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Preface to the Third Edition

I’m grateful to Crossway Books for oﬀering me the opportunity to revise Reasonable
Faith for this third edition. Reasonable Faith has become, I suppose, my signature
book, and we’re grateful for the way the Lord has used it in the lives of many. In the
providence of God, the invitation to produce this revised edition comes at roughly
the same time as the launch of our new web-based ministry Reasonable Faith at
www.reasonablefaith.org, where a wide variety of supplementary material may be
found. The launch of Reasonable Faith makes especially apropos the appearance
of a fresh edition of this book.
Changes in the third edition consist largely of expansions and updates of the
content rather than, I’m happy to say, of retractions. In revising the book I could not
help but be struck by the fact that although the names have changed, the objections
and their answers remain largely the same. The crucial chapter on the existence of
God has been expanded into two. Keeping the book at approximately the same
length was made possible by the deletion of the chapter on the historical reliability
of the New Testament, a chapter which a former editor had insisted, despite my
protestations, be inserted into the second edition. The inclusion of this chapter
(itself a solid piece of work written at my invitation by Craig Blomberg) perpetuated
the misimpression, all too common among evangelicals, that a historical case for
Jesus’ radical self-understanding and resurrection depends upon showing that the
Gospels are generally reliable historical documents. The overriding lesson of two
centuries of biblical criticism is that such an assumption is false. Even documents
which are generally unreliable may contain valuable historical nuggets, and it will
be the historian’s task to mine these documents in order to discover them. The
Christian apologist seeking to establish, for example, the historicity of Jesus’ empty
tomb need not and should not be saddled with the task of ﬁrst showing that the
Gospels are, in general, historically reliable documents. You may be wondering how
11
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it can be shown that the Gospel accounts of the discovery of Jesus’ empty tomb
can be shown to be, in their core, historically reliable without ﬁrst showing that
the Gospels are, in general, historically trustworthy. Read chapter 8 to ﬁnd out.
Reasonable Faith is intended primarily to serve as a textbook for seminary level
courses on Christian apologetics. Indeed, the book began as a set of lectures for
my own class on apologetics. It has been further shaped by years of experience
lecturing and debating on the relevant issues on university campuses throughout
North America and Europe. The course it oﬀers represents my personal approach
to providing a positive apologetic for the Christian faith. I cover neither the history of apologetics nor options in evangelical apologetic systems; supplementary
reading must be assigned to students to cover these two areas. For the history of
apologetics, I recommend Avery Dulles, History of Apologetics (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), a scholarly masterpiece and an invaluable reference work. As for
evangelical systems, Kenneth Boa and Robert Bowman Jr. survey the approaches of
the most prominent evangelical apologists of our day in their Faith Has Its Reasons
(Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2001). In order to round out your knowledge of the
ﬁeld of apologetics, you should avail yourself of this adjunct reading.
I’ve structured Reasonable Faith around the loci communes of systematic theology.
The loci communes were the so-called “common places” or chief themes or topics of
post-Reformation Protestant theology. It was Luther’s colleague Melanchthon who
ﬁrst employed these “common places” as the framework for writing his systematic
theology. Some of the most frequently discussed loci included de Scriptura sacra
(doctrine of Scripture), de creatione (doctrine of creation), de peccato (doctrine of
sin), de Christo (Christology), de gratia (soteriology), de ecclesia (ecclesiology), and
de novissimus (eschatology).
In almost all of these loci apologetical issues confront the Christian theologian.
I’ve heard it said that contemporary theology has become so irrational and ﬁdeistic
that apologetics no longer ﬁnds a place in the course oﬀerings of mainline theological schools. But that is not exactly correct. Having done my doctoral work in
theology in Germany, I can say that while it is true that no courses in apologetics
per se are oﬀered in German departments of theology, nevertheless German theological instruction is itself very apologetically oriented. In classes on, say, Christology
or soteriology, one will discuss as a matter of course various issues and challenges
raised by non-Christian philosophy, science, history, and so forth, to Christian
doctrine. (Unfortunately, the result of this interaction is inevitably capitulation
on the part of theology and its retreat into non-empirical doctrinal sanctuaries,
where it achieves security only at the expense of becoming irrelevant and untestable.) It bothered me that in evangelical seminaries our theology courses devote so
little time to such issues. How much time is spent, for example, in an evangelical
course on the doctrine of God on arguments for God’s existence? Then it occurred
to me: maybe the theology professors are expecting you to handle those issues in
the apologetics class, since at my institution apologetics is oﬀered as a separate
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course. The more I thought about this, the more sense it made. Therefore, in order
to integrate apologetics into the theological curriculum I’ve structured this book
around various apologetic issues which arise in the loci communes theologiae.
In our limited space, I’ve chosen to discuss several important issues in the loci
de ﬁde (faith), de homine (man), de Deo (God), de creatione (creation), and de Christo
(Christ). I’ve taken the liberty to rearrange these loci from their normal order in a
systematic theology into an order following the logic of apologetics. That is to say,
our goal is to build a case for Christianity, and that determines the order in which
we’ll consider the issues. I’m painfully aware of other issues that are also interesting and important but that I have omitted. Still, we shall be considering the most
crucial issues involved in building a positive case for the Christian faith.
Under de ﬁde, I shall consider the relation between faith and reason; under de homine,
the absurdity of life without God; under de Deo, the existence of God; under de creatione,
the problem of historical knowledge and the problem of miracles; and ﬁnally, under de
Christo, the personal claims of Christ and the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus. Our
consideration of each question will fall into four sections. First, we shall take a look at the
historical background of the issue in question to see how past thinkers have dealt with it.
Second, I shall present and defend my personal views on the topic at hand, seeking to develop a Christian apologetic on the point. Third, I shall share some thoughts and personal
experiences on applying this material in evangelism. Fourth, I provide bibliographical
information on the literature cited or recommended for your future reading.
It is my earnest hope that God will use this material to help equip a new
generation of intelligent, articulate Christians who are ﬁlled with the Spirit and
burdened to see the Great Commission fulﬁlled.
William Lane Craig
Talbot School of Theology

Introduction

What is apologetics? Apologetics (from the Greek apologia: a defense) is that
branch of Christian theology which seeks to provide a rational justiﬁcation for
the truth claims of the Christian faith. Apologetics is thus primarily a theoretical
discipline, though it has a practical application. In addition to serving, like the rest
of theology in general, as an expression of loving God with all our minds, apologetics speciﬁcally serves to show to unbelievers the truth of the Christian faith, to
conﬁrm that faith to believers, and to reveal and explore the connections between
Christian doctrine and other truths. As a theoretical discipline, then, apologetics is not training in the art of answering questions, or debating, or evangelism,
though all of these draw upon the science of apologetics and apply it practically.
This implies that a course in apologetics is not for the purpose of teaching you,
“If he says so-and-so, then you say such-and-such back.” Apologetics, to repeat,
is a theoretical discipline that tries to answer the question, What rational warrant
can be given for the Christian faith? Therefore, most of our time must be spent in
trying to answer this question.
Now this is bound to be disappointing to some. They’re just not interested in the
rational justiﬁcation of Christianity. They want to know, “If someone says, ‘Look at
all the hypocrites in the church!’ what do I say?” There’s nothing wrong with that
question; but the fact remains that such practical matters are logically secondary
to the theoretical issues and cannot in our limited space occupy the center of our
attention. The use of apologetics in practice ought rather to be an integral part of
courses and books on evangelism.

What Good Is Apologetics?
Some people depreciate the importance of apologetics as a theoretical discipline.
“Nobody comes to Christ through arguments,” they’ll tell you. “People aren’t
15
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interested in what’s true, but in what works for them. They don’t want intellectual answers; they want to see Christianity lived out.” I believe that the attitude
expressed in these statements is both shortsighted and mistaken. Let me explain
three vital roles which the discipline of apologetics plays today.
1) Shaping culture. Christians need to see beyond their immediate evangelistic contact to grasp a wider picture of Western thought and culture. In general
Western culture is deeply post-Christian. It is the product of the Enlightenment,
which introduced into European culture the leaven of secularism that has by now
permeated the whole of Western society. The hallmark of the Enlightenment was
“free thought,” that is, the pursuit of knowledge by means of unfettered human
reason alone. While it’s by no means inevitable that such a pursuit must lead to
non-Christian conclusions and while most of the original Enlightenment thinkers
were themselves theists, it has been the overwhelming impact of the Enlightenment mentality that Western intellectuals do not consider theological knowledge
to be possible. Theology is not a source of genuine knowledge and therefore is not
a science (in German, a Wissenschaft). Reason and religion are thus at odds with
each other. The deliverances of the physical sciences alone are taken as authoritative
guides to our understanding of the world, and the conﬁdent assumption is that
the picture of the world which emerges from the genuine sciences is a thoroughly
naturalistic picture. The person who follows the pursuit of reason unﬂinchingly
toward its end will be atheistic or, at best, agnostic.
Why are these considerations of culture important? They’re important simply
because the gospel is never heard in isolation. It is always heard against the background of the cultural milieu in which one lives. A person raised in a cultural milieu
in which Christianity is still seen as an intellectually viable option will display an
openness to the gospel which a person who is secularized will not. For the secular
person you may as well tell him to believe in fairies or leprechauns as in Jesus
Christ! Or, to give a more realistic illustration, it is like our being approached on
the street by a devotee of the Hare Krishna movement who invites us to believe
in Krishna. Such an invitation strikes us as bizarre, freakish, even amusing. But
to a person on the streets of Delhi, such an invitation would, I assume, appear
quite reasonable and be serious cause for reﬂection. I fear that evangelicals appear
almost as weird to persons on the streets of Bonn, Stockholm, or Paris as do the
devotees of Krishna.
What awaits us in North America, should our slide into secularism continue
unchecked, is already evident in Europe. Although the majority of Europeans retain
a nominal aﬃliation with Christianity, only about 10 percent are practicing believers,
and less than half of those are evangelical in theology. The most signiﬁcant trend
in European religious aﬃliation is the growth of those classed as “non-religious”
from eﬀectively 0 percent of the population in 1900 to over 22 percent today. As
a result evangelism is immeasurably more diﬃcult in Europe than in the United
States. Having lived for thirteen years in Europe, where I spoke evangelistically
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on university campuses across the continent, I can personally testify to how hard
the ground is. It’s diﬃcult for the gospel even to get a hearing.
The United States is following at some distance down this same road, with
Canada somewhere in between. If the situation is not to degenerate further, it is
imperative that we shape the intellectual climate of our nation in such a way that
Christianity remains a live option for thinking men and women.
It is for that reason that Christians who depreciate the value of apologetics
because “no one comes to Christ through arguments” are so shortsighted. For the
value of apologetics extends far beyond one’s immediate evangelistic contact. It
is the broader task of Christian apologetics to help create and sustain a cultural
milieu in which the gospel can be heard as an intellectually viable option for
thinking men and women.
In his article “Christianity and Culture,” on the eve of the Fundamentalist Controversy, the great Princeton theologian J. Gresham Machen solemnly warned,
False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the reception of the Gospel. We may preach
with all the fervor of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a straggler here
and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the nation to be controlled
by ideas which prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more than a
harmless delusion. 1

Unfortunately, Machen’s warning went unheeded, and biblical Christianity retreated into the intellectual closet of Fundamentalism. Anti-intellectualism and
second-rate scholarship became the norm.
Already in his day, Machen observed that “many would have the seminaries
combat error by attacking it as it is taught by its popular exponents” instead of
confusing students “with a lot of German names unknown outside the walls of the
university.” But to the contrary, Machen insisted, it is crucial that Christians be
alert to the power of an idea before it reaches its popular expression. The scholarly
method of proceeding, he said,
is based simply upon a profound belief in the pervasiveness of ideas. What is to-day
a matter of academic speculation begins to-morrow to move armies and pull down
empires. In that second stage, it has gone too far to be combated; the time to stop
it was when it was still a matter of impassionate debate. So as Christians we should
try to mold the thought of the world in such a way as to make the acceptance of
Christianity something more than a logical absurdity.2

In Europe we have seen the bitter fruit of secularization, which now threatens
North America as well.
1. J. Gresham Machen, “Christianity and Culture,” Princeton Theological Review 11 (1913): 7.
2. Ibid.
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Fortunately, in the United States in recent decades a revitalized evangelicalism
has emerged from the Fundamentalist closet and has begun to take up Machen’s
challenge in earnest. We are living at a time when Christian philosophy is experiencing a veritable renaissance, reinvigorating natural theology, at a time when
science is more open to the existence of a transcendent Creator and Designer
of the cosmos than at any time in recent memory, and at a time when biblical
criticism has embarked upon a renewed quest of the historical Jesus which treats
the Gospels seriously as valuable historical sources for the life of Jesus and has
conﬁrmed the main lines of the portrait of Jesus painted in the Gospels. We are
well poised intellectually to help reshape our culture in such a way as to regain
lost ground, so that the gospel can be heard as an intellectually viable option for
thinking people. Huge doors of opportunity now stand open before us.
Now I can imagine some of you thinking, “But don’t we live in a postmodern
culture in which these appeals to traditional apologetic arguments are no longer
eﬀective? Since postmodernists reject the traditional canons of logic, rationality, and truth, rational arguments for the truth of Christianity no longer work!
Rather in today’s culture we should simply share our narrative and invite people
to participate in it.”
In my opinion this sort of thinking could not be more mistaken. The idea that
we live in a postmodern culture is a myth. In fact, a postmodern culture is an
impossibility; it would be utterly unlivable. Nobody is a postmodernist when it
comes to reading the labels on a medicine bottle versus a box of rat poison. If you’ve
got a headache, you’d better believe that texts have objective meaning! People are
not relativistic when it comes to matters of science, engineering, and technology;
rather, they’re relativistic and pluralistic in matters of religion and ethics. But
that’s not postmodernism; that’s modernism! That’s just old-line Positivism and
Veriﬁcationism, which held that anything you can’t prove with your ﬁve senses is
just a matter of individual taste and emotive expression. We live in a cultural milieu
which remains deeply modernist. People who think that we live in a postmodern
culture have thus seriously misread our cultural situation.
Indeed, I think that getting people to believe that we live in a postmodern culture
is one of the craftiest deceptions that Satan has yet devised. “Modernism is passé,”
he tells us. “You needn’t worry about it any longer. So forget about it! It’s dead and
buried.” Meanwhile, modernism, pretending to be dead, comes around again in the
fancy new dress of postmodernism, masquerading as a new challenger. “Your old
arguments and apologetics are no longer eﬀective against this new arrival,” we’re
told. “Lay them aside; they’re of no use. Just share your narrative!” Indeed, some,
weary of the long battles with modernism, actually welcome the new visitor with
relief. And so Satan deceives us into voluntarily laying aside our best weapons of
logic and evidence, thereby ensuring unawares modernism’s triumph over us. If
we adopt this suicidal course of action, the consequences for the church in the
next generation will be catastrophic. Christianity will be reduced to but another
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voice in a cacophony of competing voices, each sharing its own narrative and none
commending itself as the objective truth about reality, while scientiﬁc naturalism
shapes our culture’s view of how the world really is.
Now, of course, it goes without saying that in doing apologetics we should be
relational, humble, and invitational; but that’s hardly an original insight of postmodernism. From the beginning Christian apologists have known that we should
present the reasons for our hope “with gentleness and respect” (1 Pet. 3:15–16
esv). One needn’t abandon the canons of logic, rationality, and truth in order to
exemplify these biblical virtues.
Apologetics is therefore vital in fostering a cultural milieu in which the gospel
can be heard as a viable option for thinking people. In most cases, it will not be
arguments or evidence that bring a seeker to faith in Christ—that is the half-truth
seen by detractors of apologetics—but nonetheless it will be apologetics which, by
making the gospel a credible option for seeking people, gives them, as it were, the
intellectual permission to believe. It is thus vitally important that we preserve a
cultural milieu in which the gospel is heard as a living option for thinking people,
and apologetics will be front and center in helping to bring about that result.
2) Strengthening believers. Not only is apologetics vital to shaping our culture,
but it also plays a vital role in the lives of individual persons. One such role will
be strengthening believers. Contemporary Christian worship tends to focus on
fostering emotional intimacy with God. While this is a good thing, emotions will
carry a person only so far, and then he’s going to need something more substantive.
Apologetics can help to provide some of that substance.
As I speak in churches around the country, I frequently meet parents who
approach me after the service and say something like, “If only you’d been here
two or three years ago! Our son [or our daughter] had questions about the faith
which no one in the church could answer, and now he’s lost his faith and is far
from the Lord.”
It just breaks my heart to meet parents like this. Unfortunately, their experience
is not unusual. In high school and college Christian teenagers are intellectually
assaulted with every manner of non-Christian worldview coupled with an overwhelming relativism. If parents are not intellectually engaged with their faith and
do not have sound arguments for Christian theism and good answers to their
children’s questions, then we are in real danger of losing our youth. It’s no longer
enough to teach our children Bible stories; they need doctrine and apologetics.
Frankly, I ﬁnd it hard to understand how people today can risk parenthood without
having studied apologetics.
Unfortunately, our churches have largely dropped the ball in this area. It’s
insuﬃcient for youth groups and Sunday school classes to focus on entertainment
and simpering devotional thoughts. We’ve got to train our kids for war. We dare
not send them out to public high school and university armed with rubber swords
and plastic armor. The time for playing games is past.
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We need to have pastors who are schooled in apologetics and engaged intellectually with our culture so as to shepherd their ﬂock amidst the wolves. For
example, pastors need to know something about contemporary science. John La
Shell, himself the pastor of a Baptist church, warns that “pastors can no longer
aﬀord to ignore the results and the speculations of modern physics. These ideas are
percolating down into the common consciousness through magazines, popularized
treatises, and even novels. If we do not familiarize ourselves with them we may
ﬁnd ourselves in an intellectual backwater, unable to deal with the well-read man
across the street.”3 The same goes for philosophy and for biblical criticism: what
good does it do to preach on, say, Christian values when there is a large percentage of people, even Christians, who say that they don’t believe in absolute truth?
Or what good will it do simply to quote the Bible in your evangelistic Bible study
when somebody in the group says that the Jesus Seminar has disproved the reliability of the Gospels? If pastors fail to do their homework in these areas, then
there will remain a substantial portion of the population—unfortunately, the
most intelligent and therefore most inﬂuential people in society, such as doctors,
educators, journalists, lawyers, business executives, and so forth—who will remain
untouched by their ministry.
As I travel, I’ve also had the experience of meeting other people who’ve told me
of how they’ve been saved from apparent apostasy through reading an apologetic
book or seeing a video of a debate. In their case apologetics has been the means
by which God has brought about their perseverance in the faith. Now, of course,
apologetics cannot guarantee perseverance, but it can help and in some cases
may, in the providence of God, even be necessary. For example, after a lecture at
Princeton University on arguments for the existence of God, I was approached
by a young man who wanted to talk with me. Obviously trying to hold back the
tears, he told me that a couple of years earlier he had been struggling with doubts
and was on the brink of abandoning his faith. Someone then gave him a video
of one of my debates. He said, “It saved me from losing my faith. I cannot thank
you enough.”
I said, “It was the Lord who saved you from falling.”
“Yes,” he replied, “but he used you. I can’t thank you too much.” I told him
how thrilled I was for him and asked him about his future plans. “I’m graduating
this year,” he told me, “and I plan to go to seminary. I’m going into the pastorate.”
Praise God for the victory in this young man’s life!
But Christian apologetics does much more than safeguard against lapses. The
positive, upbuilding eﬀects of apologetic training are even more evident. American
churches are ﬁlled with Christians who are idling in intellectual neutral. As Christians, their minds are going to waste. One result of this is an immature, superﬁcial
faith. People who simply ride the roller coaster of emotional experience are cheating
3. Critical notice of Ian G. Barbour, Religion in an Age of Science, reviewed by John K. La Shell, Journal
of the Evangelical Theological Society 36 (1993): 261.
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themselves out of a deeper and richer Christian faith by neglecting the intellectual
side of that faith. They know little of the riches of deep understanding of Christian
truth, of the conﬁdence inspired by the discovery that one’s faith is logical and ﬁts
the facts of experience, and of the stability brought to one’s life by the conviction
that one’s faith is objectively true. One of the most gratifying results of the annual
apologetics conferences held by the Evangelical Philosophical Society in local
churches during the course of our annual conventions is to see the light come on
in the minds of many laymen when they discover for the ﬁrst time in their lives
that there are good reasons to believe that Christianity is true and that there is
a part of the body of Christ that they never knew existed that wrestles regularly
with the intellectual content of the Christian faith.4
I also see the positive eﬀects of apologetics when I debate on university campuses. Typically I’ll be invited onto a campus to debate some professor who has
a reputation of being especially abusive to Christian students in his classes. We’ll
have a public debate on, say, the existence of God, or Christianity versus humanism, or some such topic. Again and again I ﬁnd that while most of these men are
pretty good at beating up intellectually on an eighteen-year-old in one of their
classes, they can’t even hold their own when it comes to going toe-to-toe with one
of their peers. John Stackhouse once remarked to me that these debates are really
a Westernized version of what missiologists call a “power encounter.” I think that’s
a perceptive analysis. Christian students come away from these encounters with a
renewed conﬁdence in their faith, their heads held high, proud to be Christians,
and bolder in speaking out for Christ on their campus.
Many Christians do not share their faith with unbelievers simply out of fear.
They’re afraid that the non-Christian will ask them a question or raise an objection
that they can’t answer. And so they choose to remain silent and thus hide their
light under a bushel, in disobedience to Christ’s command. Apologetics training
is a tremendous boost to evangelism, for nothing inspires conﬁdence and boldness
more than knowing that one has good reasons for what one believes and good
answers to the typical questions and objections that the unbeliever may raise.
Sound training in apologetics is one of the keys to fearless evangelism. In this and
many other ways apologetics helps to build up the body of Christ by strengthening individual believers.
3) Evangelizing unbelievers. Few people would disagree with me that apologetics
strengthens the faith of Christian believers. But many will say that apologetics is
not very useful in evangelism. As noted earlier, they claim that nobody comes to
Christ through arguments. (I don’t know how many times I’ve heard this said.)
Now this dismissive attitude toward apologetics’ role in evangelism is certainly
not the biblical view. As one reads the Acts of the Apostles, it’s evident that it was
the apostles’ standard procedure to argue for the truth of the Christian worldview,
both with Jews and pagans (e.g., Acts 17:2–3, 17; 19:8; 28:23–24). In dealing with
4. For more information on these extraordinary lay conferences, go to www.epsociety.org.
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Jewish audiences, the apostles appealed to fulﬁlled prophecy, Jesus’ miracles, and
especially Jesus’ resurrection as evidence that he was the Messiah (Acts 2:22–32).
When they confronted Gentile audiences who did not accept Jewish Scripture,
the apostles appealed to God’s handiwork in nature as evidence of the existence
of the Creator (Acts 14:17). Then appeal was made to the eyewitness testimony
to the resurrection of Jesus to show speciﬁcally that God had revealed himself in
Jesus Christ (Acts 17:30–31; 1 Cor. 15:3–8).
Frankly, I can’t help but suspect that those who regard apologetics as futile in
evangelism just don’t do enough evangelism. I suspect that they’ve tried using
apologetic arguments on occasion and found that the unbeliever remained unconvinced. They then draw a general conclusion that apologetics is ineﬀective in
evangelism.
Now to a certain extent such persons are just victims of false expectations.
When you reﬂect that only a minority of people who hear the gospel will accept
it and that only a minority of those who accept it do so for intellectual reasons,
we shouldn’t be surprised that the number of people with whom apologetics is
eﬀective is relatively small. By the very nature of the case, we should expect that
most unbelievers will remain unconvinced by our apologetic arguments, just as
most remain unmoved by the preaching of the cross.
Well, then, why bother with that minority of a minority with whom apologetics is eﬀective? First, because every person is precious to God, a person for whom
Christ died. Like a missionary called to reach some obscure people group, the
Christian apologist is burdened to reach that minority of persons who will respond
to rational argument and evidence.
But, second—and here the case diﬀers signiﬁcantly from the case of the obscure
people group—this people group, though relatively small in numbers, is huge in
inﬂuence. One of these persons, for example, was C. S. Lewis. Think of the impact
that one man’s conversion continues to have! I ﬁnd that the people who resonate
most with my apologetic work tend to be engineers, people in medicine, and lawyers. Such persons are among the most inﬂuential in shaping our culture today.
So reaching this minority of persons will yield a great harvest for the kingdom
of God.
In any case, the general conclusion that apologetics is ineﬀective in evangelism is hasty. Lee Strobel recently remarked to me that he has lost count of the
number of people who have come to Christ through his books The Case for Christ
and The Case for Faith. Speakers such as Josh McDowell and Ravi Zacharias have
brought thousands to Christ through apologetically-oriented evangelism. Nor, if
I may speak personally, has it been my experience that apologetics is ineﬀective
in evangelism. We continually are thrilled to see people committing their lives to
Christ through apologetically-oriented presentations of the gospel. After a talk on
arguments for the existence of God or evidence for the resurrection of Jesus or a
defense of Christian particularism, I’ll sometimes conclude with a prayer of com-
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mitment to give one’s life to Christ, and the comment cards indicate that students
have registered such a commitment. I’ve even seen students come to Christ just
through hearing a defense of the kalām cosmological argument!
It’s been thrilling, too, to meet people who have come to Christ through reading something I’ve written. For example, when I was speaking in Moscow a few
years ago I met a man from Minsk in Byelorussia. He told me that shortly after
the fall of communism he had heard someone reading in Russian my book The
Existence of God and the Beginning of the Universe over the radio in Minsk. By
the end of the broadcast he had become convinced that God exists and yielded
his life to Christ. He told me that today he is serving the Lord as an elder in a
Baptist church in Minsk. Praise God! Recently, at Texas A&M University, I met
a woman attending one of my talks. She told me with tears that for twenty-seven
years she had been far away from God and was feeling hopeless and meaningless.
Browsing in a Border’s bookstore she ran across my book Will the Real Jesus Please
Stand Up? which contains my debate with John Dominic Crossan, co-chairman of
the radical Jesus Seminar, and bought a copy. She said that as she read it, it was as
though the light just came on, and she gave her life to Christ. When I asked her
what she does, she told me that she is a psychologist who works in a Texas prison
for women. Just think of the Christian inﬂuence she can have in so desperate an
environment!
Stories like these could be multiplied. So those who say that apologetics is
not eﬀective with unbelievers must be speaking out of their limited experience.
When apologetics is persuasively presented and sensitively combined with a gospel
presentation and a personal testimony, the Spirit of God condescends to use it in
bringing certain people to himself.
So Christian apologetics is a vital part of the theological curriculum. Our focus
in this book will be on the theoretical issues rather than on practical “how-tos.”
At the same time, I recognize that there remains the question of how to apply the
theoretical material learned in this course. I’ve always thought that this problem
was best left to each individual to work out according to the type of ministry to
which he feels called. After all, I’m interested not only in training pastors but also
systematic theologians, philosophers of religion, and church historians. But it has
become clear to me that some people simply don’t know how to translate theory
into practice. Therefore, I’ve included a subsection on practical application after
each major section of the course. I know the theoretical material is practical because
I employ it often in evangelism and discipleship and see God use it.

Two Types of Apologetics
The ﬁeld of apologetics may be broadly divided into two sorts: oﬀensive (or positive)
apologetics and defensive (or negative) apologetics. Oﬀensive apologetics seeks to
present a positive case for Christian truth claims. Defensive apologetics seeks to
nullify objections to those claims. Oﬀensive apologetics tends to subdivide into
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two categories: natural theology and Christian evidences. The burden of natural
theology is to provide arguments and evidence in support of theism independent
of authoritative, divine revelation. The ontological, cosmological, teleological, and
moral arguments for the existence of God are classical examples of the arguments
of natural theology. The goal of Christian evidences is to show why a speciﬁcally
Christian theism is true. Typical Christian evidences include fulﬁlled prophecy,
the radical personal claims of Christ, the historical reliability of the Gospels, and
so forth. A similar subdivision exists within defensive apologetics. In the division
corresponding to natural theology, defensive apologetics will address objections
to theism. The alleged incoherence of the concept of God and the problem of evil
would be the paramount issues here. Corresponding to Christian evidences will
be a defense against objections to biblical theism. The objections posed by modern
biblical criticism and by contemporary science to the biblical record dominate
this ﬁeld.
In actual practice, these two basic approaches—oﬀensive and defensive—can
blend together. For example, one way to oﬀer a defense against the problem of evil
would be to oﬀer a positive moral argument for the existence of God precisely on
the basis of moral evil in the world. Or again, in oﬀering a positive case for the
resurrection of Jesus, one may have to answer objections raised by biblical criticism to the historical credibility of the resurrection narratives. Nonetheless, the
overall thrust of these two approaches remains quite distinct: the goal of oﬀensive
apologetics is to show that there is some good reason to think that Christianity
is true, while the goal of defensive apologetics is to show that no good reason has
been given to think that Christianity is false.
It is evident from a glance at the contents page that this book constitutes a course
in oﬀensive, rather than defensive, apologetics. Although I hope someday to write
a book oﬀering a course in defensive apologetics, I think that a ﬁrst course in this
discipline ought to be positive in nature. There are two related reasons undergirding
this conviction. First, a purely negative apologetic only tells you what you ought
not to believe, not what you should believe. Even if one could succeed in refuting
all known objections to Christianity, one would still be left without any reason to
think that it is true. In the pluralistic age in which we live, the need for a positive
apologetic is especially urgent. Second, by having in hand a positive justiﬁcation
of the Christian faith, one automatically overwhelms all competing worldviews
lacking an equally strong case. Thus, if you have a sound and persuasive case for
Christianity, you don’t have to become an expert in comparative religions and
Christian cults so as to oﬀer a refutation of every one of these counter-Christian
views. If your positive apologetic is better than theirs, then you have done your job
in showing Christianity to be true. Even if you’re confronted with an objection
which you can’t answer, you can still commend your faith as more plausible than
its competitors if the arguments and evidence in support of Christian truth claims
are stronger than those supporting the unanswered objection. For these reasons, I
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have sought in this book to lay out a positive case for the Christian faith which, I
hope, will be helpful to you in conﬁrming and commending your faith.
For many readers much of this course material will be new and diﬃcult. Nevertheless, all of it is important, and if you apply yourself diligently to mastering and
interacting personally and critically with this material, you will, I am sure, ﬁnd it
as exciting as it is important.

1
How Do I Know Christianity
Is True?

Before we attempt to build a case for Christianity, we must come to grips with
some very fundamental questions about the nature and relationship of faith and
reason. Exactly how do we know Christianity to be true? Is it simply by a leap
of faith or on the authority of the Word of God, both unrelated to reason? Does
religious experience assure us of the truth of the Christian faith, so that no further justiﬁcation is needed? Or is an evidential foundation for faith necessary,
without which faith would be unjustiﬁed and irrational? We can better answer
these questions if we brieﬂy survey some of the most important representative
thinkers of the past.

Historical Background
Medieval
In our historical survey, let’s look ﬁrst at Augustine (354–430) and Thomas Aquinas
(1224–1274). Their approaches were determinative for the Middle Ages.
AUGUSTINE

Augustine’s attitude toward faith and reason is very diﬃcult to interpret, especially because his views apparently evolved over the years. Sometimes we get
the impression that he was a strict authoritarian; that is to say, he held that the
29
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ground for faith was sheer, unquestionable, divine authority. This authority might
be expressed in either the Scriptures or in the church. Thus, Augustine confessed,
“I should not believe the Gospel except as moved by the authority of the Catholic
Church.”1 The authority of Scripture he held in even higher esteem than that of
the church. Because the Scriptures are inspired by God, they are completely free
from error and are therefore to be believed absolutely.2 Such a view of authority
would seem to imply that reason has no role to play in the justiﬁcation of belief,
and sometimes Augustine gives that impression. He asserts that one must ﬁrst
believe before he can know.3 He was fond of quoting Isaiah 7:9 in the Septuagint
version: “Unless you believe you shall not understand.” The fundamental principle
of the Augustinian tradition throughout the Middle Ages was ﬁdes quaerens intellectum: faith seeking understanding.
But certain statements of Augustine’s make it clear that he was not an unqualiﬁed authoritarian. He maintained that authority and reason cooperate in
bringing a person to faith. Authority demands belief and prepares man for reason,
and reason in turn leads to understanding and knowledge. But at the same time,
reason is not entirely absent from authority, for one has to consider whom to
believe, and the highest authority belongs to clearly known truth; that is to say,
the truth, when it is clearly known, has the highest claim to authority because
it demands our assent. According to Augustine, it is our duty to consider what
men or what books we ought to believe in order to worship God rightly. Gerhard
Strauss, in his book on Augustine’s doctrine of Scripture, explains that although
for Augustine Scripture is absolutely authoritative and inerrant in itself, it does not
carry credibility in itself—that is, people will not automatically accept its authority upon hearing it. Therefore, there must be certain signs (indicia) of credibility
that make its authority evident. On the basis of these signs, we can believe that
the Scripture is the authoritative Word of God and submit to its authority. The
principal signs adduced by Augustine on behalf of the authority of Scripture are
miracle and prophecy. Though many religions boast of revelations showing the
way of salvation, only the Scriptures have the support of miracle and prophecy,
which prove it to be the true authority.
Thus, Augustine’s authoritarianism would seem to be drastically qualiﬁed.
Perhaps Augustine’s apparent inconsistency is best explained by the medieval
understanding of authority. In the early church, authority (auctoritas) included not
just theological truths but the whole tradition of past knowledge. The relationship
between authority and reason was not the same as that between faith and reason.
Rather it was the relationship between all past knowledge and present-day understanding. Knowledge of the past was simply accepted on the basis of authority.
This seems to have been Augustine’s attitude. He distinguishes between what is
1. Augustine, Against the Epistle of Manichaeus Called Fundamental 5.6.
2. Augustine, Letters 82.3; idem City of God 21.6.1.
3. Augustine, On Free Will 2.1.6.
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seen to be true and what is believed to be true. We see that something is true by
either physical perception or rational demonstration. We believe that something
is true on the basis of the testimony of others. Hence, with regard to miracle
and prophecy, Augustine says that the trustworthiness of reports of either past
or future events must be believed, not known by the intelligence. Elsewhere he
declares that one should believe in God because belief in him is taught in the
books of men who have left their testimony in writing that they lived with the
Son of God and saw things that could not have happened if there were no God.
Then he concludes that one must believe before he can know. Since for Augustine
the historical evidence for miracle and prophecy lay in the past, it was in the
realm of authority, not reason. Today, on the other hand, we would say that such
a procedure would be an attempt to provide a rational foundation for authority
via historical apologetics.
Now the obvious question at this point is, Why accept the authority of the
writers of the past, whether they be the classical writers or the authors of Scripture?
Clearly, if Augustine is to avoid circular reasoning, he cannot say that we should
accept the authority of the evangelists because of the authority of Scripture, for
it is the evangelists’ testimony to miracle and prophecy that is supposed to make
evident the authority of Scripture. So Augustine must either come up with some
reason to accept the evangelists’ testimony as reliable or abandon this historically
oriented approach. Since he lacked the historical method, the ﬁrst alternative
was not open to him. Therefore, he chose the second. He frankly admits that the
books containing the story of Christ belong to an ancient history that anyone
may refuse to believe. Therefore, he turns to the present miracle of the church as
the basis for accepting the authority of Scripture. He saw the very existence of
the mighty and universal church as an overwhelming sign that the Scriptures are
true and divine.
Now notice that Augustine is not basing the authority of Scripture on the
authority of the church, for he held the Scripture’s authority to exceed even
that of the church. Rather, his appeal is still to the sign of miracle, not indeed
the Gospel miracles, which are irretrievably removed in the past, but the present and evident miracle of the church. In The City of God he states that even if
the unbeliever rejects all biblical miracles, he is still left with one stupendous
miracle, which is all one needs, namely, the fact of the whole world believing in
Christianity without the beneﬁt of the Gospel miracles.4 It’s interesting that, by
appealing to a present miracle as the sign of the authority of Scripture, Augustine
seems to have implicitly denied authoritarianism, since this sign was not in the
past, in the realm of authority where it could only be believed, but in the present, where it could be seen and known. Be that as it may, Augustine’s emphases
on biblical authority and signs of credibility were to set the tone for subsequent
medieval theology.
4. Augustine, City of God 22.5.
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THOMAS AQUINAS

Aquinas’s Summa contra gentiles, written to combat Greco-Arabic philosophy, is the
greatest apologetic work of the Middle Ages and so merits our attention. Thomas
develops a framework for the relationship of faith and reason that includes the
Augustinian signs of credibility. He begins by making a distinction within truths
about God. On the one hand, there are truths that completely surpass the capability
of human reason, for example, the doctrine of the Trinity. On the other hand, many
truths lie within the grasp of human reason, such as the existence of God. In the
ﬁrst three volumes of the Summa contra gentiles, Thomas attempts to prove these
truths of reason, including the existence and nature of God, the orders of creation,
the nature and end of man, and so forth. But when he comes to the fourth volume,
in which he handles subjects like the Trinity, the incarnation, the sacraments, and
the last things, he suddenly changes his method of approach. He states that these
things are to be proved by the authority of Holy Scripture, not by natural reason.
Because these doctrines surpass reason, they are properly objects of faith.
Now at ﬁrst blush this seems to suggest that for Aquinas these truths of faith
are mysteries, somehow “above logic.” But here we must be very careful. For as I
read Aquinas, that’s not how he deﬁnes his terms. Rather he seems to mean that
truths of faith surpass reason in the sense that they are neither empirically evident
nor demonstrable with absolute certainty. He makes no suggestion that truths of
faith transcend Aristotelian logic. Rather there are just no empirical facts which
make these truths evident or from which these truths may be inferred. For example,
although the existence of God can be proved from his eﬀects, there are no empirical
facts from which the Trinity may be inferred. Or again, the eschatological resurrection of the dead cannot be proved, because there is no empirical evidence for
this future event. Elsewhere Thomas makes it clear that truths of faith cannot be
demonstrated by reason alone, either. He maintains that we Christians must use
only arguments that prove their conclusions with absolute certainty; for if we use
mere probability arguments, the insuﬃciency of those arguments will only serve
to conﬁrm the non-Christian in his unbelief.5
Thus, the distinction Thomas makes between truths of reason and truths of
faith is rather like Augustine’s distinction between seeing and believing. Truths
of reason may be “seen”—that is, either proved with rational certainty or accepted
as empirically evident—whereas truths of faith must be believed, since they are
neither empirically evident nor rationally provable. This does not mean that truths
of faith are incomprehensible or “above logic.”
Now because truths of faith can only be believed, does this imply that Thomas
is in the end a ﬁdeist or an authoritarian? The answer seems clearly no. For like
Augustine he proceeds to argue that God provides the signs of miracle and prophecy, which serve to conﬁrm the truths of faith, though not demonstrating them
directly. Because of these signs, Aquinas held that a man can see the truths of faith:
5. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1a.32.1; cf. idem, Summa contra gentiles 1.9.
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“Then they are indeed seen by the one who believes; he would not believe unless
he saw that they are worthy of belief on the basis of evident signs or something of
this sort.”6 Thomas calls these signs “conﬁrmations,” “arguments,” and “proofs” for
the truths of faith.7 This seems to make it clear that Aquinas believed there are
good grounds for accepting the truths of faith as a whole. The proofs of miracle
and prophecy are compelling, although they are indirect. Thus, for example, the
doctrine of the Trinity is a truth of faith because it cannot be directly proved by
any argument; nevertheless, it is indirectly proved insofar as the truths of faith
taken together as a whole are shown to be credible by the divine signs.
Thomas’s procedure, then, may be summarized in three steps: (1) Fulﬁlled
prophecies and miracles make it credible that the Scriptures taken together as
a whole are a revelation from God. (2) As a revelation from God, Scripture is
absolutely authoritative. (3) Therefore, those doctrines taught by Scripture that
are neither demonstrably provable nor empirically evident may be accepted by
faith on the authority of Scripture. Thus, Aquinas can say that an opponent may
be convinced of the truths of faith on the basis of the authority of Scripture as
conﬁrmed by God with miracles.8
Again the question arises: How do we know that the purported miracles or
fulﬁlled prophecies ever took place? The medieval thinkers, lacking the historical
method, could not answer this question. They developed a philosophical framework
in which the signs of credibility conﬁrmed the truths of faith, but they had no
way of proving the signs themselves. About the only argument was Augustine’s
indirect proof from the miracle of the church. Thus, Thomas declares,
Now such a wondrous conversion of the world to the Christian faith is a most indubitable proof that such signs did take place. . . . For it would be the most wondrous
sign of all if without any wondrous signs the world were persuaded by simple and
lowly men to believe things so arduous, to accomplish things so diﬃcult, and to
hope for things so sublime.9

A ﬁnal word might be added. With Aquinas we see the reduction of faith to
an epistemological category; that is to say, faith was no longer trust or commitment of the heart, but became a way of knowing, complementary to reason. Faith
was essentially intellectual assent to doctrines not provable by reason—hence,
Aquinas’s view that a doctrine cannot be both known and believed: if you know
it (by reason), then you cannot believe it (by faith). Thus, Aquinas diminished the
view of faith as trust or commitment. This same intellectualist understanding of
faith characterized the documents of the Council of Trent and of Vatican I but
was adjusted in the documents of Vatican II.
6. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae 2a2ae.1.4 ad 2.
7. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles 3.154; 1.6.
8. Ibid., 1.9.
9. Ibid.
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The Enlightenment
The fact that the Enlightenment is also known as the Age of Reason gives
us a good clue as to how thinkers of that period regarded the relationship
between faith and reason. Nevertheless, there was not complete agreement
on this issue, and the two ﬁgures we shall survey represent two fundamentally
opposed viewpoints.
JOHN LOCKE

The thought of John Locke (1632–1704) was determinative for the eighteenth
century. His Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) laid down the epistemological principles that were to shape religious thought during that age. Though
he rejected the philosophical rationalism of Descartes, Locke was nevertheless
an ardent theological rationalist. That is to say, he maintained that religious belief
must have an evidential foundation and that where such a foundation is absent,
religious belief is unwarranted. Locke himself attempted to provide such an evidential foundation.
Locke argued for the existence of God by means of a cosmological argument—indeed, he maintained that the existence of God is “the most obvious
truth that reason discovers,” having an evidence “equal to mathematical certainty.”10 When one moves beyond such matters of demonstrable reason into
matters of faith, Locke insisted that revealed truths cannot contradict reason.
God can reveal to us both truths attainable by reason (though reason gives
greater certainty of these than does revelation) as well as truths unattainable
by reason. The revealed truths unattainable by reason cannot contradict reason,
because we shall always be more certain of the truth of reason than we shall
be of a purported revelation that contradicts reason. Therefore, no proposition
contrary to reason can be accepted as divine revelation. Thus, although we know
that a revelation from God must be true, it still lies within the scope of reason
to determine if a supposed revelation really is from God and to determine its
meaning.11
More than that, revelation must not only be in harmony with reason but must
itself be guaranteed by appropriate rational proofs that it is indeed divine. Otherwise, one degenerates into irresponsible enthusiasm:
Revelation is natural reason enlarged by a new set of discoveries communicated by
God immediately, which reason vouches the truth of by the testimony and proofs
it gives that they come from God. So that he that takes away reason to make way
for revelation, puts out the light of both; and does much the same as if he would
persuade a man to put out his eyes, the better to receive the remote light of an invisible star by a telescope.12
10. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 4.10.1.
11. Ibid., 4.18.5.
12. Ibid., 4.19.4.
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Religious enthusiasm was the form of religious expression most scorned by the
intellectualist believers of the Age of Reason, and Locke would have nothing to
do with it. Only if reason makes plausible that a purported revelation is genuine
can that revelation be believed.
Hence, in his subsequent works The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) and
Discourse on Miracles (1690), Locke argued that fulﬁlled prophecy and palpable
miracles furnish proof of Christ’s divine mission. He set forth three criteria for
discerning a genuine revelation. First, it must not be dishonoring to God or inconsistent with natural religion and the natural moral law. Second, it must not
inform man of things indiﬀerent, insigniﬁcant, or easily discovered by natural
ability. Third, it must be conﬁrmed by supernatural signs. For Locke, the chief of
these signs was miracle. On the basis of Jesus’ miracles, we are justiﬁed in regarding him as the Messiah and his revelation from God as true.
As the fountainhead for both Deist works and orthodox apologetics, Locke’s
outlook shaped the religious thought of the eighteenth century. Be they Deist or
orthodox, most thinkers of the century after Locke agreed that reason was to be
given priority even in matters of faith, that revelation could not contradict reason,
and that reason provided the essential foundation to religious belief.
HENRY DODWELL

That is not to say that dissenting voices could not be heard. Henry Dodwell
(1700–1784) in his Christianity Not Founded on Argument (1742) attacked the
prevailing theological rationalism as antithetical to true Christianity. Dodwell was
so out of step with his times that he has even been suspected of being an unbeliever
who appealed to an arational, subjective basis for religious faith as a subterfuge for
undermining the rationality of Christianity. It seems to me, however, that Dodwell
is to be taken straightforwardly as a spokesman for the anti-rationalistic religious
tradition, which was not altogether absent even during the Enlightenment.
Dodwell argues that matters of religious faith lie outside the determination of
reason. God could not possibly have intended that reason should be the faculty to
lead us to faith, for faith cannot hang indeﬁnitely in suspense while reason cautiously weighs and reweighs arguments. The Scriptures teach, on the contrary, that
the way to God is by means of the heart, not by means of the intellect. Faith is
simply a gift of the Holy Spirit. What then is the basis of faith? Dodwell answers,
authority—not indeed the arbitrary authority of the church but rather the inner
light of a constant and particular revelation imparted separately and supernaturally
to every individual. Dodwell’s appeal is thus to the inner, faith-producing work
of the Holy Spirit in each individual’s heart. His subjectively based apologetic
appears to have generated no following among the scholars of his day, but later a
similar emphasis on the witness of the Spirit by the Wesleys and Whiteﬁeld was
to be an earmark of the great revivals that opened fresh springs for the dry souls
of the English laity.
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Contemporary
During the twentieth century, theological discussion of the relationship between
faith and reason has replayed many of these same themes.
KARL BARTH AND RUDOLF BULTMANN

Both the dialectical theology championed by Karl Barth (1886–1968) and the
existential theology propounded by Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) were characterized by a religious epistemology of authoritarianism.
According to Barth, there can be no approach to God whatsoever via human
reason. Apart from God’s revelation in Christ, human reason comprehends absolutely nothing about God. The fundamental reason for this agnosticism concerning
human knowledge of God seems to be Barth’s ﬁrm commitment to the thesis that
God is “wholly other” and therefore transcends all categories of human thought
and logic. This belief led Barth to deny the Roman Catholic doctrine of an analogy of being between God and man. According to that doctrine, creation as the
product of its Creator shares in an analogous way certain properties possessed
most perfectly by God such as being, goodness, truth, and so forth. According to
Barth, God is so transcendent that no analogy exists between him and the creature.
Hence, it follows that there can be no natural knowledge of God at all. But God
has revealed himself to man in Jesus Christ; indeed, Christ is the revelation or
Word of God. In him alone there is found an analogy of faith that aﬀords some
knowledge of God. But even this knowledge seems to be experiential rather than
cognitive: it is a personal encounter with the Word of God, who confronts us now
and again through diﬀerent forms, such as the Bible or preaching. Even in his
self-disclosure God remains hidden: “He meets us as the One who is hidden, the
One about whom we must admit that we do not know what we are saying when
we try to say who He is.”13 God remains incomprehensible and the propositions
we assert about him are true in an incomprehensible way.
This might lead one to think that for Barth ﬁdeism is the only route by which
someone might come to the knowledge of God. This does not, however, seem to
be precisely correct. For Barth emphasizes that the personal encounter with the
Word of God results entirely from the sovereign, divine initiative. Lost in sin,
man cannot even begin to move in the direction of faith, so that even a leap of
faith is impossible for him. No, it must be God who breaks into man’s indolent
sinfulness to confront him with the Word of God. As Barth writes, “Knowledge
of God is a knowledge completely eﬀected and determined from the side of its
object, from the side of God.”14 Or again, “the fact that he did come to this decision, that he really believed, and that he actually had freedom to enter this new
life of obedience and hope—all this was not the work of his spirit, but the work
13. Karl Barth, The Knowledge of God and the Science of God according to the Teaching of the Reformation,
trans. J. L. M. Haire and I. Henderson (New York: Scribner’s, 1939), 27.
14. Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, trans. G. J. Thomson (New York: Philosophical Library,
1947), 24.
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of the Holy Spirit.”15 Barth believed that the Reformation doctrine of justiﬁcation
by grace through faith is incompatible with any human initiative—even ﬁdeism.
If knowing God depends wholly on God’s grace, then even the act of faith would
be a sinful work were it not wholly wrought by God. If it be asked how one knows
that it is indeed the Word of God that confronts him and not a delusion, Barth
would simply respond that such a question is meaningless. When the Word of God
confronts a man, he is not free to analyze, weigh, and consider as a disinterested
judge or observer—he can only obey. The authority of the Word of God is the
foundation for religious belief.
Like Barth, Bultmann also rejects any human apprehension of the Word of
God (which he seems to identify primarily with the call to authentic existence
embodied in the gospel) apart from faith. Bultmann construes faith in epistemological categories, opposing it to knowledge based on proof. In the existentialist
tradition, he considers it essential to faith that it involves risk and uncertainty.
Therefore, rational evidence is not only irrelevant, but actually contrary to faith.
Faith, in order to be faith, must exist in an evidential vacuum. For this reason
Bultmann denies any signiﬁcance for the Christian message to the historical Jesus,
apart from his bare existence. Bultmann recognizes that Paul in 1 Corinthians 15
does “think that he can guarantee the resurrection of Christ as an objective fact by
listing the witnesses who had seen him risen.”16 But he characterizes such historical
argumentation as “fatal” because it tries to produce proof for the Christian proclamation.17 Should an attempt at proof succeed, this would mean the destruction
of faith. Only a decision to believe wholly apart from evidence will bring one into
contact with the existential signiﬁcance of the gospel. Bultmann emphasizes that
this does not mean that such a step is made arbitrarily or lightheartedly. No, the
existential issues of life and death weigh so heavily that this decision to believe is
the most important and awesome step a person can take. But it must be taken in
the absence of any rational criteria for choice.
This might lead one to think that Bultmann is a pure ﬁdeist; but again this
does not seem quite correct. For he insists that the very authority of the Word of
God strips away all demands for criteria: “As though God had to justify himself
to man! As though every demand for justiﬁcation (including the one concealed
in the demand for criteria) did not have to be dropped as soon as the face of God
appears!”18 As Wolfhart Pannenberg explains, the “basic presupposition underlying
German Protestant theology as expressed by Barth or Bultmann is that the basis
15. Barth, Knowledge, 109.
16. Rudolf Bultmann, Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 7th ed., ed. O. Merk (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr,
1961), 295.
17. Rudolf Bultmann, “Reply to the Theses of J. Schniewind,” in Kerygma and Myth, ed. H.-W. Bartsch,
trans. R. H. Fuller (London: SPCK, 1953), 1:112.
18. Rudolf Bultmann, “The Case for Demythologizing: A Reply,” in Kerygma and Myth, ed. H.-W.
Bartsch, trans. R. H. Fuller (London: SPCK, 1953), 2:191.
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of theology is the self-authenticating Word of God which demands obedience.”19
Thus, it would seem that in both dialectical and existential theology the ﬁnal appeal is authoritarian.
WOLFHART PANNENBERG

Pannenberg’s rigorously evidential approach to theological questions was widely
acclaimed as ushering in a new phase in European Protestant theology. In 1961 a
circle of young theologians for whom Pannenberg served as the principal spokesman asserted in their manifesto Oﬀenbarung als Geschichte [Revelation as History]
that revelation ought to be understood exclusively in terms of God’s acts in history,
not as some self-authenticating Word.
Because this “Word,” which was understood as God’s self-disclosure in a divine-human encounter, needs no external authentication, theology, according to
Pannenberg, has depreciated the relevance of history to faith and walled itself oﬀ
against secular knowledge. On the one hand, Bultmann’s existentialist theology neglected objective historical facticity in favor of ﬁnding the conditions for authentic
human existence in the apostolic proclamation, to which historical facts are thought
to be strictly irrelevant. On the other hand, Barth’s understanding of peculiarly
Christian events as belonging, not to the course of ordinary, investigable history,
but rather to redemptive history, which is closed to historical research, equally
devalues real history. Both schools share a common motive in their depreciation
of the importance of history for faith, namely, the desire to secure for faith an
impregnable stronghold against the assaults of modern historical-critical studies.
Dialectical theology ﬂed into the harbor of supra-history, supposedly safe from the
historical-critical ﬂoodtide, while existential theology withdrew from the course
of objective history to the subjective experience of human authenticity. Theology’s
attempt at self-isolationism backﬁred, however, because the secular sciences turned
upon it to criticize and contradict it. “For much too long a time faith has been
misunderstood to be subjectivity’s fortress into which Christianity could retreat
from the attacks of scientiﬁc knowledge. Such a retreat into pious subjectivity can
only lead to destroying any consciousness of the truth of the Christian faith.”20
Therefore, if Christianity is to make any meaningful claim to truth, it must,
according to Pannenberg, submit to the same procedures of testing and veriﬁcation
that are employed in the secular sciences. This method of veriﬁcation will be indirect,
for example, by means of historical research. A theological interpretation of history
will be tested positively by “its ability to take into account all known historical
details,” and negatively by “the proof that without its speciﬁc assertions the acces19. Wolfhart Pannenberg, ed. Revelation as History, trans. D. Granskou (London: Macmillan,
1968), 9.
20. Wolfhart Pannenberg, “The Revelation of God in Jesus of Nazareth,” in New Frontiers in Theology,
vol. 3: Theology as History, ed. J. M. Robinson and J. B. Cobb Jr. (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 131.
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sible information would not be at all or would be only incompletely explicable.”21
Since the Christian faith is based on a real past event, and since there is no way to
know the past other than by historical-critical research, it follows that the object of
Christian faith cannot remain untouched by the results of such research. On the
one hand, a kerygmatic Christ utterly unrelated to the real, historical Jesus would
be “pure myth”; and on the other hand, a Christ known only through dialectical
encounter would be impossible to distinguish from “self-delusion.”22 Therefore,
the unavoidable conclusion is that the burden of proving that God has revealed
himself in Jesus of Nazareth must fall upon the historian.
Pannenberg acknowledges that if the historical foundation for faith were removed, then Christianity should be abandoned. He is, however, conﬁdent that
given the historical facts that we now have, this eventuality will not occur. Pannenberg realizes that the results of historical investigation always retain a degree
of uncertainty, but nevertheless, through this “precarious and provisional” way a
knowledge of the truth of Christianity is possible. Without this factual foundation
logically prior to faith, faith would be reduced to gullibility, credulity, or superstition.
Only this evidential approach, in contrast to the subjectivism of modern theology,
can establish Christianity’s truth claim. The historical facts at the foundation of
Christianity are reliable, and therefore we can base our faith, our lives, and our
future on them.
ALVIN PLANTINGA

Appealing to what he (erroneously, I think) calls the Reformed objection to natural theology, Alvin Plantinga has launched a sustained attack on theological
rationalism. Plantinga maintains that belief in God and in the central doctrines
of Christianity is both rational and warranted wholly apart from any evidential
foundations for belief.
This brings him into conﬂict with what he calls the evidentialist objection to
theistic belief. According to the evidentialist, one is rationally justiﬁed in believing
a proposition to be true only if that proposition is either foundational to knowledge
or is established by evidence that is ultimately based on such a foundation. According to this viewpoint, since the proposition “God exists” is not foundational,
it would be irrational to believe this proposition apart from rational evidence for
its truth.
But, Plantinga asks, why can’t the proposition “God exists” be itself part of the
foundation, so that no rational evidence is necessary? The evidentialist replies that
only propositions that are properly basic can be part of the foundation of knowledge. What, then, are the criteria that determine whether or not a proposition is
properly basic? Typically, the evidentialist asserts that only propositions that are
21. Wolfhart Pannenberg, “Redemptive Event and History,” in Basic Questions in Theology, trans. G. Kehm
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), 1:78.
22. Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, trans. L. L. Wilkins and D. A. Priebe (London: SCM,
1968), 27–28.
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self-evident or incorrigible are properly basic. For example, the proposition “The
sum of the squares of the two sides of a right triangle is equal to the square of the
hypotenuse” is self-evidently true. Similarly, the proposition “I feel pain” is incorrigibly true, since even if I am only imagining my injury, it is still true that I feel
pain. Since the proposition “God exists” is neither self-evident nor incorrigible,
it is not properly basic and therefore requires evidence if it is to be believed. To
believe this proposition without evidence is therefore irrational.
Plantinga does not deny that self-evident and incorrigible propositions are
properly basic, but he does ask how we know that these are the only properly basic
propositions or beliefs. If they are, then we are all irrational, since we commonly
accept numerous beliefs that are not based on evidence and that are neither selfevident nor incorrigible. For example, take the belief that the world was not created ﬁve minutes ago with built-in memory traces, food in our stomachs from the
breakfasts we never really ate, and other appearances of age. Surely it is rational to
believe that the world has existed longer than ﬁve minutes, even though there is no
evidence for this. The evidentialist’s criteria for proper basicality must be ﬂawed.
In fact, what about the status of those criteria? Is the proposition “Only propositions that are self-evident or incorrigible are properly basic” itself properly basic?
Apparently not, for it is certainly not self-evident or incorrigible. Therefore, if we
are to believe this proposition, we must have evidence that it is true. But there is
no such evidence. The proposition appears to be just an arbitrary deﬁnition—and
not a very plausible one at that! Hence, the evidentialist cannot exclude the possibility that belief in God is a properly basic belief.
And in fact, Plantinga maintains, following John Calvin, belief in God is properly
basic. Man has an innate, natural capacity to apprehend God’s existence even as
he has a natural capacity to accept truths of perception (like “I see a tree”). Given
the appropriate circumstances—such as moments of guilt, gratitude, or a sense of
God’s handiwork in nature—man naturally apprehends God’s existence. In the
same way that certain perceptual beliefs, like “I see a tree,” are properly basic given
the appropriate circumstances, so belief in God is properly basic in appropriate
circumstances. Neither the tree’s existence nor God’s existence is inferred from
one’s experience of the circumstances. But being in the appropriate circumstances
is what renders one’s belief properly basic; the belief would be irrational were it to
be held under inappropriate circumstances. Thus, the basic belief that God exists
is not arbitrary, since it is properly held only by a person placed in appropriate circumstances. Similarly, taking belief in God as properly basic does not commit one
to the relativistic view that virtually any belief can be properly basic for a normal
adult. In the absence of appropriate circumstances, various beliefs taken as basic by
certain persons will be arbitrarily and irrationally held. Even in the absence of an
adequate criterion of proper basicality to replace the ﬂawed evidentialist criterion,
the fact is that we can know that some beliefs are just not properly basic. Thus,
the Christian who takes belief in God as properly basic can legitimately reject
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the proper basicality of other beliefs. Plantinga thus insists that his epistemology
is not ﬁdeistic; the deliverances of reason include not only inferred propositions,
but also properly basic propositions. God has so constructed us that we naturally
form the belief in his existence under appropriate circumstances, just as we do the
belief in perceptual objects, the reality of the past, and so forth. Hence, belief in
God is among the deliverances of reason, not faith.
Plantinga emphasizes that the proper basicality of the belief that God exists
does not imply its indubitability. This belief is defeasible; that is to say, it can be
defeated by other incompatible beliefs which come to be accepted by the theist.
In such a case, the individual in question must give up some of his beliefs if he
is to remain rational, and perhaps it will be his belief in God that is jettisoned.
Thus, for example, a Christian who encounters the problem of evil is faced with a
potential defeater of his belief in God. If he is to remain rational in his Christian
belief, he must have an answer for the defeater. This is where Christian apologetics
comes in; it can help to formulate answers to potential defeaters, such as the Free
Will Defense in response to the problem of evil. But Plantinga also argues that in
some cases, the original belief itself may so exceed its alleged defeater in rational
warrant that it becomes an intrinsic defeater of its ostensible defeater. He gives
the example of someone accused of a crime and against whom all the evidence
stands, even though that person knows he is innocent. In such a case, that person
is not rationally obligated to abandon belief in his own innocence and to accept
instead the evidence that he is guilty. The belief that he did not commit the crime
intrinsically defeats the defeaters brought against it by the evidence. Plantinga
makes the theological application by suggesting that belief in God may similarly
intrinsically defeat all the defeaters that might be brought against it. Plantinga
suggests that the mechanisms which could produce so powerful a warrant for belief
in God are the implanted, natural sense of the divine (Calvin’s sensus divinitatis),
strengthened and accentuated by the testimony of the Holy Spirit.23
Plantinga argues that belief in God is not merely rational for the person who
takes it as properly basic, but that this belief is so warranted that such a person
can be said to know that God exists. A belief that is merely rational could in fact
be false. When we say that a belief is rational, we mean that the person holding
it is within his epistemological rights in so doing or that he exhibits no defect
in his noetic structure in so believing. But in order that some belief constitutes
knowledge, it must be true and in some sense justiﬁed or warranted for the person
holding it.
The notion of warrant, that quality which diﬀerentiates knowledge from merely
true belief, is philosophically controversial, and it is to the analysis of this notion
that Plantinga then turns. He ﬁrst exposits and then criticizes all major theories
of warrant which are oﬀered by epistemologists today, such as deontologism, reli23. See his extended discussion in Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000).
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ablism, coherentism, and so forth. Fundamentally, Plantinga’s method of exposing
the inadequacy of such theories is to construct thought experiments or scenarios
in which all the conditions for warrant stipulated by a theory are met and yet in
which it is obvious that the person in question does not have knowledge of the
proposition which he believes because his cognitive faculties are malfunctioning in
forming the belief. This common failing suggests that rational warrant inherently
involves the notion of the proper functioning of one’s cognitive faculties. But this
raises the troublesome question, what does it mean for one’s cognitive faculties
to be “functioning properly”? Here Plantinga drops a bomb into mainstream
epistemology by proposing a peculiarly theistic account of rational warrant and
proper functioning, namely, that one’s cognitive faculties are functioning properly
only if they are functioning as God designed them to.
Although he adds various subtle philosophical qualiﬁcations, the basic idea of
Plantinga’s account is that a belief is warranted for a person just in the case his
cognitive faculties are, in forming that belief, functioning in an appropriate environment as God designed them to. The more ﬁrmly such a person holds the belief
in question, the more warrant it has for him, and if he believes it ﬁrmly enough,
it has suﬃcient warrant to constitute knowledge. With respect to the belief that
God exists, Plantinga holds that God has so constituted us that we naturally form
this belief under certain circumstances; since the belief is thus formed by properly
functioning cognitive faculties in an appropriate environment, it is warranted for
us, and, insofar as our faculties are not disrupted by the noetic eﬀects of sin, we
shall believe this proposition deeply and ﬁrmly, so that we can be said, in virtue of
the great warrant accruing to this belief for us, to know that God exists.
But what about speciﬁcally Christian beliefs? How can one be justiﬁed and
warranted in holding to Christian theism? In order to answer this question, Plantinga extends his account to include not just the sensus divinitatis but also the inner
witness or instigation of the Holy Spirit.
The extended account postulates that our fall into sin has had disastrous cognitive
and aﬀective consequences. The sensus divinitatis has been damaged and deformed,
its deliverances muted. Moreover, our aﬀections have been skewed, so that we resist
what deliverances of the sensus divinitatis remain, being self-centered rather than
God-centered. God in his grace needed to ﬁnd a way to inform us of the plan of
salvation which he has made available, and he has chosen to do so by the trifold
means of the Scriptures, which lay out the great truths of the gospel, the work of
the Holy Spirit, who repairs the cognitive and aﬀective damage of sin so that we
can believe the great truths of the gospel, and, ﬁnally, faith, which is the principal
work of the Holy Spirit produced in believers’ hearts. In Plantinga’s view the internal instigation of the Holy Spirit is the close analogue of a cognitive faculty in
that it, too, is a belief-forming “mechanism.” As such the beliefs formed by this
process meet the conditions for warrant. Therefore, one can be said to know the
great truths of the gospel through the instigation of the Holy Spirit.

How Do I Know Christianity Is True?

43

Because we know the great truths of the gospel through the Holy Spirit’s work,
we have no need of evidence for them. Rather they are properly basic for us, both
with respect to justiﬁcation and warrant. Plantinga therefore aﬃrms that “according to the model, the central truths of the Gospel are self-authenticating”; that is
to say, “They do not get their evidence or warrant by way of being believed on the
evidential basis of other propositions.”24

Assessment
“How do I know that Christianity is true?” Probably every Christian has asked
himself that question. “I believe that God exists, I believe that Jesus rose from the
dead, and I’ve experienced his life-changing power in my life, but how do I know
it’s really true?” The problem becomes especially acute when we’re faced with
someone who either does not believe in God or Jesus or who adheres to some
other world religion. They may demand of us how we know that Christianity is
true and to prove it to them. What are we supposed to say? How do I know that
Christianity is true?
In answering this question, I have found it helpful to distinguish between
knowing Christianity to be true and showing Christianity to be true.
Knowing Christianity to Be True
Here I want to examine two points: ﬁrst, the role of the Holy Spirit, and second,
the role of argument and evidence.
ROLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

I think that Dodwell and Plantinga are correct that, fundamentally, the way
we know Christianity to be true is by the self-authenticating witness of God’s
Holy Spirit. Now what do I mean by that? I mean that the experience of the
Holy Spirit is veridical and unmistakable (though not necessarily irresistible or
indubitable) for him who has it; that such a person does not need supplementary
arguments or evidence in order to know and to know with conﬁdence that he is
in fact experiencing the Spirit of God; that such experience does not function
in this case as a premise in any argument from religious experience to God, but
rather is the immediate experiencing of God himself; that in certain contexts
the experience of the Holy Spirit will imply the apprehension of certain truths
of the Christian religion, such as “God exists,” “I am condemned by God,” “I am
reconciled to God,” “Christ lives in me,” and so forth; that such an experience
provides one not only with a subjective assurance of Christianity’s truth, but with
objective knowledge of that truth; and that arguments and evidence incompatible
with that truth are overwhelmed by the experience of the Holy Spirit for him
who attends fully to it.
24. Ibid., 261–62.
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It seems to me that the New Testament teaches such a view with respect to both
the believer and the unbeliever alike. Now at ﬁrst blush it might seem self-defeating
or perhaps circular for me to appeal to scriptural proof texts concerning the witness
of the Spirit, as if to say that we believe in the Spirit’s witness because the Scripture
says there is such a witness. But insofar as ours is an “in-house” discussion among
Christians, it is entirely appropriate to lay out what Scripture teaches on religious
epistemology. In interacting with a non-Christian, by contrast, one would simply
say that we Christians do in fact experience the inner testimony of God’s Spirit.
The Believer
First, let’s look at the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer. When a
person becomes a Christian, he automatically becomes an adopted son of God
and is indwelt with the Holy Spirit: “for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God,
through faith. . . . And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son
into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Gal. 3:26; 4:6 esv). Paul emphasizes the
point in Romans 8. Here he explains that it is the witness of the Holy Spirit with
our spirit that allows us to know that we are God’s children: “For you did not
receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the spirit of
sonship. When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with
our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:15–16 rsv). Paul uses the term
plerophoria (complete conﬁdence, full assurance) to indicate that the believer has
knowledge of the truth as a result of the Spirit’s work (Col. 2:2; 1 Thess. 1:5; cf.
Rom. 4:21; 14:5; Col. 4:12). Sometimes this is called “assurance of salvation” by
Christians today; and assurance of salvation entails certain truths of Christianity,
such as “God forgives my sin,” “Christ has reconciled me to God,” and so on, so
that in having assurance of salvation one has assurance of these truths.
The apostle John also makes quite clear that it is the Holy Spirit within us who
gives believers conviction of the truth of Christianity. “But you have been anointed
by the Holy One, and you all know . . . the anointing which you received from him
abides in you, and you have no need that any one should teach you; as his anointing teaches you about everything, and is true, and is no lie, just as it has taught
you, abide in him” (1 John 2:20, 27 rsv). Here John explains that it is the Holy
Spirit who teaches the believer the truth of divine things. John is clearly echoing
the teaching of Jesus himself, when he says, “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit,
whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to
your remembrance all that I have said to you” ( John 14:26 rsv). Now the truth
that the Holy Spirit teaches us is not, I’m convinced, the subtleties of Christian
doctrine. There are too many Spirit-ﬁlled Christians who diﬀer doctrinally for that
to be the case. What John is talking about is the inner assurance the Holy Spirit
gives of the basic truths of the Christian faith, what Plantinga calls the great truths
of the gospel. This assurance does not come from human arguments but directly
from the Holy Spirit himself.
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Now someone might point to 1 John 4:1–3 (esv) as evidence that the testimony
of the Holy Spirit is not self-authenticating, but needs to be tested:
Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of
God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the
Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the ﬂesh
is of God, and every spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God. This is the
spirit of antichrist.

But such an understanding would be a misinterpretation of the passage. John is not
talking about testing the witness of the Spirit in our own hearts; rather he’s talking
about testing people who come to you claiming to be speaking by the Holy Spirit.
He referred to the same people earlier: “Children, it is the last hour; and as you
have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come; therefore
we know that it is the last hour. They went out from us, but they were not of us”
(1 John 2:18–19 esv). John never encourages the believer to doubt the witness of
the Spirit in his own heart; rather he says that if someone else comes claiming to
speak by the Holy Spirit, then, since the situation is external to oneself and involves
additional truth claims not immediately apprehended, we must test that person in
order to determine if his claim is true. But in our own lives, the inner witness of
God’s Spirit is suﬃcient to assure us of the truths to which he testiﬁes.
John also underlines other teachings of Jesus on the work of the Holy Spirit.
For example, according to Jesus it is the indwelling Holy Spirit that gives the
believer certainty of knowing that Jesus lives in him and that he is in Jesus, in the
sense of being united with him:
And I will pray the Father, and he will give you another Counselor, to be with you
for ever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither
sees him nor knows him; you know him, for he dwells with you, and will be in you.
. . . In that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.
( John 14:16–17, 20 rsv)

John teaches the same thing: “And by this we know that he abides in us, by the
Spirit which he has given us. . . . By this we know that we abide in him and he in
us, because he has given us of his own Spirit” (l John 3:24; 4:13 rsv). John uses his
characteristic phrase “by this we know” to emphasize that as Christians we have
a conﬁdent knowledge that our faith is true, that we really do abide in God, and
God really does live in us. In fact John goes so far as to contrast the conﬁdence
which the Spirit’s testimony brings to that brought by human evidence:
This is he who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with the water only but
with the water and the blood. And the Spirit is the witness, because the Spirit is
the truth. There are three witnesses, the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and these
three agree. If we receive the testimony of men, the testimony of God is greater; for
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this is the testimony of God that he has borne witness to his Son. He who believes
in the Son of God has the testimony in himself. He who does not believe God has
made him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony that God has borne
to his Son. (1 John 5:6–10 rsv)

The “water” here probably refers to Jesus’ baptism, and the “blood” to his cruciﬁxion,
those being the two events which marked the beginning and end of his earthly
ministry. “The testimony of men” is therefore nothing less than the apostolic testimony to the events of Jesus’ life and ministry. Though John had laid such great
weight on precisely that apostolic testimony in his Gospel ( John 20:31; 21:24),
here he declares that even though we quite rightly receive this testimony, still the
inner testimony of the Holy Spirit is even greater! As Christians we have the
testimony of God living within us, the Holy Spirit who bears witness with our
spirit that we are children of God.
Thus, although arguments and evidence may be used to support the believer’s
faith, they are never properly the basis of that faith. For the believer, God is not
the conclusion of a syllogism; he is the living God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
dwelling within us. How then does the believer know that Christianity is true?
He knows because of the self-authenticating witness of God’s Spirit who lives
within him.
The Unbeliever
But what about the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of an unbeliever? Since the
Holy Spirit does not indwell him, does this mean that he must rely only upon
arguments and evidence to convince him that Christianity is true? No, not at
all. According to the Scripture, God has a diﬀerent ministry of the Holy Spirit
especially geared to the needs of the unbeliever. Jesus describes this ministry in
John 16:7–11 (rsv):
It is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counselor will
not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. And when he comes, he will
convince the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment: concerning
sin, because they do not believe in me; concerning righteousness, because I go to
the Father, and you will see me no more; concerning judgment, because the ruler
of this world is judged.

Here the Holy Spirit’s ministry is threefold: he convicts the unbeliever of his own
sin, of God’s righteousness, and of his condemnation before God. The unbeliever
so convicted can therefore be said to know such truths as “God exists,” “I am
guilty before God,” and so forth.
This is the way it has to be. For if it weren’t for the work of the Holy Spirit, no
one would ever become a Christian. According to Paul, natural man left to himself
does not even seek God: “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands, no
one seeks for God” (Rom 3:10–11 esv). Unregenerate man cannot understand
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spiritual things: “The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of
God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because
they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14 rsv). And he is hostile to God: “For
the mind that is set on the ﬂesh is hostile to God; for it does not submit to God’s
law; indeed, it cannot” (Rom. 8:7 esv). As Jesus said, men love darkness rather
than light. Left to himself, natural man would never come to God.
The fact that we do ﬁnd people who are seeking God and are ready to believe
in Christ is evidence that the Holy Spirit has already been at work, convicting
them and drawing them to him. As Jesus said, “No one can come to me unless
the Father who sent me draws him” ( John 6:44 esv).
Therefore, when a person refuses to come to Christ, it is never just because of
lack of evidence or because of intellectual diﬃculties: at root, he refuses to come
because he willingly ignores and rejects the drawing of God’s Spirit on his heart.
No one in the ﬁnal analysis really fails to become a Christian because of lack of
arguments; he fails to become a Christian because he loves darkness rather than
light and wants nothing to do with God. But anyone who responds to the drawing
of God’s Spirit with an open mind and an open heart can know with assurance
that Christianity is true, because God’s Spirit will convict him that it is. Jesus said,
“My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me; if any man’s will is to do his will,
he shall know whether the teaching is from God or whether I am speaking on my
own authority” ( John 7:16–17 rsv). Jesus aﬃrms that if anyone is truly seeking
God, then he will know that Jesus’ teaching is truly from God.
So then for the unbeliever as well as for the believer, it is the testimony of God’s
Spirit that ultimately assures him of the truth of Christianity. The unbeliever who
is truly seeking God will be convinced of the truth of the Christian message.
Therefore, we ﬁnd that for believer and unbeliever alike it is the self-authenticating
work of the Holy Spirit that supplies knowledge of Christianity’s truth. Thus, I
would agree that belief in the God of the Bible is a properly basic belief and emphasize that it is the ministry of the Holy Spirit that supplies the circumstances
for its proper basicality. And because this belief is formed in response to the selfdisclosure of God himself, who needs no external authentication, it is not merely
rational for us, but constitutes knowledge. We can know Christianity’s truth.
ROLE OF ARGUMENT AND EVIDENCE

But what about the second point: the role of argument and evidence in knowing
Christianity to be true? I’ve already said that it is the self-authenticating witness
of the Holy Spirit that gives us the fundamental knowledge of Christianity’s
truth. Therefore, the only role left for argument and evidence to play is a
subsidiary role. I think Martin Luther correctly distinguished between what
he called the magisterial and ministerial uses of reason. The magisterial use of
reason occurs when reason stands over and above the gospel like a magistrate
and judges it on the basis of argument and evidence. The ministerial use of
reason occurs when reason submits to and serves the gospel. In light of the
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Spirit’s witness, only the ministerial use of reason is legitimate. Philosophy is
rightly the handmaid of theology. Reason is a tool to help us better understand
and defend our faith; as Anselm put it, ours is a faith that seeks understanding. A person who knows that Christianity is true on the basis of the witness
of the Spirit may also have a sound apologetic which reinforces or conﬁrms
for him the Spirit’s witness, but it does not serve as the basis of his belief. If
the arguments of natural theology and Christian evidences are successful, then
Christian belief is warranted by such arguments and evidences for the person who
grasps them, even if that person would still be warranted in their absence. Such
a person is doubly warranted in his Christian belief, in the sense that he enjoys
two sources of warrant.
One can envision great beneﬁts of having such a dual warrant of one’s Christian
beliefs. Having sound arguments for the existence of a Creator and Designer of the
universe or evidence for the historical credibility of the New Testament records of
the life of Jesus in addition to the inner witness of the Spirit could increase one’s
conﬁdence in the veracity of Christian truth claims. On Plantinga’s epistemological model, at least, one would then have greater warrant for believing such claims.
Greater warrant could in turn lead an unbeliever to come to faith more readily
or inspire a believer to share his faith more boldly. Moreover, the availability of
independent warrant for Christian truth claims apart from the Spirit’s witness
could help predispose an unbeliever to respond to the drawing of the Holy Spirit
when he hears the gospel and could provide the believer with support in times
of spiritual dryness or doubt when the Spirit’s witness seems eclipsed. One could
doubtless think of many other ways in which the possession of such dual warrant
for Christian beliefs would be beneﬁcial. Should a conﬂict arise between the
witness of the Holy Spirit to the fundamental truth of the Christian faith and
beliefs based on argument and evidence, then it is the former which must take
precedence over the latter, not vice versa.
A Danger
There is a danger in all this so far. Some persons might say that we should never
seek to defend the faith. Just preach the gospel and let the Holy Spirit work! But
this attitude is unbalanced and unscriptural, as we’ll see in a moment. For now,
let’s just note in passing that as long as reason is a minister of the Christian faith,
Christians should employ it.
An Objection
Some people disagree with what I’ve said about the role of argument and evidence. They would say that reason can be used in a magisterial role, at least by
the unbeliever. They ask how else we could determine which is true, the Bible,
the Qur’an, or the Book of Mormon, unless we use argument and evidence to
judge them. The Muslim or the Mormon also claims to have a witness of God’s
Spirit or a “burning in the bosom” which authenticates to him the truth of his
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scriptures. Christian claims to a subjective experience seem to be on a par with
similar non-Christian claims.
But how is the fact that other persons claim to experience a self-authenticating
witness of God’s Spirit relevant to my knowing the truth of Christianity via the
Spirit’s witness? The existence of an authentic and unique witness of the Spirit
does not exclude the existence of false claims to such a witness. How, then, does
the existence of false claims of the Spirit’s witness to the truth of a non-Christian
religion do anything logically to undermine the fact that the Christian believer
does possess the genuine witness of the Spirit? Why should I be robbed of my joy
and assurance of salvation simply because someone else falsely pretends, sincerely
or insincerely, to the Spirit’s witness? If a Mormon or Muslim falsely claims to
experience the witness of God’s Spirit in his heart, that does nothing to undermine
the veridicality of my experience.
But someone may insist, “But how do you know that your experience isn’t also
spurious?” That question has already been answered: the experience of the Spirit’s
witness is self-authenticating for him who really has it. The Spirit-ﬁlled Christian
can know immediately that his claim to the Spirit’s witness is true despite the false
claims made by persons adhering to other religions.
Perhaps the most plausible spin to put on this objection is to say that false
claims to a witness of the Holy Spirit ought to undermine my conﬁdence in the
reliability of the cognitive faculties which form religious beliefs, since those faculties apparently so often mislead people. The fact that so many people apparently
sincerely, yet falsely, believe that God’s Spirit is testifying to them of the truth of
their religious beliefs ought therefore to make us very leery concerning our own
experience of God.
There are at least two things wrong with this construal of the objection. First,
the Christian needn’t say that non-Christian religious experience is simply spurious. It may well be the case that adherents of other religions do enjoy a veridical
experience of God as the Ground of Being on whom we creatures are dependent
or as the Moral Absolute from whom values derive or even as the loving Father
of mankind. So we’re not at all committed to claiming that the cognitive faculties
responsible for people’s religious beliefs are fundamentally unreliable. Second, the
objection unjustiﬁably assumes that the witness of the Holy Spirit is the product
of human cognitive faculties or is indistinguishable from their outputs. In fact,
non-Christian religious experience, such as Buddhist or Hindu religious experience, is typically very diﬀerent from Christian experience. Why should I think
that when a Mormon claims to experience a “burning in the bosom” he is having
an experience qualitatively indistinguishable from the witness of the Holy Spirit
that I enjoy? I see no reason to think that non-veridical religious experiences are
indistinguishable from the witness of the Holy Spirit. One way to get some empirical evidence for this would be simply to ask ex-Mormons and Muslims who
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have become Christians if their experience of God in Christianity is identical to
what they had before their conversion.
Someone might say, “But can’t neuroscientists artiﬁcially induce in the brain
religious experiences which are non-veridical and yet seem to be like the witness
of the Holy Spirit?” In fact, this is not true. The sort of religious experiences which
have been artiﬁcially induced by brain stimulus have been more akin to pantheistic religious experiences, a sense of oneness with the All, rather than Christian
experience of God’s personal presence and love. But more importantly, the fact
that a non-veridical experience can be induced which is qualitatively identical to
a veridical experience does absolutely nothing to undermine the fact that there
are veridical experiences and that we are rational in taking our experiences to be
veridical. Otherwise, one would have to say that because neuroscientists can artiﬁcially cause us to see and hear things that aren’t really there, our senses of sight and
hearing are unreliable or untrustworthy! Just because a neurologist could stimulate
my brain to make me think that I’m having an experience of God is no proof at
all that on some occasion when he is not stimulating my brain that I do not have
a genuine experience of God. So the objection to a self-authenticating witness of
the Spirit on the basis of false claims to such an experience does not undermine
my rationally trusting in the deliverances of the Holy Spirit’s witness.
Moreover, let me suggest two theological reasons why I think those Christians
who support the magisterial role of reason are mistaken. First, such a role would
consign most Christians to irrationality. The vast majority of the human race
have neither the time, training, nor resources to develop a full-blown Christian
apologetic as the basis of their faith. Even the proponents of the magisterial use
of reason at one time in the course of their education presumably lacked such
an apologetic. According to the magisterial role of reason, these persons should
not have believed in Christ until they ﬁnished their apologetic. Otherwise,
they would be believing for insuﬃcient reasons. I once asked a fellow seminary
student, “How do you know Christianity is true?” He replied, “I really don’t
know.” Does that mean he should give up Christianity until he ﬁnds rational
arguments to ground his faith? Of course not! He knew Christianity is true
because he knew Jesus, regardless of rational arguments. The fact is that we
can know the truth whether we have rational arguments or not.
Second, if the magisterial role of reason were legitimate, then a person who
had been given poor arguments for Christianity would have a just excuse before
God for not believing in him. Suppose someone had been told to believe in God
on the basis of an invalid argument. Could he stand before God on the judgment
day and say, “God, those Christians only gave me a lousy argument for believing
in you. That’s why I didn’t believe”? Of course not! The Bible says all men are
without excuse. Even those who are given no good reason to believe and many
persuasive reasons to disbelieve have no excuse, because the ultimate reason they
do not believe is that they have deliberately rejected God’s Holy Spirit.
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Therefore, the role of rational argumentation in knowing Christianity to be
true is the role of a servant. A person knows Christianity is true because the Holy
Spirit tells him it is true, and while argument and evidence can be used to support
this conclusion, they cannot legitimately overrule it.

Showing Christianity to Be True
Such are the roles of the Holy Spirit and of argument in knowing Christianity to
be true. But what about their roles in showing Christianity to be true? Here things
are somewhat reversed.
ROLE OF REASON

Let’s look ﬁrst at the role of argument and evidence in showing that Christianity
is true. Here we’re concerned about how to prove to another person that our faith
is true. Even if I myself know personally on the basis of the Spirit’s witness that
Christianity is true, how can I demonstrate to somebody else that what I believe
is true?
Consider again the case of the Christian confronted with an adherent of some
other world religion who also claims to have a self-authenticating experience of
God. William Alston points out that this situation taken in isolation results in
an epistemic standoﬀ.25 For neither person knows how to convince the other that
he alone has a veridical, rather than delusory, experience. This standoﬀ does not
undermine the rationality of the Christian’s belief, for even if his process of forming
his belief is as reliable as can be, there’s no way he can give a noncircular proof of
this fact. Thus his inability to provide such a proof does not nullify the rationality of
his belief. But although he is rational in retaining his Christian belief, the Christian
in such circumstances is at a complete loss as to how to show his non-Christian
friend that he is correct and that his friend is wrong in his respective beliefs.
How is one to break this deadlock? Alston answers that the Christian should do
whatever he can to search for common ground on which to adjudicate the crucial
diﬀerences between their competing views, seeking to show in a noncircular way
which of them is correct. If, by proceeding on the basis of considerations that
are common to both parties, such as sense perception, rational self-evidence, and
common modes of reasoning, the Christian can show that his own beliefs are
true and those of his non-Christian friend false, then he will have succeeded in
showing that the Christian is in the better epistemic position for discerning the
truth about these matters. Once apologetics is allowed to enter the picture, the
objective diﬀerence between their epistemic situations becomes crucial, for since
the non-Christian only thinks he has a self-authenticating experience of God,
when in fact he does not, the power of the evidence and argument may, by God’s
25. William Alston, “Religious Diversity and Perceptual Knowledge of God,” Faith and Philosophy 5,
no. 4 (1988): 442–43.
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grace, crack his false assurance of the truth of his faith and persuade him to place
his faith in Christ.
The task of showing that Christianity is true involves the presentation of sound
and persuasive arguments for Christian truth claims. Accordingly, we need to ask
ourselves how it is that one proves something to be true. A statement or proposition is true if and only if it corresponds to reality—that is to say, reality is just as
the statement says that it is. Thus, the statement “The Cubs won the 1993 World
Series” is true if and only if the Cubs won the 1993 World Series. In order to prove a
proposition to be true, we present arguments and evidence which have that proposition as the conclusion. Such reasoning can be either deductive or inductive.

Deductive Arguments
In a sound deductive argument, the conclusion follows inevitably from the premises.
The two prerequisites of a sound deductive argument are that the premises be true
and the logic be valid. If the premises are true but the logic is fallacious, then the
argument is invalid. An example of an invalid argument would be:
1) If God exists, objective moral values exist.
2) Objective moral values exist.
3) Therefore, God exists.
Although both the premises are true, the conclusion does not follow logically
from them, because the argument commits the fallacy known as “aﬃrming the
consequent.” On the other hand, an argument can be logically valid but still unsound, because it has false premises. An example of such an unsound argument
would be:
1) If Jesus were not Lord, he would be a liar or a lunatic.
2) Jesus was neither a liar nor a lunatic.
3) Therefore, Jesus is Lord.
This is a valid argument, inferring the negation of the ﬁrst premise’s antecedent
based on the negation of its consequent. But the argument is still unsound, because
the ﬁrst premise is false: there are other, better alternatives, for example, that Jesus
as described in the Gospels is a legend. Hence, in presenting a deductive argument
for some Christian truth claim we need to be careful to construct arguments which
are logically valid and have true premises.

Inductive Arguments
An inductive argument is an argument of which the premises may be true and
the logical inferences valid but the conclusion still be false. In such reasoning the
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evidence and rules of inference are said to “underdetermine” the conclusion; that
is to say, they render the conclusion plausible or likely, but do not guarantee its
truth. For example, a sound inductive argument would be:
1) Groups A, B, and C were composed of similar persons suﬀering from the
same disease.
2) Group A was administered a certain new drug, group B was administered a
placebo, and group C was not given any treatment.
3) The rate of death from the disease was subsequently lower in group A by 75
percent in comparison with both groups B and C.
4) Therefore, the new drug is eﬀective in reducing the death rate from said
disease.
The conclusion is quite likely true based on the evidence and rules of inductive
reasoning, but it is not inevitably true; maybe the people in group A were just
lucky or some unknown variable caused their improvement.
Although inductive reasoning is part and parcel of everyday life, the description
of such reasoning is a matter of controversy among philosophers. One way of understanding inductive reasoning is by means of the probability calculus. Probability
theorists have formulated various rules for accurately calculating the probability
of particular statements or events given the truth or occurrence of certain other
statements or events. Such probabilities are called conditional probabilities and are
symbolized Pr (A⏐B). This is to be read as the probability of A on B, or A given
B, where A and B stand for particular statements or events. Probabilities range
between 0 and 1, with 1 representing the highest and 0 the lowest probability. Thus,
a value >.5 indicates some positive probability of a statement or event and <.5 some
improbability, while .5 would indicate a precise balance between the two.
Many of the typical cases of inductive reasoning involve inferences from sample
cases to generalizations—for example, the probability of Jones’s contracting lung
cancer given that he is a smoker—and so have greater relevance to scientiﬁc than to
philosophical concerns. Still a philosophical or theological position can constitute
a hypothesis, and that hypothesis can be argued to be more probable than not, or
more probable than a particular competing hypothesis, given various other facts
taken as one’s evidence. In such cases, the apologist may have recourse to Bayes’
Theorem, which lays down formulas for calculating the probability of a hypothesis
(H) on given evidence (E).
One form of Bayes’ Theorem is the following:
Pr (H) × Pr (E⏐H)
Pr (H⏐E) = ——————————————————
Pr (H) × Pr (E⏐H) + Pr (¬H) × Pr (E⏐¬H)
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In order to compute the probability of (H⏐E), we plug in numerical values for
the various probabilities in the numerator and denominator. In philosophical, as
opposed to scientiﬁc, discussions this is usually impossible to do with precision, so
we must be content with vague approximations like “highly improbable,” which is
represented as <<.5 or “highly probable,” which is represented as >>.5, or roughly
equal, which is represented as ≈.5. Such vague approximations may still prove
useful in arguing for one’s hypothesis.
In the numerator we multiply the intrinsic probability of (H) by (H)’s explanatory power (E⏐H). The intrinsic probability of (H) does not mean the probability
of (H) taken in utter isolation, but merely in isolation from the speciﬁc evidence
E. The intrinsic probability of (H) is the conditional probability of (H) relative
to our general background knowledge (B), or Pr (H⏐B). Similarly, (B) is implicit
in (H)’s explanatory power (E⏐H&B). The formula takes (B) tacitly as assumed.
The Pr (E⏐H) registers our rational expectation of E given that H is the case. If
E would be surprising on H, then Pr (E⏐H) <.5, whereas if we are not surprised
to ﬁnd E, given H, than Pr (E⏐H) is >.5.
In the denominator of the formula, we take the product of (H)’s intrinsic probability and explanatory power and add to it the product of the intrinsic probability
and explanatory power of the denial of (H). Notice that the lower this latter product is, the better it is for one’s hypothesis. For in the limit case that Pr (¬H) × Pr
(E⏐¬H) is zero, then the numerator and denominator have the same number, so
that the ratio is equal to 1, which means that one’s hypothesis is certain given the
evidence. So one will want to argue that while one’s hypothesis has great intrinsic
probability and explanatory power, the denial of the hypothesis has low intrinsic
probability and explanatory power.
The drawback of appeals to Bayes’ Theorem in understanding inductive reasoning is that the probabilities involved in the calculus can seem inscrutable, and thus
the conditional probability of one’s hypothesis incalculable. Nonetheless, Bayesian
approaches to arguments for God’s existence and to the problem of miracles, as
well as the so-called problem of evil, have been fashionable among apologists in
recent years.
A diﬀerent approach to inductive reasoning which is apt to be more useful in
apologetics is provided by inference to the best explanation. In inference to the
best explanation, we are confronted with certain data to be explained. We then
assemble a pool of live options consisting of various explanations for the data in
question. From the pool of live options we then select that explanation which, if
true, best explains the data. Just what criteria go toward making an explanation
the best is disputed; but among the commonly acknowledged criteria will be
properties such as explanatory scope, explanatory power, ad hoc–ness, and so on.
The best explanation is taken to be the true explanation of the data. One problem
with this approach to inductive reasoning is that there is no guarantee that the best
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explanation is true. It may just be the best of a bad lot, and the true explanation
remains unknown to us, outside the pool of live options we have assembled.

Good Arguments
The Christian apologist may employ both deductive and inductive arguments
in defense of Christian theism. In order for the arguments to be good ones, the
premises need to have a particular epistemic status for us. But what sort of status
is that? Certainty is an unrealistic and unattainable ideal. Were we to require that
we have certainty of the truth of an argument’s premises, the result for us would
be skepticism. What we’re looking for is a comparative criterion: the premises in
a good argument will have greater plausibility than their respective denials.
Plausibility is to a great extent a person-dependent notion. Some people may
ﬁnd a premise plausible while others do not. Accordingly, some people will agree
that a particular argument is a good one, while others will say that it is a bad argument. Given our diverse backgrounds and biases, we should expect such disagreements. Obviously, the most persuasive arguments will be those which are based on
premises which enjoy the support of widely accepted evidence or seem intuitively
to be true. But in cases of disagreement we simply have to dig deeper and ask
what reasons we each have for thinking a premise to be true or false. When we
do so, we may discover that it is we who have made the mistake. After all, one can
present bad arguments for a true conclusion! But we might ﬁnd instead that our
partner in conversation has no good reason for rejecting our premise or that his
rejection is based on misinformation, or ignorance of the evidence, or a fallacious
objection. In such a case we may persuade him by giving him better information
or evidence or by gently correcting his error. Or we may ﬁnd that the reason he
denies our premise is that he doesn’t like the conclusion it’s leading to, and so
to avoid that conclusion he denies a premise which he really ought to ﬁnd quite
plausible. Ironically, it is thus possible, as Plantinga has observed, to move someone
from knowledge to ignorance by presenting him with a valid argument based on
premises he knows to be true for a conclusion he doesn’t want to accept! No better
illustration of this can be given than the natural man’s refusing to believe in God
or Christ at the expense of adopting some outlandish hypothesis which he ought
to know is false (for example, that the universe came into being uncaused out of
nothing or that Jesus was an alien from outer space).
Some Christian believers might be troubled by the notion that one’s apologetic
case for Christianity yields only probability rather than certainty. But the fact that
Christianity can only be shown to be probably true need not be troubling when
two things are kept in mind: (1) that we attain no more than probability with
respect to almost everything we infer (for example, that smoking contributes to
lung cancer or that it is safe to cross the street) without detriment to the depth of
our conviction, and that even our non-inferred, basic beliefs may not be held with
any sort of absolute certainty (for example, my memory belief that I had waﬄes
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for breakfast on Monday); and (2) that even if we can only show Christianity to
be probably true, nevertheless we can on the basis of the Spirit’s witness know
Christianity to be true with a deep assurance that far outstrips what the evidence
in our particular situation might support (think analogously of the person convinced of his own innocence even though all the evidence stands against him). To
demand logically demonstrative proofs as a precondition for making a religious
commitment is therefore just being unreasonable.
Since we cannot hope to persuade everybody, our aim should be to make our
cumulative apologetic case as persuasive as possible. This can best be done by appealing to facts which are widely accepted or to intuitions that are commonly shared
(common sense). When we appeal to expert testimony, our authorities should not
be partisan but neutral or even anti-Christian. And of course, the persuasiveness
of an argument as it is presented on any particular occasion may depend on a host
of arational considerations, such as courteousness, openness, genuine concern for
the listener, and so forth.
ROLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

Now we come to the second point: the role of the Holy Spirit in showing Christianity to be true. The role of the Holy Spirit is to use our arguments to convince
the unbeliever of the truth of Christianity. When one presents reasons for his faith,
one is not working apart from or against the Holy Spirit. To return to a point
mentioned earlier: it is unbalanced and unscriptural to simply preach the gospel
if the unbeliever has questions or objections.
First, it’s unbalanced because it assumes that the Holy Spirit works only through
preaching. But he can work through rational argumentation, too. We should appeal to the head as well as to the heart. If an unbeliever objects that the Bible is
unreliable because it is a translation of a translation of a translation, the answer is
not to tell him to get right with God. The answer is to explain that we have excellent manuscripts of the Bible in the original Greek and Hebrew languages—and
then tell him to get right with God!
But second, it’s unscriptural to refuse to reason with an unbeliever. Look at
Paul. It was Paul’s standard procedure to present reasons for the truth of the gospel
and so defend the faith:
And Paul went in, as was his custom, and for three weeks he argued with them
from the scriptures, explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Christ to
suﬀer and to rise from the dead. . . . So he argued in the synagogue with the Jews
and the devout persons, and in the market place every day with those who chanced
to be there. . . . And he entered the synagogue and for three months spoke boldly,
arguing and pleading about the kingdom of God. . . . And he expounded the matter
to them from morning till evening, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying
to convince them about Jesus both from the law of Moses and from the prophets.
And some were convinced by what he said, while others disbelieved. (Acts 17:2–3,
17; 19:8; 28:23–4 rsv)
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Indeed, Scripture actually commands us to be prepared to give such a defense
to an unbeliever: “Always being ready to make a defense to every one who asks
you to give an account for the hope that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15b at). So, as Christians, we are to have an apologetic case ready to show that Christianity is true. To
ignore the unbeliever’s questions or objections is therefore both unbalanced and
unscriptural. Of course, it is true that we can never argue anyone into the kingdom
of God. Conversion is exclusively the role of the Holy Spirit. But the Holy Spirit
may use our arguments to draw people to himself.
A Danger
Now there is also a danger in all this. There is the danger that in evangelism we
may focus our attention on the argument instead of on the unbeliever. In doing
evangelism we must never let apologetics distract us from our primary aim of
communicating the gospel. Indeed, I’d say that with most people there’s no need
to use apologetics at all. Only use rational argumentation after sharing the gospel
and when the unbeliever still has questions. If you tell him, “God loves you and
has a wonderful plan for your life,” and he says he doesn’t believe in God, don’t
get bogged down at that point in trying to prove the existence of God to him. Tell
him, “Well, at this point I’m not trying to convince you that what the Bible says is
true; I’m just trying to share with you what the Bible says. After I’ve done that, then
perhaps we can come back to whether there are good reasons to believe that what
it says is true.” Remember our primary aim in evangelism is to present Christ.
An Objection
Some would disagree with what I’ve said about the role of the Holy Spirit in
showing Christianity to be true. They would contend that the believer and the
unbeliever have no common ground on which to argue; therefore it is futile to try
to convince an unbeliever that Christianity is true. I think I’ve already indicated
what our common ground with unbelievers is: the laws of logic and the facts of
experience. Starting from these, we build our case for Christianity.
But in addition, I think that the example of Jesus and the apostles conﬁrms the
validity of such an approach. Jesus appealed to miracles and to fulﬁlled prophecy
to prove that his claims were true (Luke 24:25–27; John 14:11). What about the
apostles? In dealing with Jews, they appealed to fulﬁlled prophecy, Jesus’ miracles,
and especially Jesus’ resurrection. A model apologetic for Jews is Peter’s sermon
on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2. In verse 22 he appeals to Jesus’ miracles. In
verses 25–31 he appeals to fulﬁlled prophecy. In verse 32 he appeals to Christ’s
resurrection. By means of these arguments the apostles sought to show Jews that
Christianity is true.
In dealing with non-Jews, the apostles sought to show the existence of God
through his handiwork in nature (Acts 14:17). In Romans 1, Paul says that from
nature alone all men can know that God exists (Rom. 1:20). According to Michael
Green in his book Evangelism in the Early Church, the standard procedure of the
apostles in dealing with Gentiles was to point to nature to show God’s existence.
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Paul also appealed to eyewitness testimony of the resurrection of Jesus to show
further that Christianity is true (1 Cor. 15:3–8). So it is quite apparent, I think,
that both Jesus and the apostles were not afraid to argue for the truth of what
they proclaimed. This doesn’t imply that they didn’t trust the Holy Spirit to bring
people to God. Rather they trusted the Holy Spirit to use their arguments to
bring people to God.
Therefore, in showing Christianity to be true, it is the role of argument and
evidence to show that the central tenets of the Christian worldview are true. And
it is the role of the Holy Spirit to use these arguments, as we lovingly present
them, to bring people to Christ.

Conclusion
In summary, we’ve seen that in answering the question “How do I know Christianity
is true?” we must make a distinction between knowing that it is true and showing
that it is true. We know Christianity is true primarily by the self-authenticating
witness of God’s Spirit. We show Christianity is true by presenting good arguments for its central tenets.
What, then, should be our approach in using apologetics with an unbeliever?
It should be something like this:
My friend, I know Christianity is true because God’s Spirit lives in me and assures
me that it is true. And you can know it is true, too, because God is knocking at the
door of your heart, telling you the same thing. If you’re sincerely seeking God, then
God will give you assurance that the gospel is true. Now to try to show you it’s true,
I’ll share with you some arguments and evidence that I really ﬁnd convincing. But
should my arguments seem weak and unconvincing to you, that’s my fault, not God’s.
It only shows that I’m a poor apologist, not that the gospel is untrue. Whatever you
think of my arguments, God still loves you and holds you accountable. I’ll do my
best to present good arguments to you. But ultimately you have to deal, not with
arguments, but with God himself.

Practical Application
The foregoing discussion has profound practical application both in our Christian walk and in our evangelism. With regard to our Christian walk, it helps us
to have a proper assurance of the truth of our faith. A student once remarked to
me after class, “I ﬁnd this view so liberating!” He had struggled for some time
to sort out the relation between faith and reason, but without success. Christians
often fall into the extremes of ﬁdeism or theological rationalism. But the view just
expounded enables us to hold to a rational faith which is supported by argument
and evidence without our making that argument and evidence the foundation of
our faith. It is tremendously liberating to be able to show an unbeliever that our
faith is true without being dependent upon the vagaries of argument and evidence
for the assurance that our faith is true; at the same time we know conﬁdently and
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without embarrassment that our faith is true, as can the unbeliever as well, without
our falling into relativistic subjectivism.
This view also underlines the vital importance of cultivating the ministry of the
Holy Spirit in our lives. For though all Christians are indwelt by the Spirit, not all
are ﬁlled with the Spirit. The New Testament teaches that we can grieve the Holy
Spirit of God by sin (Eph. 4:30) and quench the Spirit by repressing his working
in our lives (1 Thess. 5:19). The Christian who is not ﬁlled with the Spirit may
often be wracked with doubts concerning his faith. I can testify personally that
my intellectual doubts seem most poignant when I am in a carnal condition. But
when a Christian is walking in the Spirit, then, although his intellectual questions
may remain, he can live with those questions, without their robbing his faith of
its vitality. As the source of the assurance that our faith is true, the Holy Spirit’s
ministry in our lives needs to be cultivated by spiritual activities that help us to
walk close to God, such as Bible study, prayer, devotional reading, inspirational
music, evangelism, and Spirit-ﬁlled worship.
In evangelism, too, this view enables us to give the unbeliever rational arguments and evidence for the truth of the gospel, instead of challenging him to
“just have faith.” I have met many non-Christians who came from conservative
Christian backgrounds and who were turned oﬀ to the gospel by having their
honest questions squelched and being told to just believe. By contrast, I recently
received the following note from a Canadian student with whom I had chatted
after one of my lectures:
I wish to thank you for speaking with me and for putting time into your busy life in
order to converse with a second-year university student. I also wish to thank you for
never once bringing the word faith into the conversation. I’ve always felt that as soon
as that word is brought up as an argument, the conversation can no longer continue,
as it is an inarguable point. You were able to intelligently debate using logical points
without resorting to the use of the informal logical fallacies. In return, I truly hope
I was able to provide the same sort of intelligent debate.

At the same time, however, this view reminds us that unbelief is at root a
spiritual, not an intellectual, problem. Sometimes an unbeliever will throw up an
intellectual smoke screen so that he can avoid personal, existential involvement
with the gospel. In such a case, further argumentation may be futile and counterproductive, and we need to be sensitive to moments when apologetics is and is not
appropriate. If we sense the unbeliever’s arguments and questions are not sincere,
we may do better to simply break oﬀ the discussion and ask him, “If I answered
that objection, would you then really be ready to become a Christian?” Tell him
lovingly and forthrightly that you think he’s throwing up an intellectual smoke
screen to keep from confronting the real issue: his sin before God. Apologetics is
thus most appropriate and eﬀective when the unbeliever is spiritually open and
sincerely seeking to know the truth.
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That leads to a ﬁnal point. Many times a person will say, “That argument wasn’t
eﬀective because the unbeliever I shared it with wasn’t convinced.” Here we have
to be very careful. In the ﬁrst place, don’t expect an unbeliever to just roll over and
play dead the minute he hears your apologetic argument. Of course, he’s going
to disagree! Think of what’s at stake for him! You need to be prepared to listen
carefully to his objections and questions, to engage him in dialogue, and to continue the conversation as long as is proﬁtable. Eﬀectiveness in using apologetics
in evangelism requires study, practice, and revision in light of experience, not just
pat answers. Second, remember that being “convincing” is person-relative. Some
people will simply refuse to be convinced. Hence, an argument cannot be said to
be ineﬀective because some people remain unconvinced by it. When one reﬂects
on the fact that “the gate is narrow, and the way is hard that leads to life, and those
who ﬁnd it are few” (Matt. 7:14 rsv), it should not surprise us if most people ﬁnd
our apologetic unconvincing. But that does not mean that our apologetic is ineffective; it may only mean that many people are closed-minded.
What we need to develop is an apologetic that is both cogent and persuasive
to as many people as possible. But we mustn’t be discouraged and think that our
apologetic is ineﬀective if many or even most people ﬁnd our arguments unconvincing. Success in evangelism is simply communicating Christ in the power of the
Holy Spirit and leaving the results to God. Similarly, eﬀectiveness in apologetics
is presenting cogent and persuasive arguments for the gospel in the power of the
Holy Spirit and leaving the results to God.
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