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Christian Apologetics Study Series: Lesson #1 (Student key) 

An Introduction to Christian 
Apologetics 
by Craig B. Esvelt, D.Min 

 
 
Introduction: Perhaps the most important question anyone can ask is that 
which Pilate offered to Jesus Christ in John 18:38: "What is truth?" 
Unfortunately, and like so many others, the cynical Pilate was not really 
interested in actually pursuing the truth and did not wait for an answer. 
Apparently, Pilate had either concluded beforehand that truth was either 
irrelevant or was to be found outside of this Galilean prophet, whom he 
turned over to Herod to be mocked and crucified. It is noteworthy that today 
we live in a pluralistic society where the greatest virtue seems to be 
"tolerance" for all viewpoints; like Pilate, various claims of truth are at best 
dismissed as irrelevant and at worst scorned as naive and bigoted. On the one 
hand, Christianity is merely viewed as one of many valid religious paths; on 
the other hand, it is ridiculed and dismissed as being filled with scientific and 
historical errors and hopelessly out of touch with the times. In the face of 
such hostility, the believer may be tempted to either retreat into silence or 
forge ahead blindly and turn a deaf ear to reason; in either case, the 
unbeliever's ridicule is justified, at least in their own mind. Fortunately, the 
Lord has provided a third option: the use of apologetics. 

 

The Nature and Task of Christian Apologetics 

 
- Its Definition - 
Apologetics does not mean to "apologize" for something! 
Rather, it is a legal term which means to offer a defense. It 
comes from the Greek word found in 1 Peter 3:15 which states, 
"In your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, always being 
prepared to make a defense/give an answer (Greek: 'apologeia') 
to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; 
yet do it with gentleness and respect." It's Christian application, 
then, is to offer a rational defense of the Christian faith by 
clarifying statements of truth and answering questions about the 
Christian faith. 
 
- Its Rationale - 
Some believers have objected to using apologetics, maintaining 
that it denies biblical authority and that salvation is, after all, the 
work of the Holy Spirit and that we cannot "argue" anyone into 
the Kingdom of God. However, it should be noted that: 

 There is clear scriptural precedent for using apologetics. 
Aside from the obvious command from 1 Peter 
mentioned above, the apostle Paul frequently employed 
apologetics in the context of sharing the gospel (see Acts 
17:2,16-26; 18:4,19; Phil. 1:7). 

 
Additional Notes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
E.g., questions such as: 
How do you know there is a God? 
How can you know that a book as old as 
the Bible is true? 
What about the "lost books" of the Bible? 
What about all the killing done in the name 
of religion, such as the Crusades? 
How could a loving, all-powerful God allow 
suffering and evil to exist? 
Jesus was a great moral teacher, but how 
could anyone believe he was God? 
Hasn't science disproved the Bible? 
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 The nature of faith requires it. Faith must be reasonable 
and founded on defendable facts, otherwise it becomes 
purely subjective and Christianity is "up for grabs" along 
with other beliefs. Subjective feelings and experiences 
may be real but can be misleading! 

 
- Its Purpose - 
For believers, apologetics deepens and stabilizes faith by 
grounding their commitment with conviction and understanding. 
We are immersed in a society that openly flaunts its skepticism 
of the Bible, and unnecessary doubts can stifle a Christian's walk. 
A believer is best served when he or she not only knows what 
they believe (i.e., doctrine) but why (apologetics). 
For unbelievers, apologetics becomes pre-evangelism, a means 
to make Christianity both believable and relevant. The 
apologist's task is to remove obstacles to an unbeliever's 
grasping of spiritual truth, e.g., by addressing honest doubts or 
correcting misconceptions. Alister McGrath has pointed out that 
effective apologetics involves at least three things (Intellectuals 

Don't Need God and Other Modern Myths, by Alister McGrath. Zondervan 

Publishing House, Grand Rapids, 1993), p. 11: 

1. A mastery of the Christian tradition 
2. An ability to listen sympathetically 
3. A willingness to take the trouble to express ideas at such 

a level and in such a form that the audience can 
understand them and respond to them. 

Ultimately, the goal of apologetics is not to win an argument but 
to direct a person's attention to Jesus Christ. 
 

The Challenge Facing Apologetics 
 
- Defending a Provocative Faith - 
Christianity, properly presented, is not merely a system of 
beliefs that allows a person to straddle a fence in a non-
committal fashion. By its very nature it demands a response 
from a hostile world and tends to provoke the unbelieving 
"natural man" (1 Cor. 2:14) in at least two ways: 

1. By its claim to exclusive authority, i.e., that Christianity 
holds to absolute truths and is the sole means of 
salvation for each and every individual. This does not set 
well with a culture that esteems "toleration" (so-called) 
and self-sufficiency. 
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2. By its offensive thrust into society. Christians are not to 
merely retreat into quiet, private meditation or just "play 
church" but are commanded by our Lord Himself to go 
into all the world and convert, baptize, and teach (Matt. 
28:19-20). Jesus warned that confronting people with 
their sin and need of salvation would often generate a 
hostile response (John 3:19-20; 15:18-19). 

- Dealing with a Paradigm Shift - 
For several centuries Western secular society has held to an 
ideology (stemming from the period of the Enlightenment) that 
is currently undergoing a significant challenge by another 
worldview, including a whole new set of assumptions about 
reality. Apologetics must now be able to deal with a challenge 
from two philosophical fronts: 

 MODERNISM, which has held sway for several centuries 
and continues to influence the thinking of many, is also 
known as humanism. Truth is objective and is to be 
found in human reason alone by scientific naturalism and 
liberal rationalism. Ethics, however, are relative and 
created by the society. Christianity is seen as a threat 
because both claim ultimate authority (Modernism by its 
human reason and Christianity by divine revelation). 

 POSTMODERNISM is a pendulum swing in the opposite 
direction, owing largely to the spiritual vacuum created 
by rationalism and the influx of Eastern religions during 
the 1960's and 1970's. It scorns rationalism; intellect is 
replaced by the will and reason by emotion. Truth and 
ethics are relative, there are no absolutes, and reality is 
constructed socially (or deconstructed, in the case of 
history). In its promoting multiculturalism and truth as 
relative (i.e., determined by individuals or groups) it is 
hostile to any philosophy or religion that claims absolute 
truth and authority. 

- Addressing Three Major Worldviews - 
A worldview (German Weltanschauung) is the personal way an 
individual understands his or her world. It is a grid through 
which a person interprets reality and tries to make sense out of 
life, and depends on such factors as family upbringing, culture, 
education, and experiences. It affects a person's values and 
influences how they act. All personal religious worldviews are 
essentially derivatives or modifications of one of three major 
worldviews: 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A worldview is like wearing eyeglasses, 
which may be the right or wrong 
prescription and yield a clear or a distorted 
view. 
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 THEISM - the belief in a God or gods. Ultimate truth is 
received by revelation; values and ethics are absolute--
determined by the Creator--to whom is owed worship by 
mankind. The major worldviews that fall under this 
category are Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. 

 ATHEISM - the belief that there is no God or gods. The 
universe, nature, and mankind are all the products of 
impersonal forces acting in a random manner through 
time (evolution). Since there is no "higher Lawmaker," 
man is free to make his own rules and, so far as 
technologically possible, determines his own destiny. 
Into this category fall other ideologies such as 
modernism, humanism, secularism, and Marxism. 

 PANTHEISM - the belief that all is one, that God exists 
only as an impersonal force within the cosmos, of which 
nature itself and all individuals are a part. It is the basis of 
such systems of thought as Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, 
and the New Age Movement, and Postmodernism.* 

Each worldview carries with it a set of presuppositions--ideas or 
biases held that are taken for granted or assumed beforehand 
(sometimes factual, sometimes not!). It is crucial when 
discussing different points of view to be able to detect the other 
person's presuppositions, since the strength of their argument 
often depends on the validity of these preconceived notions. 
 

The Need to Establish Common Ground 
In order to build bridges to faith with an unbeliever, effective 
communication is essential. Despite the different 
presuppositions, level of spiritual knowledge, and degree of 
openness to discussion that another may possess, there are 
certain self-evident truths that all individuals can acknowledge 
which form a platform for meaningful dialog. Such truths must 
be agreed upon or any manner of persuasive argumentation is 
impossible. 
 
- The Nature of Truth - 
Truth by definition is a statement that conforms to fact or 
reality. Absolute truth is truth that applies to all persons in every 
given situation, whether they accept it or not, e.g., "I, even I, am 
the LORD, and apart from me there is no savior" (Isaiah 43:11). A 
denial of truth, or belief that "all truth is relative" is self-
defeating, because each person lives by preconceived and 
nonnegotiable beliefs of fact (e.g., "Gravity works."). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Animism is a dominant religious view 
shared among many primitive, hunting and 
gathering cultures, and is often confused 
with pantheism. But although it attaches 
spiritual qualities (e.g., souls) to natural 
objects, it does not recognize the unity or 
"oneness" emphasized by pantheism.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note that when a person makes a 
statement such as, "There is no such thing 
as absolute truth, because all truth is 
relative," he or she is making an absolute 
statement of (their perception of) truth! 
They are merely substituting one absolute 
(their opinion) for another. So ask them, "Is 
that a true statement?" 
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 It must be recognized that apologetics often meets its 
limitations at this point, because facts and logic--
regardless of how persuasively they are presented--are 
often incapable of changing a person's mind. Nearly 
everyone, to a very large extent, believes what they want 
to believe, not what they are forced to believe. One's 
morality often dictates one's theology or philosophy, and 
it is not so much that a person cannot believe as they do 
not want to (i.e., the problem is not in the mind but in 
the will)! Thus it is that prayer and the convicting work of 
the Holy Spirit are vital factors, along with apologetics, 
for effective evangelism. 

 How can one arrive at truth where it applies to spiritual 
issues? Apologist Ravi Zacharias offers three tests 
regarding any worldview that is assumed to be true (Can 

man Live Without God, Word Publishing, Dallas, 1994), p. 123: 
1. It should possess LOGICAL CONSISTENCY, i.e., 
 it should be coherent and reasonable. 
2. It should possess EMPIRICAL ADEQUACY, i.e., it 
 should match up with observed facts. 
3. It should have EXPERIENTIAL RELEVANCE, i.e., it 
 should work! 

- The Nature of Logic - 
There are certain principles or "laws" that are invaluable in any 
meaningful dialog; the following are tremendously effective with 
nearly all controversial discussion, especially when dealing with 
another's presuppositions. 

 The Law of NON-CONTRADICTION, which states that 
opposite truth claims cannot be true at the same time 
and in the same sense. This "law" is employed every time 
there is a disagreement, i.e., something is either one way 
or another (true or not true). In fact, one cannot disagree 
with this law without actually proving it! In Matthew 
21:23-27 Jesus used this logic with the chief priests and 
elders who sought to trap him. He forced them to one of 
two truths regarding authority: God or man? 

 The Law of IDENTITY, which holds that certain terms 
mean certain things. This is especially critical in dialogs 
with cultists, because they often confuse the believer by 
using the same terminology but with vastly different 
meanings. Jesus used this principle in Luke 18:18-19 
when he confronted with the rich young ruler with the 
implications of his calling Jesus "good," since God alone is 
good! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Experiences and pragmatism (i.e., whether 
it "works") alone are insufficient tests. 
Cultists and occultists often validate their 
"truth" by their experiences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are those--particularly from the East-
-who would argue for a "both/and" 
(dialectical) form of logic over an 
"either/or" form, but even in this they are 
employing the law of non-contradiction--it 
is either one or the other! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note when Muslims declare that "Islam is 
not a coercive religion" what they mean is 
that a non-believing person is free to 
refuse Islam but a Muslim is not free to 
convert to Christianity! 
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As implied earlier, each person brings a set of presuppositions 
and biases with them into any dialog, so it is not a question of 
whether one is biased but rather if those presuppositions and 
biases are true or can be substantiated. An apologist must learn 
to detect these preconceived ideas and determine if they are 
valid. If not, they must be questioned, and questions are one of 
the most effective (gentle) ways to bring light where there is 
darkness, putting the burden of proof back on the other person! 
 
- The Nature of Christian Love - 
We are called to share and defend the Faith with all people, 
even those who are difficult to love. Fortunately, in 2 
Corinthians 5:14 we can be encouraged by the apostle Paul who 
declared that it is not our love for others that compels us to 
obey the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19-20) but it is Christ's 
love operating in and through us that ought to be the compelling 
force. Despite the criticisms and hostility of some who accuse 
Christians of "pushing their religion" on others, it would indeed 
be less than loving not to share the gospel if the Scriptures and 
their implications are true, and confirming those truths is the 
role of apologetics! 
 
A final word to the wise: We can win an argument but lose the 
person, and discussions that take on a spirit of argumentation or 
debate, motivated by pride or anger on a believer's part, are 
counterproductive in bringing others to the faith, which is the 
goal of apologetics. The classic apologetic statement of 1 Peter 
3:15 by which the apostle admonished followers of Christ to 
"always be prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you 
for a reason for the hope that is in you" is sandwiched between 
two critical qualifications: we must first be submitted to Jesus 
Christ as our Lord (v. 15a) and then offer the defense of our 
beliefs "with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience" 
("contend for the faith" without being contentious!). 
 
Apologetics is more than facts, propositional truth, and debate. 
The ancient Greeks taught that, for effective communication, 
three elements were necessary: 
1. Logos - the information needed to be communicated 
2. Ethos - the credibility/character of the speaker (ethics) 
3. Pathos - the ability to relate or connect with the 
 audience (e.g., sympathy, empathy) 
 
Conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders, making the best use of 
time. Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that 
you may know how you ought to answer each person (Col. 4:5-6). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Proverbs 21:22 states, "A wise man attacks 
the city of the might and pulls down the 
stronghold (presuppositions?) in which 
they trust. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Practical projects: 
1.  Recall the three major worldviews this 
week. Try to determine which worldview 
people you encounter are coming from 
(e.g., a teacher, media spokes-person, 
acquaintances, etc.) 
2.  As you read through the gospels, note 
how many times Jesus used the laws of 
non-contradiction and identity (e.g., Matt. 
21:23-27,28-31; Mark 10:17-18) 
3.  Begin to train yourself to look for the 
assumptions (true or false) or presup-
positions that lie behind others' opinions 
and statements. Are they valid or not? 
 
 
 
Some References and suggested reading: 
There are far too many to list here! But a 
few of the best, which should be in every 
Christian's library are: 
 
Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics 
by Norman L. Geisler (Baker Books, 1999) 
This is the best and most comprehensive 
reference for apologetics! 
 
The Reason for God: Belief In an Age of 
Skepticism, by Timothy Keller (Dutton, 
published by Penguin Group, NY, 2008) 
In the writer's opinion, this is the best 
apologetic book to share with non-
believing seekers. 
 
Tactics by Gregory Koukl (Zondervan, 2009) 
A masterful treatment on how to apply the 
use of apologetics. 
 
Websites worth perusing: 
www.RZIM.org 
www.ReasonableFaith.org 
www.STR.org 
www.GaryHabermas.com 
www.almohler.com 


