For The Hope That Is Within:  A Seminar in Practical Apologetics


Session One:  The Faith Once For All:  Apologetics Defined


Wm F. Stapleton

Session Objectives:

After this session students should be able to discuss in depth the Biblical mandate for apologetics and the attitude of the New Testament toward reasoning, in light of inspiration.

I. “Apologetics?!” you say, “What’s that, and why would I want to apologize if I haven’t done anything wrong?”  Apologetics is specifically defined as a branch of theology that has to do with presenting a reasonable answer, a legal defense as it were, for the Christian faith.  Other religions have apologetics as well.  Hinduism provides a persuasive case for those investigating the faith, although it is not based upon what we might call Western logic.  We’ll get to that later.  Buddhism presents its case in terms of results, attempting to persuade inquirers that their lives will be much more harmonious and peaceful once they have entered the Buddhist practices of meditation.  Islam doesn’t present a logical case as such, but does assert rather loudly that there is only one God and His prophet is Mohammed.  It is, however, thanks to the philosophers and theologians of the enlightenment period (the 1700s and early 1800s) apologetics in Christianity has been developed into a full-blown discipline within the theological studies.  It was those theologians and philosophers who championed the idea that a person’s beliefs should be rational and logically explainable.  Many of them, Rosseau, for instance, were wholly anti-Christian in their approach to understanding, and yet, they all entertained the idea that any belief which could be well defended and presented in a logically persuasive manner was legitimate.  This is the heritage we derive from the Enlightenment.  Note also that our nation is founded during that period and our foundational documents, such as the Declaration of Independence and our Constitution are stunning examples of Enlightenment philosophical thought.  Consequently, as Americans, we hold within our culture, a propensity for the kind of logic and empiricism that fuels apologetical discourse.  This is apologetics, to present a reason behind our beliefs by having examined them in light of logic and rationality.  And what is implied is, to let go of those beliefs we find to be illogical or irrational.  So, unlike most descriptions of apologetics, I would say at the start that we are called to focus both outward, on providing reasons for the unbeliever and skeptic, and also inward, on refining and sharpening our understanding of Christian truth.

A. Let me say at the outset that there are all kinds of apologetics teachings, done by all kinds of apologists, and they are all readily available to us today.  I simply “Googled”  the term Christian Apologetics and got 37,100 hits, and that search took 1/10 second.  A deeper, more refined search would reveal Christian Apologetics as one of the major subjects on the web.  

1. I uncovered such timeless treasures as “The Christian Art of War”, and “The Christian Combat Manual: Helps for Defending Your Faith a Handbook for Christian Apologetics,” both of which are books available at Amazon.com.

2. I found a website which lists all the objections skeptics may raise to Christian faith and gives a short answer for each.  The author of the site suggests that Christians begin by simply memorizing the answers and then go an argue with the unbelievers about the faith.

3. We find the “Bible Answer Man” kind of apologetics, mostly in-house discussion aimed at helping Christians parse the more difficult passages in their thinking.    However, even this is unsatisfying because it comes from a particular theological bent which also carries with it the subtle goal of molding all believers in its own image.

4. More serious work does exist, which intends to equip believers to engage in a logical and rational discussion with skeptics and unbelievers, with a view to finding a place for their own faith and possibly converting the skeptic as well. 

B. Assuming that most everyone here tonight is a believer, I’d like to ask a question:  How many of you were argued into the Kingdom of God?  By that, I mean that someone sat down with you, and using logic and persuasive dialogue, disassembled all your arguments against the faith until you had none left and finally, you just said: “OK, I’ll become a Christian.”  Generally the answer to this question is nobody.  No skeptic or unbeliever ever becomes a Christian by arguing with believers.  So let’s dispense with the nonsense right at the beginning that apologetics has something to do with evangelism.  It doesn’t.  Well, it does, but as you’ll see later, in a much more indirect way than most people think.

C. Our discussion on apologetics will take us into various disciplines and sciences and arts and so forth, and it will all be about the reasons for our faith.  But the context of presenting those reasons will be a great deal different than most people suppose, as you’ll see.
D. A moment ago I spoke of those philosophers and theologians from the period we now call the enlightenment, as being the ones who have spurred us onward in the logical and legal defense of our faith.  But more than just those thinkers calling our attention to the fact, we have the biblical writers themselves to thank, primarily in two small New Testament passages, for emphasizing the need for Christian faith to be presented and defended in a logical and sensitive manner.  These two passages are the basis for our discussion here.

15 but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you;












1 Peter 3:15 (NRSV)


﻿3﻿ Beloved, while eagerly preparing to write to you about the salvation we share, I find it necessary to write and appeal to you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints. ﻿4﻿ For certain intruders have stolen in among you, people who long ago were designated for this condemnation as ungodly, who pervert the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.
  











Jude 3-4 (NRSV)

II. The first passage, from Peter’s First Epistle is the place from which we gain use of the word apologetic, the heading under which this discussion occurs.  And most commonly, when this little passage is brought into discussion, our eye runs immediately to that word, translated here as “defense,” telling us that we are always to be “ready to make a defense to anyone who demands an accounting for the hope that is in you” and away we go.  

A. We simply take Peter’s instruction, assign our meaning to it so it makes sense to us in our context, and use that as the justification for what we want to do.  

B. I submit that this is not only poor biblical scholarship, it also leads us in a direction in which we don’t want to go, toward a goal that is not spiritual, not biblical and not Christian.

C. Look at the larger context of Peter’s instruction and you’ll see that it is set within the context of “What to do when you, as a Christian, are suffering for doing right.”

1. Peter isn’t talking about a debate or a theological discussion.  He’s talking about how to provide added value to your testimony when you’re already suffering for having such a good life.

2. In the strictest sense, you have to be persecuted to even appropriate Peter’s instruction to “always be ready to give a defense to anyone who asks for the hope that is within you.”
3. 12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you. 13 But rejoice insofar as you are sharing Christ’s sufferings, so that you may also be glad and shout for joy when his glory is revealed. 
1 Peter 4:12-13 (NRSV)
4. “All who desire to live Godly lives will be persecuted” says 2 Timothy 3:12.
  We must be the kind of people who are willing to suffer for following Jesus.  And then, while we are suffering loss (of whatever kind) we may add value to our suffering by being ready with an answer for those who look at us and say:  “My, but you do suffer well!  What is it that gives you such hope, when clearly I am persecuting you unjustly?”

5. So, what does this mean?  Can we all just forget it and go home until we’re suffering?  NO!  We can learn how to add value when suffering, injustice and persecution comes our way, by having answers ready.  We can also make up our minds tonight that we WILL suffer loss for following Jesus, and we WILL suffer well, with kindness and Christian compassion in the forefront of our thinking, rather than retribution, jealousy and revenge, which is the way of the world.
III. Our second scripture is the one most commonly used as a conceptual springboard for apologetics.  We are to “Contend for the faith once-for-all delivered unto the saints.”  

A. However, as you’ll soon see, this is not to be an ordinary apologetics seminar.  More than anything else, we want this to be a set of seminars focusing on BIBLICAL APOLOGETICS.

B. I’m being very careful not to call this a “course,” as I would if I were teaching in a regular academic setting.  That’ s because a course implies a beginning and an end, with a more-or-less straight line from one to the other, as in a racecourse, or a course of medication.  (Don’t those two metaphors conjure up an interesting set of images?)  What this will be is a series of seminars, implying more interactivity, a more personally-tailored outcome and a much more open and conversational method.  While I have a set of goals and objectives, a list of subjects that I will definitely touch on during this next 13 weeks, what I have is much more than I can ever cover in that amount of time.  Consequently, I will take my cues from you as to which subjects become majors for us and which become minors, and which ones are left out entirely because they will be redundant or not useful in your context.

C. That having been said, let’s plunge right in at the scriptural beginning and get our feet wet.

IV. Understanding Jude’s message.

A. Jude’s original intent should be considered when we aim to take instruction from him.  For instance, if I were at the stage in our studies where we were doing an investigation into Islam, and if I were to say to you, “Go and confront Muslims wherever you find them with the truth of the Gospel of Jesus,” a whole range of interpretations would be possible, especially if, after giving that instruction, I dropped dead and wasn’t available for comment on my intent in the instruction.  

1. You could quibble over what is meant by Muslims.  Is it all Muslims or only the radical ones who want to rid the world of us?  And what if they aren’t very receptive to confrontation?

2. What, by the way, is meant by confrontation?  Is it verbal opposition, or is it OK to use weapons?  And when does confrontation leave off and war begin?

3. Do you confront only the ones that happen to present themselves as Muslims, or is it OK to go seek them out?

B. All the same things are true of Jude’s little epistle, and particularly this instruction to believers.  Without an understanding of Jude’s intention and the larger context of his writing, we could easily run astray of what he intended, and worse, what the Holy Spirit’s intention was by including this little letter in the canon of scripture in the first place.

1. There is something called “The Faith” and it has been “Once-for-all” handed over or delivered to the church of Jesus Christ.

2. It is this faith, this body of belief that theologians call the “Kerygma” or basic confessions of the Gospel for which we are to fight, struggle, contend.  But the question is, who is it, exactly, that our opponent is.  Jude makes it perfectly clear.  Read the next part of the passage:

3. 4 For certain intruders have stolen in among you, people who long ago were designated for this condemnation as ungodly, who pervert the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ. 5 Now I desire to remind you, though you are fully informed, that the Lord, who once for all saved a people out of the land of Egypt, afterward destroyed those who did not believe. 6 And the angels who did not keep their own position, but left their proper dwelling, he has kept in eternal chains in deepest darkness for the judgment of the great day. Jude 4-6 (NRSV)

V. What apologetics is not.

A. Debate team and the (semi) instant replay of arguments

1. No pat answers

2. No memorized comebacks

3. No easy scripted exchanges to be played out before an audience.
B. A Biblical Apologetic is either genuine or else it is not Biblical.
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� IBID, the complete scripture in its proper context reads:  “Yes, and ﻿﻿all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution. ﻿13﻿ ﻿﻿But evil men and impostors will grow worse and worse, deceiving and being deceived. ﻿14﻿ But you must ﻿﻿continue in the things which you have learned and been assured of, knowing from whom you have learned them, ﻿15﻿ and that from childhood you have known ﻿﻿the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.” 
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