to earth in final judgment. After this the permanent resurrection of the body will occur (Jn 5:28-29). Jesus claims to have the authority to render final judgment at that time (Mt 7:21-23).

Looking at the life of Jesus, we find Christianity is a supernatural worldview, which means that the world it describes is not exhausted by what is visible or material. Jesus is a man from heaven and he engages angels and demons. There are spiritual agents with causal powers who are engaged with the visible and material world. Humans, as mind-body wholes, are such agents, since their existence cannot be adequately described or explained by natural factors alone.70 God, of course, created, sustains, and continues to interact with his creation. He has revealed himself is many ways and can work miracles today. But there is another category of being, which his often excluded from Western philosophy and contemporary life and religion in general in the West—angels and demons.

Artistic depictions aside (which have little biblical warrant), the Christian worldview asserts the existence of finite and personal agents who can influence and affect the material and spiritual world. In a nutshell, angels are unfallen and immaterial beings who do God’s bidding gladly in worship and in human affairs. Demons are fallen angels who seek to further the cause of their leader, Satan, who is the chief fallen angel. One cannot delete this dimension of existence and do justice to the ministry of Jesus, since he cast out demons, was tempted by Satan himself, and was ministered to by angels. The apologetic case for the reality of this realm rests primarily on the reliability of the Bible and the teachings of Jesus, although the long history of humanity testifies to the depredations of spirits, jinn, gods, goddesses, and assorted supernatural denizens of various kinds.71 Some are fictional (Greek and Roman gods); others exist and fit the biblical categories, although they may be posing otherwise.

In affirming the supernatural, the Christian worldview steers between two extremes: animism and deism. Unlike the animist, the Christian need not fear a world populated by assorted spirits who must be supplicated or placated by magic, shamanic intervention, or desperate ritual. God is the Lord of all, and no entity operates independent of his providence (Eph 1:11). While reality has a demonic and angelic dimension, these finite spirits are no rivals to Christ, who has defeated the darkness and whose light is unstoppable (Col 2:14-15). Christians are under God’s care, who assigns angelic help when needed (Ps 34:7; 91:11). One name for God, “the Lord of hosts,” means “the Lord of the angel armies” (cf. 1 Sam 1:3; 17:45). Unlike the deist, who deems the Creator uninvolved with creation and thinks nothing of angels or demons, the Christian affirms both the transcendence and immanence of God (Is 57:15) and can put the spiritual world into the proper perspective through biblical revelation and act and pray accordingly (Eph 6:10-19).72




A VERY SMALL NUTSHELL: THE TOUCHSTONE PROPOSITION


William Halverson claims that at the core of every worldview lies a “touchstone proposition,” which is the “fundamental truth about reality and serves as a criterion to determine which other propositions may or may not count as candidates for belief.”73 If any proposition is deemed to be inconsistent with the touchstone proposition it must be rejected.74 At the risk of oversimplifying matters, I suggest this touchstone proposition for Christian theism:


The universe (originally good, now fallen and awaiting its divine judgment and restoration) was created by and is sustained by the Triune God, who has revealed himself in nature, humanity, conscience, Scripture, and supremely through the incarnation, that God may be glorified in all things.75



Bernard Ramm took a helpful and somewhat different angle in his “general definition” of the “postulate” of “the Christian religion”:


The Christian religion is the redemptive and revelatory work of the Holy Trinity which reaches its highest expression in the revelation and redemption in the Incarnation of God in Christ; and this religion is preserved for all ages and is witnessed for in all ages in the inspired Scriptures.76






CHRISTIAN EXISTENCE: LIVING IN THE TRUTH


Christianity means far more than holding a worldview or supporting it rationally through apologetics, although these are necessary for Christian witness. The Christian worldview, because of its objective and compelling truth, inspires a distinctively Christian way of living.77 When an apologist defends the truth, rationality, and pertinence of Christianity, he or she is also advocating a Christ-centered, Spirit-led, Bible-honoring way of being.

The Christian worldview summons people to follow Christ, to recognize and obey the truth that sets them free. “To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, ‘If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free’” (Jn 8:31-32). This new life bestows freedom from false masters: the world, the flesh, and the devil. It is a new life offering freedom from meaninglessness, since all should be done for the eternal glory of God (Eccles 12:13-14; 1 Cor 10:31; Col 3:17) as we seek the kingdom of God to be made manifest in our midst (Mt 6:33). The Christian life gives freedom from self-deception, since, in Christ, we can face our greatest sins, repent of them, and know that because of Christ’s finished work on the cross we are forgiven and empowered for kingdom service (1 Jn 1:8-10). The Christian is offered freedom from the tyranny of self, since we are commanded to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow Jesus Christ by loving our neighbors and even our enemies (Mt 5:43-48; Lk 9:23-24) through the power of the Holy Spirit. The Christian life manifests freedom from self-dependence since we must live in moment-by-moment dependence on God for all that we do (Jn 15). The Christian is given a new life that frees us from the fear of death or nonbeing. Since Christ has been raised immortal from the dead, Christians have a strong hope (based on knowledge) that they too will conquer death in the end (Heb 2:14-16).

This is a life of spiritual adventure, not because it is glamorous or thrill-seeking, but because each Christian is a unique person with a distinctive role to play in God’s eternal kingdom. Each Christian has been given gifts of treasure, time, and talents, and has a calling on his or her life to manifest truth and love whenever and wherever possible, no matter what the cost.78 Last, and most important, new life in Christ sets us free to love God and rejoice in the very being of the triune God. In light of this enjoyment of the divine, no sacrifice is too great and no human achievement can ever compare with it. And this joy is not without effect, for “the joy of the LORD is your strength” (Neh 8:10; see also Ps 90:14-15).79

An accurate understanding of the richness and distinctiveness of the Christian worldview is necessary for any apologetic that honors the God at the center of that worldview. Christianity is both a coherent system of ideas and the true story of the universe, its Maker, and our place within the divine drama. Nevertheless, the good news of the Christian message is often put in a bad light through caricature and distortion. To this problem we now turn.
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    ACCORDING TO CHRISTIANITY, we live in a meaningful world under the providence of a good and powerful God who has given us the opportunity to side with his cause, which is assured to triumph in the end because of the matchless achievement of Jesus Christ. Despite our pain and suffering, our destiny is to live forever in a restored universe with all those who share in God’s goodness.

    This outline of the Christian worldview, set forth in chapter three, may seem appealing to many, even those who are not Christians. Some may even wish it were true but are taken aback by repeated accusations that Christianity is without excuse because of one or more of its intrinsic defects: anti-intellectualism, an antiscience stance, racism, sexism, a repressive sexual ethics, imperialism, ecological disregard, and a boring conception of the afterlife.1 These epithets are hurled often and loudly against Christianity. The effect is that Christianity is sometimes taken to be so implausible that it is not deemed worthy of further investigation.2 In this chapter, I will give a brief response to each of these objections to the Christian worldview.

    
      ANTI-INTELLECTUALISM: CHRISTIANITY AS INTELLECTUAL SUICIDE


      Some refuse to give Christianity the time of day because they deem it anti-intellectual—a religion that values ignorance and credulity far above critical intelligence. In his satirical book The Devil’s Dictionary (1911), Ambrose Bierce defined faith as “belief without evidence in what is told by one who speaks without knowledge, of things without parallel.”

      In the bestselling biography of Steve Jobs, noted biographer Walter Isaacson recounts an event when the thirteen-year-old Jobs was distressed by a photograph in a 1968 issue of Life magazine. It showed a pair of starving children in Biafra, Africa, who were suffering because of a famine there. (I remember this myself, being roughly Jobs’s age.) Jobs, rightly disturbed by this tragedy, went to his Lutheran pastor for help. He held up one finger and asked, “Did God know I would hold up this finger before I did?” The pastor said, “Yes, God knows everything.” Of course, the pastor was correct (Ps 139:1-8). Then Jobs produced the Life cover photo and asked, “Well, does God know about this and what’s going to happen to those children?” The pastor replied, “Steve, I know you don’t understand, but yes, God knew about this.” That was as far as the discussion went. The pastor offered no apologetic—no reason to believe in the gospel despite evil (1 Pet 3:15)—to this young, brilliant, and inquiring soul. Isaacson reports that “Jobs announced that he didn’t want to have anything to do with worshiping such a God, and he never went back to church.”3

      No one should be willing to follow a religion that decapitates critical thinking. Anti-intellectualism has quite a grip in many aspects of American culture, not only in the Christian church.4 The reasons for the irrational faith shown in some aspects of American Christianity are numerous and will not concern us here except to say that none of the reasons flow from the Bible itself or from the best and truest elements of the Christian tradition.5 While some have pitted faith against reason, the Bible does not endorse blind leaps of faith in the dark but rather speaks of the knowledge of God gained through various rational means. Instead of a leap of faith, it commends a well-informed and volitional step of faith.6

      Jesus said the greatest commandment is to love God with all of one’s being, including the mind (Mt 22:37). Jesus’ own ministry led him into intellectual debates with the best thinkers of his day, none of whom bested him in argument. We find Jesus using various argumentative strategies, such as reductio ad absurdum, a fortiori, modus ponens, and appeals to evidence.7 He further reasoned from a well-developed theistic worldview.8 The apostle Paul reasoned with the philosophers on Mars Hill (Acts 17:16-31), and the apostle Peter challenged his readers to “give an answer” for their hope in Christ (1 Pet 3:15-16).

      When Paul refers to the wisdom of God as foolish to unbelievers in 1 Corinthians 1–2, he is not derogating the intellect per se. He is rather stressing that God’s initiation through divine revelation is required for a saving knowledge of Christ, and that human pride and arrogance deem it unreasonable to submit humbly to this necessity. God’s revelation is not unreasonable, yet the unaided human mind could not produce it on its own. Similarly, Paul warns his readers not to be taken captive by “hollow and deceptive philosophy,” which is merely human and divorced from God’s revelation (Col 2:8). This is not a condemnation of all philosophy, only false philosophy.9 Paul himself reasons carefully throughout his many intellectual encounters in the book of Acts and in his many New Testament letters. We do not lose our intelligence by being filled with the Holy Spirit.10

      Not long ago Christian apologists faced an uphill battle against well-entrenched philosophies of unbelief. Natural theology was deemed long dead, having been slain by the swords of Hume and Kant. Arguments for God’s existence were at best philosophical museum pieces revealing the errors of unenlightened intellectuals. Higher critics had reduced the Gospels to ragtag collections of scattered facts, idiosyncratic theologizing, and existentially gripping myths. Philosophers and apologists were doing well to argue for the intelligibility of religious language (considered nonsense by logical positivists), let alone its rationality or truth. Evangelical apologetics—when pursued at all—was typically practiced outside the academy and often lacked intellectual power (although this could not be said of twentieth-century evangelical stalwarts such as J. Gresham Machen, Gordon Clark, Bernard Ramm, Edward John Carnell, or Carl Henry).11

      But seismic shocks in the philosophy of religion have realigned the intellectual world of unbelief in the past four decades, opening up fissures and toppling edifices. In 2001, atheist philosopher Quentin Smith wrote in the skeptical philosophical journal Philo that the philosophy departments of the academy have been “desecularized” since the late 1960s, largely due to the pathbreaking work of Alvin Plantinga’s writings. Given the renaissance in Christian philosophy during the past few decades, atheistic philosophers can no longer assume that their naturalism is justified. Smith even allows that “the justification of most contemporary naturalist views is defeated by contemporary theist arguments.”12 Philosophia Christi, the journal of the Evangelical Philosophical Society, has a large subscription base and features a roster of stellar contributors. In two important books, Philosophers Who Believe and God and the Philosophers, many leading philosophers wrote of how their Christian beliefs inform their philosophical pursuits.13

      We find then that Christianity should encourage a robust life of the mind and that many philosophers today are owning and defending Christianity philosophically. There is therefore no reason to refuse to consider Christianity on the (false) basis that it demands intellectual suicide.

    

    
    
      THE SUPPOSED WARFARE BETWEEN CHRISTIANITY AND SCIENCE


      Many object to Christianity on the basis that it is hostile to scientific progress. Much has been made of the alleged “warfare between science and religion,” as if the forces of retrenchment and obscurantism (religion) were always hurling their ideological ordnance against the forces of reason, experimentation, and enlightenment (science).14 This caricature has been kept alive by Richard Dawkins in his bestselling book The God Delusion (2006). On this account, Christianity is reactionary and antiscience. But on the other hand, if Christianity has in fact contributed significantly to scientific betterment, then this would be of positive apologetic value.15

      The relationship between Christianity and science is extensive and multifaceted. We will look at two apologetic responses to this matter. The first response is historical: how has Christianity related to scientific discovery? The second is philosophical and theological: how does the Christian worldview address the nature of the universe and matters of scientific discovery?

      The historical record is not one of unmitigated hostility of the church against science, resulting in science always claiming victory over benighted theological assertions. On the contrary, the Christian understanding of nature often inspired scientific research. As part of a long and fascinating research project concerning the relationship of Christian monotheism to Western history, sociologist Rodney Stark claims that the medieval Christian worldview provided a wellspring of intellectual resources for the development of science, technology, and commerce. He argues that the later achievements of the scientific revolution were not the results of “an eruption of secular thinking” but were “the culmination of many centuries of systematic progress by medieval Scholastics, sustained by that uniquely Christian twelfth-century invention, the university.”16 This development was rooted in the Christian belief that nature is rationally knowable and should be investigated and used for the common good and the glory of God.

      Science only reached its glories in the Christian West during the scientific revolution in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when new discoveries were made in physics, astronomy, mathematics, and other sciences. This was due in part to the rejection of some of the inherited Roman Catholic ideas of nature held by the church on the basis of its adoption of Aristotelian philosophy. For example, Francis Bacon and Blaise Pascal (both Christians) rejected certain a priori accounts of nature that were strongly influenced by Aristotelianism and opted instead for a more experimental and empirical approach. Bacon developed an inductive approach to science (although he engaged in a few experiments) and Pascal performed significant experiments concerning the vacuum, the behavior of fluids, and so on.17 Other seminal scientific figures such as Isaac Newton, Johannes Kepler, and Galileo held to a theistic worldview that encouraged the study and development of creation.18 They did not view the Bible as inhibiting science but as being compatible with the best investigations of nature.

      Despite this record of harmony between religious commitment and scientific aspiration, there has been discord as well—although not to the degree that is usually assumed. Two examples of this discord were Galileo’s conflict with the Roman Catholic authorities and the infamous Huxley-Wilberforce debate over Darwinism. These icons of church-science warfare need to be knocked off the secularists’ trophy shelf.

      Galileo, as noted, was a confessing Christian who discerned no discord between the Bible and natural science. He famously stated that the Scriptures tell us how to go to heaven, but not how the heavens go. By this, he meant that Scripture should not be pressed beyond what it was intended to communicate. He was not denying the truth of the Bible, but rather its misinterpretation. Galileo built on the Copernican heliocentric theory and confirmed it through telescopic observation. The church objected to Galileo’s theory more on the basis of its commitment to Aristotelian principles concerning nature than on a conflict between the Bible and new scientific findings. Further, Galileo was rather intemperate in his opinions and thereby left himself open to censure. He was placed under house arrest but was not tortured or imprisoned in any cruel manner. Galileo’s mistreatment was certainly indefensible, but the whole sorry episode fails to represent any incorrigible conflict between the Bible and scientific progress.19

      We will discuss Darwinism in detail in later chapters. However, one event is often invoked to demonstrate the futility of criticizing the essentials of Darwinism: the debate between Thomas Huxley (known as “Darwin’s bulldog”) and Samuel Wilberforce, an Anglican bishop. Occurring shortly after the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species, the debate came to be characterized as a rout for Huxley, who exposed the benighted clergyman as a buffoon through an especially apt one-liner. But the reality was quite different. The event caused very little controversy at the time and was not written up in local papers until sometime later. There was no consensus that Huxley was the victor. Wilberforce, who is usually dubbed as opposing Darwin for theological reasons alone, in fact marshaled a scientific critique of his theory based on a previously written fifty-page article. Far from forever banishing rational criticism of Darwinism, this debate revealed two capable intellects sparring over a very significant topic.20

      Having briefly looked at historical matters, we need to consider in more detail the intellectual reasons why the Christian worldview encouraged science in the Middle Ages and especially in the scientific revolution. The rise of science in the West is unique in world history. As Stark says, “Real science arose only once: in Europe. China, Islam, India, and ancient Greece and Rome each had a highly developed alchemy. But only in Europe did alchemy develop into chemistry. By the same token, many societies developed elaborate systems of astrology, but only in Europe did astrology lead to astronomy. Why?”21 The answer lies in the Christian West’s view of God, creation and humanity. Unlike cultures elsewhere, “Christians developed science because they believed it could be done, and should be done.”22 Philosopher and mathematician Alfred North Whitehead noted in Science and the Modern World that the medievalists insisted on “the rationality of God, conceived as with the personal energy of Jehovah and with the rationality of a Greek philosopher. Every detail was supervised and ordered: the search into nature could only result in the vindication of the faith in rationality.”23

      The deities of other religions (outside of monotheism) were irrational and impersonal, and could not serve as the foundation for belief in an orderly and knowable creation. Lacking any doctrine of creation, these other cultures could only posit a universe that is, according to Stark, “a supreme mystery, inconsistent, unpredictable, and arbitrary. For those holding these religious premises, the path to wisdom is through meditation into mystical insights and there is no occasion to celebrate reason.”24 But Christianity, on the contrary, “depicted God as a rational, responsive, dependable, and omnipotent being and the universe as his personal creation, thus having a rational, lawful, stable structure, awaiting human comprehension.”25

      Although Islam affirms a doctrine of creation, its views of God and humanity are far different from that of Christianity. The God of Islam is an unknowable commander and humans are Allah’s slaves, not made in his image. Creation is controlled moment by moment by God’s arbitrary will such that laws and processes cannot be discerned. Basic scientific theories are not discoverable, since they depend on natural regularities.26 According to eminent historian and philosopher of science Stanley Jaki, Islamic thinkers—having assimilated Aristotle nearly wholesale—did not have a conception of God that was “adequately rational to inspire an effective distaste for various types of pantheistic, cyclic, animistic, and magical world pictures which freely made their way into the Rasa’l [an early Islamic encyclopedia of knowledge].”27 While Christian thinkers believed in miracles, they deemed them as rare and as not interfering with the basic patterns of the natural order established by God himself.28

      Kenneth Samples has aptly summarized ten ways in which Christian belief creates a hospitable environment for scientific inquiry.29

      
        	
          1. The physical universe is an objective reality, which is ontologically distinct from the Creator (Gen 1:1; Jn 1:1).

        

        	
          2. The laws of nature exhibit order, pattern and regularity, since they are established by an orderly God (Ps 19:1-4).

        

        	
          3. The laws of nature are uniform throughout the physical universe, since God created and providentially sustains them.

        

        	
          4. The physical universe is intelligible because God created us to know himself, ourselves, and the rest of creation (Gen 1–2; Prov 8).

        

        	
          5. The world is good, valuable, and worthy of careful study because it was created for a purpose by a perfectly good God (Gen 1). Humans, as the unique image bearers of God, were created to discern, discover, and develop the goodness of creation for the glory of God and human betterment through work. The creation mandate (Gen 1:26-28) includes scientific activity.

        

        	
          6. Because the world is not divine and therefore not a proper object of worship, it can be an object of rational study and empirical observation.

        

        	
          7. Human beings possess the ability to discover the universe’s intelligibility, since we are made in God’s image and have been placed on earth to develop its intrinsic possibilities.

        

        	
          8. Because God did not reveal everything about nature, empirical investigation is necessary to discern the patterns God laid down in creation.

        

        	
          9. God encourages, even propels, science through his imperative to humans to take dominion over nature (Gen 1:28).

        

        	
          10. The intellectual virtues essential to carrying out the scientific enterprise (studiousness, honesty, integrity, humility, and courage) are part of God’s moral law (Ex 20:1-17).30

        

      

      While Christianity and science have had their scuffles, there is nothing inherent in the Christian worldview that is inimical to science rightly understood. Of course, Christianity is opposed to the worldview of philosophical materialism and the epistemology of scientism, the claim that knowledge is limited to what science can tell us.31 We will take up the relationship of Christianity and science (particularly Darwinism) in more detail in chapters fourteen and fifteen.

    

    
    
      RACISM AND SLAVERY


      Sadly, people have used the Bible to promote racism in various forms. Especially noteworthy for Americans is the fact that Southern Christians before the Civil War sought to justify from Scripture the perpetual institution of slavery. However, the broad themes of Scripture do not endorse slavery or racism of any kind. All humans are equally made in God’s image and likeness (Gen 1:26), and all have equally fallen into sin (Rom 3:9-20). Even God’s election of Israel was not because of their superior race or ethnicity, but solely because of God’s unconditional grace (Gen 12:1-3). Israel was divinely elected to be a light to the Gentiles. Through its lineage came the Messiah, who calls all people to himself (Mt 11:28-30; 28:18-20). In the end, people from “every nation, tribe, people and language” will rejoice before God’s throne in celebration of their redemption (Rev 7:9).

      But if Christianity is nothing but a white man’s religion, it is remarkable that it is growing most prolifically in nonwhite parts of the world, particularly in the Southern Hemisphere, as Philip Jenkins has documented.32 Yet in much of Europe and the United States, Christianity as a movement is less vital.33

      Over the centuries, many who have been invested in slavery have cited Genesis 9:20-27 to ground their view that the darker-skinned races were inferior and under an enduring curse, “the curse of Ham.”34 When Noah awoke from a drunken stupor to find that Ham had asked his brothers Shem and Japheth to cover Noah’s nakedness with a garment, Noah cursed Canaan (Ham’s son), not Ham himself. The Canaanites later became the enemies of Israel and the recipients of God’s judgment. However, there is no specific racial component involved, since all the parties were Semites. Just how and when the races became differently pigmented is not addressed in the Bible, probably because skin color makes no difference whatsoever to God.35

      The Bible’s references to slavery are not meant to enshrine it as a God-ordained, normative institution. Slavery, as practiced under Old Testament law, was not based on the race of the enslaved peoples but on ancient laws regarding the spoils of war. In fact, the slavery in the cultures of biblical times bore little relation to the race-based slavery practiced, for example, in the United States before the Civil War. Old Testament laws regulating the extent and form of slavery had the effect of humanizing the existing institution to some degree.36 The Anchor Bible Dictionary notes that “we have in the Bible the first appeals in world literature to treat slaves as human beings for their own sake and not just in the interests of their masters.”37 More importantly, the Hebrew theocracy was not meant to be a perpetual institution.38 The best was yet to come in the messianic age.

      In the New Testament, “we have Roman chattel (property) slavery, not Mosaic servitude with dignity and rights.”39 References to slaves submitting to their masters in the New Testament are not endorsements of the institution per se but temporary injunctions given certain social realities. This is evident when Paul refers to slave traders as evil (1 Tim 1:9-10) and when he bids slaves to seek freedom lawfully when they can (1 Cor 7:21). The book of Philemon did much to revolutionize the Christian view of slavery. Paul writes to Philemon that since Onesimus, his slave, is his brother in Christ, he should be treated well, “no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a fellow man and as a brother in the Lord” (Philem 16).40

      A specific political indictment of slavery cannot be found in the Gospels—or in any other literature of the world at that time. But an omission of condemnation is not the same as an endorsement of an institution’s perpetual and crosscultural legitimacy. The Gospels do not portray Jesus as a political leader who directly challenged all illegitimate authority. In fact, he refused to be made a political messiah. However, his instruction that his followers not lord it over others but rather prize servanthood sets in motion an ethic ultimately incompatible with slavery (Mk 9:35). Moreover, Jesus’ own mission statement opposed all oppression.

      
        He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written:

        
          “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

          because he has anointed me

          to proclaim good news to the poor.

          He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

          and recovery of sight for the blind,

          to set the oppressed free,

          to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

        

        Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. He began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” (Lk 4:16-21).

      

      This spirit of Jesus is evident in the New Testaments claim that “there is neither slave nor free” in Christ (Gal 3:28), in the practice of both slaves and masters greeting each other with a holy kiss (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 5:26), and taking communion together.41

      While misguided Christians used texts out of context as pretexts for slavery,42 Christians with a deeper sense of the Bible’s meaning of liberation opposed slavery and eventually prevailed in both the British Empire (largely through the efforts of William Wilberforce) and in the United States. Christians did not uniformly support slavery up until these reforms, however. Rodney Stark observes “that while all classical societies were slave societies,” there was “only one civilization [that] ever rejected human bondage: Christendom. And it did so twice!”43 Slavery was undermined during the so-called “ark ages of Christendom. Charlemagne (742–812) opposed it and “during the eleventh century both Saint Wufstan and Saint Anselm successfully campaigned to remove the last vestiges of slavery in Christendom.”44 Slavery reappeared in the West later, but was opposed again by Christianity.45

    

    
    
      IS CHRISTIANITY SEXIST?


      Some believe that Christianity is a male-dominated religion that reduces women to an inferior status. How can we trust a sexist book (the Bible) as a revelation from God? Many women have felt the anguish of being treated as second-class citizens in a man’s world. They have been stereotyped, marginalized, and even abused by men who fail to see their real abilities and understand their real desires.

      Christians should be sensitive to these concerns, since God calls us to respect everyone equally on the basis of the truth that we are all created in the image of God (Gen 1:26). We are to love our neighbor as ourselves (Mt 19:19) and recognize our unity and equality in Christ (Gal 3:26-29). Yet sadly, many women and men see the Bible itself as justifying the mistreatment of half the human race.

      Many non-Christian feminists claim that the God of the Bible is male. If God is male, then men are more like God than are women. This belief devalues women who, because of their gender, will never have the privileged status of men. Some feminists also complain that since the incarnation of God occurred in the form of a man, Jesus, this God cannot properly relate to women’s experience. Because of these problems with Christianity, they say, women must turn to a feminine understanding of the divine, the goddess.46

      But those who are drawn to the goddess must come to terms with the real Jesus, not a sexist caricature. First, the God of the Bible is not male in any sense, because God is not a sexual being. Jesus taught that God is Spirit (Jn 4:24) and not one who brings things into existence through procreation. God is not to be represented as either a male or a female (Ex 20:4; Deut 4:16). Scripture refers to God as “he” and Jesus called God his Father not to emphasize masculinity against femininity but to highlight that God is a personal and powerful being. Unlike the idea of the goddess, the biblical God is a knowing, willing, holy, and loving personal agent who reveals himself in the Bible and through taking on a human nature in Jesus Christ.

      Throughout human cultures over history, men have had more authority than women. The Bible uses the terms and concepts that would best communicate God’s power and prestige, and his role as our protector and provider. Nevertheless, the Bible uses feminine imagery when it speaks of God as giving birth to Israel (Deut 32:18) and to the Christian (Jas 1:18). Jesus said he longed to gather rebellious Israel to himself as a mother hen gathers her chicks (Mt 23:37-39). These kinds of metaphors reveal that although God is not a sexual being, he possesses all the qualities that we appreciate in both men and women, for God is the giver of every good and perfect gift (Jas 1:17).

      Moreover, Jesus did not set up a male-dominated religious system in which women would be permanently subjugated. He surprised his followers by teaching theology to women in private and in public (Lk 10:38-42; Jn 4:7-27; 11:21-27) at a time when women were excluded from such affairs. Although he esteemed the family, Jesus stipulated that a woman’s principal purpose in life is not reducible to motherhood and domestic work, but is found in knowing and following God’s will (Lk 10:38-42; 11:27-28). Jesus also appeared to Mary after his resurrection and appointed her as a witness to this world-changing event—in a time when the witness of a woman was not respected (Mt 28:5-10; Jn 20:17-18). His model of leadership was based on mutual service and sacrifice, not hierarchical authority structures:

      
        Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mt 20:25-28)

      

      In addition, in the early church, women served as prophets (Acts 2:17-18; 21:9), teachers (Acts 18:24-26), and even apostles: “Greet Andronicus and Junia [a female name], my fellow Jews who have been in prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was” (Rom 16:7).47 Paul clearly articulated the spiritual and ontological equality of male and female believers when he said, “In Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26-28).48

      While a few biblical texts have been wrongly taken to support the subjugation of women, Christians through history have reformed culture and politics to grant women more dignity. From William Carey’s work to ban widow burning in India, to the suffragette movement that gave women the vote in America in 1920, to the role of prominent women leaders in American Christianity (such as Catherine Booth of the Salvation Army),49 the Christian message has encouraged the liberation of women from false stereotypes and restrictive conditions.50

      The incarnation of God in Jesus does not imply that God is male or that God excludes or devalues women, as claimed by Mary Daly.51 For God the Son to take on human nature, he would have to be either a male or a female. He could not be both simultaneously. Moreover, the divine nature of the Son is not gendered, since sexuality is a human, not a divine attribute. The most important fact about Jesus’ humanity was not his maleness but his moral perfection and his identification with and representation of the entire human race.52 Jesus understands us all from the inside out: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not sin” (Heb 4:15). Although Jesus lived in perfect harmony with the Father and the Holy Spirit, when he joined the human family he personally experienced what it was like to suffer and feel pain, even as we do (Heb 5:7-9).

      Those who gravitate toward the goddess because of the problems they perceive with the God of the Bible should realize that Jesus Christ died for the sins of the world, including the sins that men commit against women. Jesus neither endorses nor excuses any sin, but calls everyone to repent of sin and accept him as his or her Savior, Master, and Friend (Jn 15:15). An impersonal principle, power, or presence romantically and mythically called the goddess can be no one’s friend, let alone their Savior.

      While goddess religion is speculatively reconstructed from the dark recesses of prehistory, the drama of Jesus is enshrined in datable, space-time, human history. God has a human face, the visage of Jesus. His story has spoken to countless millions of women and men worldwide for the last two thousand years—and continues to speak to us today. Jesus, in fact, scandalized the religious establishment (and even his own disciples) through his respect for women demonstrated in many circumstances.53 Even though the Bible was written in and to patriarchal cultures, it lauds several women leaders in various capacities, such as judge, prophetess, and teacher.54 The promise of the kingdom involves both men and women filled with the Spirit and serving Christ (Acts 2:17-18; see also Joel 2:28-32).55

    

    
    
      CHRISTIANITY AND SEXUAL IDENTITY


      Christians have been accused of being homophobic and generally hostile to those who do not adhere to traditional morality—that is, those fitting the LGBTQ+ category.56 The idea is that Christianity is regressive and bigoted to its core and so is not a serious candidate for one’s allegiance. This consideration alone repels many from taking Christianity or any apologetic argument seriously.

      We should remember at the onset that because the Bible teaches that all people are made in God’s image and likeness (Gen 1:26) and because we should love our neighbor as ourselves (Mt 22:39), everyone should be treated with respect and love, whatever their sexual proclivities or sense of identity. Those who do not fit traditional standards of sexuality have sometimes been terribly abused and mistreated, often by Christians. This is wrong and must be rejected. However, that sad fact does not justify condoning unbiblical sexual behavior.

      Concepts of sexual identity have shifted dramatically in recent decades, especially since same-sex marriage was legalized by the Supreme Court in 2015 (Obergefell v. Hodges). As author and social activist Charles Colson (1931–2012) said, the cause of defending traditional marriage was worth fighting for, since so much was at stake. He was right, and the traditional forces lost. We now face the radical claim that sexual identity (or gender) floats completely free from biology or from traditional moral norms restricting sexual activity to heterosexual marriage. The very definition of marriage is up for grabs. The apologetic challenge is that many consider Christianity’s teaching on sexual identity and morality to be untrue and unworthy of believe or obedience. Thus, a defense of traditional Christian morality needs to be part of the apologetic enterprise.

      C. S. Lewis made clear the fundamental issue on sexuality and Christianity long ago in Mere Christianity. “There is no getting away from it; the Christian rule is, ‘Either marriage, with complete faithfulness to your partner, or else total abstinence.’ Now this is so difficult and so contrary to our instincts, that obviously either Christianity is wrong or our sexual instinct, as it now is, has gone wrong.”57 Lewis meant heterosexual marriage, since no other kind existed or was considered at the time, but his insight applies to everything outside of the Christian norm. If Christianity is true, then humans are fallen in all aspects of their personalities, sexuality included. As Saint Augustine said, our desires are disordered by sin. We often love wrongly. The commonly heard statement “love is love” has no moral force.

      But if Christianity is false, then—apart from some other strong moral tradition, such as Judaism—the whole world of LGBTQ possibilities open up, and gender becomes as flexible and fungible as one’s imagination and opportunities. One article claims there are sixty-four possible gender identities.58 Many non-Christians object that the Christian insistence on heterosexuality is the moral norm means that one of many possibilities has been reified.59 As such, this notion has oppressed those whose sexuality do not fit their mold. So, if that is what Christianity is, they want no part of it. What kind of apologetic might apply to this complaint?

      Despite some revisionist attempts to justify homosexual and other nonheterosexual relationships from the Bible, the biblical paradigm is heterosexual monogamy, which is rooted deeply in the foundational Genesis narrative concerning men, women, marriage, and children. In Genesis 1–2, God created man and woman to cultivate and develop creation, to be one flesh in marriage and to procreate (Gen 1:26-28; 2:23-25). Jesus further ratifies this when he is asked a question about divorce. “‘Haven’t you read,’ he replied, ‘that at the beginning the Creator “made them male and female,” and said, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh”?’” (Mt 19:4-5).

      The one-flesh relation of the man and the woman is the very meaning of marriage in the Bible and the original pattern for human satisfaction under God. Homosexuality, on the other hand, stems from the fall of humanity into sin. Paul brings this home when he describes what happens when people fail to honor God for who God is. Part of the result of this fallen pattern is homosexual behavior.

      
        God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen.

        Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their error. (Rom 1:24-27)

      

      These sexual behaviors are against creation and so are shameful, unnatural, and injurious. Therefore, whether or not a sexual orientation is a matter of choice, the action he describes cannot be condoned as naturally good or fitting. Further, Paul writes of those who were so inclined but who have repented and are washed clean of their sin through the Lord,

      
        Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor 6:9-11, emphasis added)

      

      Whether one takes the biblical teaching on sexuality to be normative depends on whether one reckons the Bible to be divinely inspired. If the argument for Christianity stands, so does its sexual ethic, which flows out of its essential worldview. Christianity as a biblical religion cannot be accommodated to the gender fluid sensibilities of postmodern culture, although some, such as Nadia Bolz-Weber, have tried.60 This revision can only be attempted by denying the full truth and authority of the Bible and by abandoning proper principles of hermeneutics.61 That price is too high.

      Once sexuality is unhinged from a creational ethic of men and women being designed by God in their identities, and if it is not rooted in some other philosophical justification,62 we are placed on a real slippery slope on which some advocates of same-sex marriage may not be willing to be placed. If heterosexual monogamy is not the one right way for marriage, then there is no reason to ban plural marriage, which includes polygamy and polyandry. In an academic book called In Defense of Plural Marriage, Professor Ronald C. Den Otter defines plural marriage as “being legally married to more than one person at the same time.”63 If support for heterosexual monogamy commits the bigotry of “heterosexism,” then why deny marriage to a group of more than two people? That would be the bigotry of “two-ism.” Moreover, many are calling for a ban on age-of-consent laws for sexual relations between adults and children. To think it is wrong is “ageism.” The same thinking can be applied even to bestiality, and we are brought face-to-face with the stark pattern of decline stated by Paul in Romans 1:18-32.

      The above reasoning is consistent, if one grants the premise that gender, marriage, and sexual morality are not accountable to a higher standard and not based on our fundamental ontology. But the logical consistency results in a reductio ad absurdum, if one thinks that plural marriage, adult-child sex, and bestiality are wrong. Sadly, some will gladly slip down this slippery slope, and if they do, not much can be said against them, since all moral common ground has vanished.

      Critics of Christianity sometimes argue that its sexual ethics are unlivable, especially regarding sexual orientations and activities outside of traditional marriage. Philosophy Now ran an essay to this effect by Rick Aaron, who argued putting heterosexual marriage strictures on gay peoples’ sexual activity was not “practically feasible,” since they could not find a happy and meaningful life thereby.64 Because of this, I will instead consider briefly whether a gay person could find life satisfaction by either being celibate or by marrying someone of the opposite sex.65

      The idea that gay celibacy is not “practically feasible” is questionable. Of course, what is logically or factually impossible is not morally obligatory. I am not obliged to love my children, since I don’t have any. But what may seem beyond us morally or existentially may be possible. Morality puts constraints on us and requires strength, courage, and sacrifice. The golden rule of treating others as we would have them treat us is no piece of cake. Neither is loving your neighbor as yourself. Yet both of these norms (spoken by Jesus) are commonly agreed on. They make demands on us. Psychologically, it may seem more feasible to be selfish or hold to a moral minimalism of not hurting others. Taking care of my dying wife, Becky, often did not seem “practically feasible,” given the exhaustion, stress, and dread. But I took our wedding vows seriously—right up to her death. Many others do likewise and more so.

      Traditional Christian morality calls us to deny some aspects of our sexuality in order to do what is right, to keep social order, and to please God. According to Christianity, we have all gone wrong sexually (as either heterosexuals or otherwise), in one way or another, as C. S. Lewis wrote. Thus, self-control is paramount for moral rectitude.

      A gay person who follows Christian morality will experience some suffering—because of their sexual denial—not experienced by those heterosexually married. But having a meaningful life as a celibate gay person is not psychologically impossible or necessarily less meaningful or less happy than those traditionally married. A celibate life need not be cold, dark, lonely, and endlessly frustrating. I know two young Christian men who are gay, who have not be able to pray or counsel the gay away, and who are committed to celibacy because of their moral convictions. They enjoy Christian fellowship, various friendships, intellectual pursuits, and many other joys. But for them and those like them, to “deny themselves and take up their cross daily,” as Jesus taught (Lk 9:23-24), is different from the self-denial needed for heterosexual people. The cross of self-denial is the same weight for all Christians, but it may not have the same shape. And in Christian teaching, self-denial is always done for the sake of making room for something better. It is not mere asceticism.

      Moreover, Jesus commended (but did not require) celibacy when he said, “There are eunuchs who were born that way, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others—and there are those who choose to live like eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it” (Mt 19:12). The apostle Paul likewise spoke of the benefits of being single: “Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay unmarried, as I do. But if they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with passion” (1 Cor 7:8-9). So, being single may be a divine calling and one that has advantages over being married, despite the sexual denial required. This applies to gay people and to heterosexuals.

      While it is easy to dismisses the idea that gay people should ever marry someone of the opposite sex, such a person may find fulfillment if they do so in a self-aware and realistic way. In Confronting Christianity: 12 Hard Questions for the World’s Largest Religion, Rebecca McLaughlin, a Christian, writes that although she is primarily same-sex attracted, she has never acted out on this, and that she is happily married with children.66 This kind of marriage may not be the answer for many gay people, but it is not out of the question.

      Given the supernatural virtue of the Holy Spirit, some formerly gay people testify that God changed their orientation to heterosexual. I spoke with a man who had nothing but gay sexual feelings his entire life of forty years. But during a counseling and prayer session, those left him, never to return. Or consider Rosario Butterworth, who writes of her conversion from being an atheist and lesbian to becoming a Christian, heterosexual, and married. This is recounted in Secret Thoughts from an Unlikely Convert: An English Professor’s Journey to Christian Faith.67

      Despite these two testimonies by reliable and academic authors, there is no guarantee that a gay person will become happily married to the opposite sex or that he or she will become heterosexual. The orientation may remain, but one’s approach to one’s orientation can change to line up with biblical standards. Although Christians often speak carelessly, it is not true that “gayness is a sin” any more than “being human is a sin.” Rather, humans, gay or otherwise, can sin sexually. The answer is to follow Christ through the joy and suffering of life.

      If someone is both a traditional Christian and gay, he or she believes in both traditional sexual morality and in the grace to obey it. There is also grace to be forgiven when one disobeys (1 Jn 1:8-10). Thus, the issue comes down to the truth of Christianity. If it is true, then supernatural assistance is possible. Even through his intense suffering and many trials experienced for being a Christian, the apostle Paul said that God’s grace was sufficient for him in every situation: “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor 12:9-10). The same holds true for the gay Christian who seeks to live out the realities of God’s kingdom and to depend on God moment by moment.

    

    
    
      COERCION AND IMPERIALISM


      Christians in many parts of the world, such as Sri Lanka, are often accused of siding with Western imperialism rather than having solidarity with their own people. This is one result of nations in the Two-Thirds World having been colonized by Western powers.

      However, the charge that Christianity was the spiritual fuel behind imperialism and that the church used imperialism’s power to subjugate people to Christianity has been terribly overstated. Christian missionaries may have been given greater access to nations that were colonized, but that does not imply that they used coercion in their evangelism or social reform. That was not true for the British missionary to India William Carey (1761–1834), who was an evangelist, educator, and social reformer in India and successfully advocated for the elimination of infanticide, the drowning of the lepers, leaving the sick to die by exposure, and widow burning (suttee or sati).68 Constructively, he “has been called the ‘father of Bengali prose’ for his grammars, dictionaries, and translations.”69 More broadly, southern India had a deep Christian heritage before it was colonized and the British rule was sometimes hostile to missionary work.70

      Although I cannot give the history of imperialism and its relationship to Christian mission, there are biblical principles that militate against using political means for mission and to differentiate imperialism from genuine Christian witness (apologetics and evangelism).

      Christianity was born and developed in a largely hostile environment in the ancient Mediterranean world. Nevertheless, it expanded as it reached out to both Jews and Gentiles through its teaching, preaching, miracles, and acts of service. Since neither Jesus nor the apostles ever sanctioned coercion as a method for mission, neither did the early church. While the state is given “the power of the sword” (Rom 13:1-7), the church is not. Its weapons are spiritual and have greater power (2 Cor 10:3-5; Eph 6:12). After Christianity was legalized in the Roman Empire by Constantine, and especially after Christianity became the state church under Theodosius in AD 380, the situation became more complex. We know from history that the church has sometimes used the coercive power of the state to threaten or force conversions (or ostensible Christian behavior where true faith was lacking). Yet we cannot find any basis for this strategy in the Bible itself.

      In light of the postmodernist criticism that “totalizing metanarratives” (worldviews claiming objective and universal truth) are intrinsically unjust, we should note that Jesus commissioned his followers to persuade and influence people through teaching and actions that are empowered by the Holy Spirit (Mt 28:18-20; Lk 24:46-49; Acts 1:8). He never authorized imperialism, exploitation, coercion, threats, or any other means of illicit power over others. Instead, he tells us to love our neighbors and even our enemies (Mt 5:43-48). The book of Acts shows the early Christians winning conversions through persuasion, not through intimidation, coercion, or manipulation. We find Christians, such as Stephen (the first Christian martyr), being persecuted and killed for their faith (Acts 7). This did not lead the Christians to an armed revolt but to fervent prayer, fasting, and acts of faith in the face of opposition. Sadly, some later Christians who held the reins of political power did enforce Christian conformity through the sword. We would be hard pressed, though, to find any warrant for this in the teachings of Jesus or the apostles.

      Some may hearken back to the territorial imperatives given by God to ancient Israel in which the Israelites were to take land from their neighbors and in some cases to exterminate them.71 Suffice to say that these injunctions were meant only for a particular people at a particular time and for a particular purpose. There is no warrant to regard the holy wars of the Hebrew Bible as general principles for Christian endeavors. Further, the purpose of these wars was not the conversion of the inhabitants of the land but their military defeat.72 Therefore, there is no parallel to Christian witness today, which has nothing to do with conquering physical lands by force.

      While the Christian crusades are often invoked as evidence against the goodness and truth of Christianity, this is simply not true. Much could be said about the distorted views of the crusades (especially their extent and purposes), but suffice it to say that they were a relatively short-lived and largely defensive action instigated by Roman Catholic popes to reclaim the Holy Land for Christendom from Islam.73 Since this book defends a Protestant understanding of Christianity and so does not accept the office of the pope, these papal pronouncements on the crusades lie outside of anything I wish to defend as true or rational. Claims made by popes that the soldiers dying in a crusade would be guaranteed heaven are entirely unbiblical and, in fact, resemble Islamic claims more than anything found in Holy Scripture. The call for a holy (military) crusade made by the church is always out of sync with the Bible itself.74

    

    
    
      DOES CHRISTIANITY NEGLECT ECOLOGY?


      Christianity is often characterized as displaying little concern for the nonhuman realm of nature and focusing instead on only the salvation of souls and their eternal state in heaven above. Humans are deemed free to exploit the earth as its masters. The earth will be destroyed at the end of the ages anyway. Given this caricature of Christianity, many green activists and environmentalists have rejected a Christian view of nature and have gleaned heavily from non-Christian religions, which they take to be more respectful of nature. “Love Your Mother” reads a bumper sticker with a depiction of planet Earth on it. Earth Day (started in 1970) is close to a sacred holiday for many groups. Yet pagan religions have done a fine job of polluting and disrespecting nature, as René Dubos pointed out in his refutation of Lynn White’s influential essay claiming that Christianity was responsible for “the ecological crisis.”75

      The Christian worldview neither deifies nature nor denigrates its worth. According to the Bible, creation is not divine and should never be worshiped. Yet it is neither intrinsically evil nor illusory, so it should be treated with respect. The universe was created as good by God and given to humans that they might develop and cultivate it through their God-given ingenuity. Women and men’s “dominion” over creation—critics to the contrary—was never intended to mean lawless exploitation at the expense of creation (see Gen 1–2; Ps 8). However, the fall set creation against itself such that harmony between humans, animals, and the rest of nature is difficult to attain (Gen 3). But now the entire creation has been dignified by God’s decision to take on a human nature and live on earth for the sake of cosmic redemption. In the end the balance will be restored and nature in all its nooks and crannies will be reinstated with untrammeled goodness and grace (Rom 8:18-26; Rev 21–22).

      Nevertheless, the Bible’s ecological concern does not require vegetarianism (Gen 9:1-3), nor does it put animals on an equal or higher moral level than human beings, who alone are made in God’s image and likeness. Jesus spoke of humans as being “much more valuable” than “the birds of the air” (Mt 6:26). Under the old covenant, God ordained animal sacrifice to portray the need for blood atonement for sin. The Passover meal, prefiguring Christ’s death for sin, features the consumption of lamb (Ex 12:21). Jesus himself ate this meal at the Last Supper (Mt 26:17) and ate fish after the resurrection (Lk 24:40-43). Yet the Bible does not regard animals as without value or as mere fodder for human exploitation. The old covenant law speaks of the need for letting the land rest and for the proper treatment of animals.76 Moreover, a strong case can be made that animal life will be included in God’s eternal and deathless kingdom (Is 65:17-25).77

      Although Christians of good conscience will find themselves in disagreement as to which policies are in the best interest for God’s green earth, all Christians should work for what Francis Schaeffer called “substantial healing” for the earth, even before the second coming.78

      Although some writers have emphasized the imminence of events signaling the end of the world, Jesus proclaimed that no one knows the precise timing of his return from heaven (Mk 13:32; see also Acts 1:11). Until that time, his followers should bring as much shalom (justice and peace) to earth as possible. They should put their talents to good use while they have time (Lk 19:11-28). This includes tending the garden God bequeathed to earthlings for safe keeping. In fact, in recent years, many evangelical Christians have become more interested in these matters.

    

    
    

      THE CHRISTIAN AFTERLIFE IS UNAPPEALING


      Although it is seldom mentioned in Christian apologetics texts, some have dismissed Christianity as unappealing partially because they take its view of the afterlife to be monotonous and boring. This often stems from half-remembered Sunday school lessons, bad religious art, or popular presentations of people playing harps on clouds for no apparent reason—forever. The root of this problem is a false concept of heaven, which is often perpetrated by the church itself. Biblically understood, the afterlife has two stages: (1) life after death and (2) life after life after death.79 For the believer in Christ, physical death means that the soul separates from the body and enters into the presence of God. The Bible does not reveal much about this stage, except to that one is “with the Lord” but nevertheless “unclothed,” lacking a physical body (2 Cor 5:1-10). That is, this disembodied and intermediate state—between mortal life and the resurrection of the body—is incomplete. We were created to be a physical and spiritual unity, but death (due to sin) has shattered this unity. At death the Christian is freed from the chains of earthly, sin-affected existence but has not yet put on the resurrected body promised to those redeemed through Christ. There are some descriptions of redeemed spirits praising God in the book of Revelation, a highly symbolic book, where harps are mentioned (Rev 14:2; 15:2). Even so, the activity of praising and worshiping an infinitely majestic God cannot possibly be boring or pointless. We may praise and honor finite beings to some extent, but even standing ovations for virtuoso musicians rightly end at some point. However, the worship of an infinite and Perfect Being has no termination, since finite beings will always be in God’s debt and will always have more of God’s endless life to joyfully experience through worship throughout all eternity. That is what paradise is—to be with the incomparable and matchless Jesus Christ (Lk 23:43).
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