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 “Apologetics: Introduction”
Past issues of these letters (230+ so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 43 articles and 19 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination. 
1Peter 3:14-16 But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed. And do not fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled, 15but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; 16and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.
The Greek word translated above as “defense” is “apologia” from which is obtained the word “apologetic”. In ancient Athens the word referred to a defense made in a courtroom by someone accused of a crime in which he would attempt to refute the charge. A famous example is the defense of Socrates against the charge of preaching strange gods that was retold by his famous pupil, Plato, in The Apology (he apologia in Greek). The word appears 17 times in noun or verb form in the New Testament and in every usage can be translated either as “defense” or “vindication”. 
From 1 Peter 3:15, we see that God commands Christians to be ready to make a defense to everyone who asks concerning the hope that is in them. The historical context is that non-Christians were slandering Christians and threatening them with persecution (1 Peter 3:3-17; 4:12-19). Peter tells them to behave with a good conscience and give a reasoned defense of what they believe that gives them hope to anyone who asks. The Greek word translated “account” in 1 Peter 3:15 is “logos” and here it means a rational explanation for their confession of Jesus Christ as Lord. The language is very general and does not mean that it is only when being threatened with persecution that Christians should be ready to defend their beliefs. Christians are to give this defense in gentleness and reverence to those who may be sincerely inquiring and to those who are antagonistic toward Christianity. 
Some early church leaders included Justin Martyr (ca. 100-165) who was converted from Platonism to Christianity. He defended Christians from charges of being atheists and cannibals. Antagonists accused Christians of being atheists because they did not acknowledge Caesar as Lord and did not worship the pagan gods of the time. They were accused of being cannibals because it was rumored that they ate flesh and drank blood from misunderstandings of their participation in the Lord’s Supper. Martyr’s apologetics were rather crude but it must be remembered that his work was before the completion of the New Testament canon. 
The greatest apologist and theologian of his time period was Aurelius Augustine (354-430) who was the first to thoroughly embrace the Pauline view of faith and God’s sovereignty in salvation and human history. The work of Augustine in this area is still used by apologists today. He used the cosmological argument based on Rom 1:20 For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse. to reason that the knowledge of God was available to pagans. However he also argued that faith was required for one to progress from this knowledge to actually worshiping God.
Anselm (1033-1109) was one of the most creative philosophers produced by Christianity. One of his famous statements is “For I do not seek to understand in order to believe but I believe in order to understand.” His philosophical arguments can be used in attempts to convince atheists of the truths of Christianity but he was also concerned that those who already believe must search for deeper understandings of the truths of Jesus Christ. His most famous argument is known as the ontological argument, which is that all existence requires the existence of a “being” (from the Greek “ontos”) who is greater than anything that can be thought by man. Anselm hoped to offer arguments that would show unbelievers that the Christian faith has a rational basis. 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was another pioneer in apologetics. The views of Aquinas and Augustine are not far apart. Aquinas taught that some truths of God may be discovered by reason or through faith but others are discoverable only through faith. A problem with our ability to reason is that we are finite and so our reason is subject to error and clouded by sin, whereas faith is absolutely reliable because it is founded on the special revelation of God. He argued that Christianity is reasonable and plausible as a tool to refute objections but it cannot be used to prove Christianity to unbelievers. 

The doctrine of justification by faith in Jesus Christ alone was at the heart of the ministry of Martin Luther (1483-1546). He argued that non-Christians can gain some general knowledge of God through reason but such knowledge alone cannot lead a person to being justified before God. The particular knowledge of God is only available in the gospel and can only be appropriated by faith. I would add that reason is man-based and faith is God-based, so reason alone cannot cause a person to be born again. 
Every Christian should be able to give a reasoned explanation of why he believes the gospel message and has placed his entire life in the hands of Jesus Christ. But one must remember that faith is the enabling power of God and is a gift from God (Rom 12:3). Faith allows a person to believe, trust and obey God. But all Christians should realize that unless God gives a person His enabling power no man-based arguments will cause a person to be born again. Whatever one person argues another into; another person may argue the person away from. While Christians give a reasonable apologetic, justification is a unilateral work of God. God may use our arguments as part of His work in causing a person to be born again, but God is not dependent upon our apologetics to raise people from being spiritually dead (Eph 2:1-6). 
More information about the field of apologetics will be given next week but I am now giving an assignment. During this week please prepare a short written explanation of the gospel message. Then please think about preparing an apologetic for your belief in that gospel and how your apologetic differs from your explanation. 
