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Foreword

Philip Johnson has written an absolutely
fascinating book that probes the relationship between Christian
apologetics, mission, and New Religious Movements. Although some
people may see this as a rather narrow set of goals the fact is
that Johnson’s observations on how Christians ought to approach
people who belong to New Religious Movements have far reaching
consequences for evangelism in modern society.

Rather than being a narrowly focused book of
interest to a select number of church members concerned with the
growth of alternative faiths, this is a manual of evangelism that
enunciates principles that apply to almost everything evangelical
Christians do or say in contemporary society. As such it is of
great value to pastors and all church workers who face an
increasingly confused and confusing world.

One of the great merits of this book is the
way Johnson outlines and weighs different evangelical approaches to
a wide variety of religious groups. For example, in his discussion
of the Mormons and Mormonism he begins by carefully accessing the
strengths and weaknesses of existing studies. Then he attempts to
guide his readers to adopt an approach that actually speaks to
Mormons rather than simply showing evangelicals why, in terms of
Christian theology, Mormonism is inadequate.

It is this search for balance, and his real
desire to speak into living situations, that sets Johnson’s work
apart from earlier studies of cults and new religions. At the same
time his work is innovative in other ways. Recognizing the
limitations of a purely rationalistic approach to the beliefs of
non-Christians, he points out the importance of understanding why
people believe what they believe, and the social costs and benefits
of such beliefs. Consequently, the reader is encouraged to
understand why some people find it so hard to reject views that
they grew up with even though they have been shown to be wrong in
terms of rational arguments. The range of arguments and approaches
covered by Johnson in this way is breathtaking while at the same
time his clear structure and careful exegesis makes them all very
readable.

This is an excellent book that weans
evangelical Christians away from simplistic arguments that rarely
work in practice. At the same time it encourages Christians to
broaden their outlooks and critically engage with the cultures
around them. Yet throughout Johnson retains a firm grasp of
Biblical thought and historic Christian theology in a vibrant and
appealing manner. What more can be said except to highly recommend
this book to the reader. It is well worth the time and effort
needed to read it and master its arguments.
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Professor
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Chapter One – Introduction

New religious
movements form part of the mosaic that makes religious pluralism
quite a challenge for Christian missions in the twenty-first
century.1 Of course mentioning missions and new
religions in the same breath might raise a few eyebrows: is the
apologist primarily a gate-keeper who fends off false doctrine, or
can an apologist also actively seek to make disciples from the
ranks of new religions? Our answer to that question will partly
depend on where we place the most emphasis: (a). Do we regard
adherents primarily as persons made in God’s image bedeviled by the
Fall and who “have been misdirected?”2 Or (b). Do we
regard them primarily as heretics and “satanic adversaries” who are
destined for divine wrath?3

Now some apologists might take exception to
this initial gambit of mine and feel this is simply pettifogging
about words. It might be felt that this is an artificial dichotomy
that deliberately polarizes the issues because an apologist can
both fend off false doctrine and engage in
evangelism. I certainly do not intend to imply that these twin
functions are mutually exclusive. However, what I am inviting
readers to seriously reflect on concerns our motives, methods and
messages in dealing with cults and new religions. In particular, it
is about our choice of vocabulary, the tone in which we write and
speak, and our efforts to disciple people who are currently
devotees in new religions.

If we are genuinely interested in
communicating Jesus’ call to discipleship to those who participate
in new religions, then we must look at the shape and content of our
messages to them. What parts of Scripture are we emulating when
presenting the gospel and commending the faith? Do we consciously
or unconsciously adopt a stance similar to these passages:






(a). Elijah versus the prophets of Baal (1
Kings 18: 21-40)?

(b). John the Baptist versus the Pharisees
(Matthew 3: 7-10)?

(c). Jesus versus the Pharisees (Matthew 12:
22-39, Luke 11:42-54)?

(d). Paul versus the Judaizers (2 Cor. 11,
Galatians)?






In the above examples we have direct and
hostile confrontations occurring between a particular religious
group inside the nation of Israel and God’s prophet, or with Jesus,
or with Paul and a congregation. Are these sorts of encounters
intended in Scripture to be used as a guide to apologetics,
evangelism and discipleship? That is one of the issues I hope we
can reflect on once this discussion is concluded.

By way of contrast, to what extent do we
approach devotees in the style of Jesus in his encounter with the
Samaritan woman (John 4: 1-42) and Paul’s apologetic speech in
Athens (Acts 17:16-34)? Are we following Paul’s mission’s principle
to become all things to all people (1 Cor. 9: 20-23) when
approaching the non-Christian devotee? Are we biblically winsome
and persuasive in our apologias? Do we show courtesy and respect
towards devotees or are we scornful, scathing and sarcastic in what
we say and write? These too are issues I hope we will reflect on at
the conclusion of this discussion.

On another tack, some countercult apologists
might argue that apologetics is synonymous with evangelism. It
might be argued that as adherents of new religions embrace false
doctrine the tried and true method of apologetic refutation,
coupled with an appeal to repent, is the only way to evangelize.
This is what we have always done. So it might be genuinely felt
that we are already engaged in mission and there is no further
point to this discussion.

The temptation to cease reading here should
be forestalled. It is almost a cliché to say that we are living in
a time of rapid change. Yet it is precisely the ebb and flow of the
tides of history that carry us along, and it can be very helpful
for us when navigating those currents to take some bearings. By
taking bearings I mean that we should from time to time pause in
our journey and reflect on the cultural and historical contexts in
which we find ourselves. We should also be willing to look at what
our apologetic forebears have done and consider their strengths and
limitations. By looking at what others have done or are doing, we
can put our own labors into critical perspective and test the
mettle of what we do.

Now there are things implied in what has just
been said. One is that countercult apologetic methods need to be
evaluated, and the very suggestion that our apologetic toolkit
could stand some upgrading probably sounds shocking. Yet to
paraphrase Socrates’ aphorism, “the unexamined apologetic method is
not worth using.” If we evangelicals do indeed believe that in
everything we say or do, we do it for Jesus Christ (cf. Col. 3:17),
then we surely will want to do our utmost in service for him in the
field of new religions.

A different way of looking at ourselves in
the mirror is through Ralph Neighbour’s cheeky point about the
church’s famous last words: “we never tried it that way
before.”4 He made those remarks about resistant
attitudes to change in the church. For my purposes Neighbour’s
remarks provoke a pertinent question for us to consider - how
resistant are we to examining our methods and learning about other
approaches? Are we so habituated to primarily using negative
apologetics as the remedy for cults that we might be too rigid to
be challenged by fresh ideas? Has our apologetic toolkit become a
sacred cow that we tenaciously refuse to subject it to scrutiny? I
am not suggesting here, by the by, that apologetics is misguided or
useless at all, particularly since I have taught the subject of
apologetics at a Bible college level for several years, am on the
board of the recently established School of Apologetics at the
Centre for Evangelism and Global Mission in Sydney, Australia and
been a practitioner in the field of personal evangelism and
apologetics since 1978.

David Wilkinson of St Johns College,
University of Durham, in addressing the wider dimensions of
apologetics observes:

Apologetics, like preaching, is an art to be
developed rather than a science to be understood. In developing
apologetics for our time, we need to rediscover its biblical roots.
Often our western theological tradition has narrowed the practice
of apologetics making it largely irrelevant to contemporary
mission. A broader biblical view allows us to reformulate
apologetics as an essential part of Christian ministry and
evangelism in the new millennium.5

What Wilkinson intimates about reformulating
apologetics to suit our cultural circumstances has some bearing on
the sub-discipline of countercult apologetic ministry. We need to
consider what our cultural circumstances now comprise in view of
religious pluralism being a street-life reality in most parts of
the world. For some western Christians it probably comes as a great
jolt to realize that the privileged societal position of Church
dominance has been undermined or in many cases has ceased to be a
living reality. One thing we might find helpful to rediscover is
how the children of Israel and then the apostolic church functioned
in cultural contexts where they were in the minority rubbing
shoulders with many competing religious options. As Wilkinson calls
for a rediscovery of the biblical roots of apologetics, so too we
should learn from our biblical forebears in the ways they lived,
ministered and engaged in mission with rival religious
movements.

Another implication to my earlier remarks is
the distinct possibility that we might not be properly engaged in
mission as it is classically understood and practiced. That
probably sounds absurd. Yet we must surely wonder why is it then
that westerners who participate in cults and new religions are not
being discipled by us en masse? Why do some evangelical
missiologists look askance at our activities and cringe? Why do
some sociologists and phenomenologists dare to observe that we are
so caught up in preaching to the choir? Why is it that few cult
devotees ever end up in our churches as servants of Christ? Are we
construing boundary-maintenance against heresy as being coterminous
with evangelism? Maybe we could learn some fresh tricks of the
trade from our colleagues in world missions that will become a
blessing to the church at large and for ourselves. For the issue at
hand is not about jettisoning the analysis of heresy in the light
of orthodoxy. Rather the basic question is whether evangelism and
discipleship of devotees in new religious movements is taking place
on any serious and sustained level.

For some readers this call for reflection
about our methods and strategies may seem odd or even provoke some
impatience. Most of us as apologists for the faith have happily
applied methods and forms of argument that have been formulated by
others. We have probably been content to follow those who have
pioneered countercult ministry without much need to call our
methods into question. However it would do us no harm to consider
how and why these methods were formulated, particularly when in
recent years various apologists have expressed disquiet about
existing models through their essays or in public conventions. When
debates about method emerge in a discipline they may arise because
there are new circumstances that highlight inadequacies with
existing approaches. Although methodological debates can sometimes
polarize the participants, they can also be the catalyst for new
and productive enterprises.6

The purpose of this critical discussion is to
evaluate some of our existing methods, and propose some
improvements by gleaning insights from cross-cultural missiology,
so that we can be more effective in our engagement with today’s
world. To achieve that goal this rather long paper is divided into
four separate documents. The first involves a description and
positive appraisal of the pre-eminent apologetic method used in
ministry to new religions, the heresy-rationalist apologia. The
second illustrates limitations and weakness with the
heresy-rationalist approach. The third carries on with a brief
description and analysis of five other models used: end-times
prophecy & conspiracy, spiritual warfare, apostate testimonies,
cultural apologetics and behavioralist apologetics. The fourth and
final installment provides a skeletal outline of the directions we
need to take to create a holistic, integrated approach that can
have maximum effectiveness in the proclamation of the gospel and
the task of discipleship.







Chapter Two – Contours of Countercult
Apologetics: Heresy-Rationalist Model

Since the
nineteenth century a grass roots Christian countercult movement has
emerged to contest the validity of the new religions.1
Most of the protagonists who have shaped it have been clergy,
ex-devotees, and lay apologists, but missiologists and religious
studies scholars have been in the minority.2 Although he
was not the first writer to tackle the cults, there can be little
doubt that the pivotal figure was Walter R. Martin
(1928-1989). His widely circulated audio taped lectures, the
Bible Answer Man radio show and Christian Research Institute
ministry - along with over 750,000 copies sold of his book The
Kingdom of the Cults - influenced a generation of evangelicals
with his method of doctrinal refutations.3 Most
countercult apologists probably look back with some nostalgic
fondness at Walter Martin.4

However nostalgia notwithstanding we must
confront the fact that today countercult apologetics is in many
ways a fringe activity in the life and work of the church. This is
largely true at a local parish level, but it is also the case that
many denominational hierarchies overlook or ignore what we do, and
even in the curriculum of theological institutions the subject is
rarely a compulsory subject. Major missions organizations are
geared up for mission outreach to primal religions and the world
religions (Buddhist, Hindu and Islamic), yet it has only been in
very recent times that a few overtures have come from missiologists
to incorporate new religions in their work.5 So
countercult apologetics ministries by and large have received scant
attention in the mainstream agendas of denominations and mission
bodies.6

Countercult apologetics has proven an
attractive outlet for many lay people who have sought a ministry
niche where they could develop skills and exercise their talents in
service for Christ. Believers, who might otherwise feel
disempowered by sparse opportunities to be useful in their local
parish, are blessed with the opportunity to serve and to even have
some ministry recognition through countercult activities. Yet in
spite of these personal blessings, the stark reality remains that
countercult ministry is generally relegated to the fringes of the
local congregation’s agenda.

My survey of countercult literature (which in
terms of reading spans from 1898 until the present, but here is
necessarily compressed) reveals that certain apologetic styles have
predominated since the end of the nineteenth century. I have
previously charted five of the six styles mentioned here, but as
most readers are unlikely to have immediate access to that
published essay, I will incorporate some of that material
here.7 My categorizations are admittedly artificial
constructs designed to make sense of disparate data, which the
literature itself does not normally make such strong
self-demarcations over. Some apologists tend to combine elements
from two or more of the models described here. As each model is
defined and outlined, attention will also be drawn to limitations
or matters of contention that affect it. The evaluation is
preliminary in nature and open to modification or deepening in the
light of any further relevant data. My standpoint is not
from the lofty peak of Mount Everest looking down in disfavor on
the labors of contemporary colleagues or apologetic forebears.

Heresy-rationalist apologetics

I have coined this hyphenated term to
distinguish or identify the two most prominent features found in
this approach, namely the detection of heresy and the use of
rational arguments to debunk the movement under scrutiny. All I
mean by this label then is that new religions are analysed through
the grid of heresy versus orthodoxy, and their revelatory claims
and theological deviancy are deconstructed. This approach has a
long established pedigree stretching from A. H. Barrington’s
Anti-Christian Cults (1898), Lewis Radford’s Ancient
Heresies in Modern Dress (1913), J. K. van Baalen’s The
Chaos of Cults (1938), Walter Martin’s The Kingdom of the
Cults (1965), up to John Ankerberg and John Weldon’s
Encyclopedia of Cults and New Religions (1999).8
In addition to the analysis of heresy, some apologists such as
Norman Geisler, Craig Hawkins, Francis Beckwith and Stephen
Parrish, have applied or even concentrated their apologias on
philosophical analyses, identifying logical, epistemological and
metaphysical flaws, and arguing that the teachings of new religions
are ultimately irrational.9

An adjunct to this model is that some (but
not all) apologists include arguments that defend the historical
trustworthiness of the bible, the evidence for the bodily
resurrection of Jesus - thereby offering proofs for his divinity -
a defense of miracles, and theodicies (arguments justifying God’s
moral goodness in a world of evil).10 Other
apologists have sought to discredit new religions on the basis of
moral defects in the life of a movement’s founder-leader, and by
highlighting controversial events in the emergence and development
of a group.11

While evangelicals have primarily favored
this model it has also been the foremost one used by Lutheran,
Reformed and Roman Catholic apologists writing on new
religions.12 Apologists who are committed to the
heresy-rationalist model may justify their position by pointing to
the many biblical injunctions about false teaching and false
prophets (e.g. Deut. 13:1-5, Matt. 7:15ff, Acts 20:26-32; 2 Pet.
2:1-3, 1 John 4:1-3). They can also appeal to the example of the
Church Fathers who confronted a variety of Christological
heresies.

During the nineteenth century quite a few of
the sectarian or cultic movements that emerged in Europe and North
America appealed to the Bible as a source of authority for their
dogmas such as the Christadelphians, the Mormons and those who
followed Charles Taze Russell’s writings. As the dominant religious
expression of the West was Christianity the point of apologetic
engagement in those days had much to do with biblical authority,
hermeneutics and exegesis. That original line of engagement was
reinforced and sustained during the twentieth century as Christians
found themselves rubbing shoulders with adherents of many more new
religious movements. This original cultural context for Christians
seemed to be one where we were in the majority, and so appealing
directly to Scripture, as the popularly recognized source of
spiritual authority, seemed very appropriate.

Whether those state of cultural affairs
remain the case today is a moot point in nations like Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, and much of Western Europe. Christians in
these nations often uphold a high view of Scripture, and in the
case of European history the church has a long and rich heritage.
However it is no longer the case in these nations that when the
Bible is appealed to that non-Christians automatically concede they
must roll over like a dog and “play dead.” Put another way,
contemporary non-Christians have grown up in cultural contexts
where most people do not accept that the Bible is God’s
authoritative word. For most people they have grown up in domestic
circumstances where participation in a local church was
non-existent, and religious education at school either minimal or
unknown. The broad biblical story from creation to the eschaton and
the doctrinal concepts and jargon associated with them are simply
alien to the vocabulary of most people outside the church. The
Christian viewpoint does not have a monopoly where the majority of
people give some sort of tacit acknowledgement that Christianity
alone has the truth. Instead most western societies seem to consist
of an association of various belief systems that vie for
attention.

In the case of the USA, Christianity has
certainly played a tremendous role in the culture since the Pilgrim
Fathers. However, it is also true that US history has been
religiously pluralistic since colonial times.13 Perhaps
the acute sense in which evangelicals now feel new religions
impinge on them so close to home simply reflects a greater
awareness of what was once a fringe or subterranean element on the
American religious landscape.14

It should also be noted here that there are
basically two categories of apologists. One comprises those who
hold tertiary credentials in theology, ranging from graduates with
degrees at the baccalaureate level all the way up to those who hold
doctoral degrees. These apologists normally benefit from the
research skills and training in critical analysis of arguments they
gained from their tertiary education. Several apologists hold
positions as lecturers or professors in theological seminaries.
Others who hold both undergraduate and post-graduate qualifications
may be employed in para-church ministries.

The second category comprises lay Christian
people who are either former adherents of new religions or who may
never have been a devotee but has tremendous zeal and passion about
sharing their faith with others. Many apologists in this category
participate in para-church ministries too. The level of critical
acumen among apologists in this category can vary. There are those
who through long years of experience and reading have cultivated
some competency in research and analysis. However, there are others
who primarily rely on materials produced by other apologists and
apply that in their evangelism. It is also probably true to say
there are a few maverick characters who operate in isolation to, or
even in opposition to, other countercult ministries because they
have concluded that most apologists are tainted with compromised
beliefs or associate with people classified as
apostate.15

Some Positive Features

Now at this juncture we must consider the
positive features and contributions of apologists. The first
positive point is that this model excels in assisting Christians to
discern the differences between biblical orthodox doctrine and
heterodox doctrine. By clarifying both what we believe and why we
believe it, heresy-rationalist apologetics enables the individual
to grow in confidence about fundamental teachings. The individual
is equipped with some basic skills to detect, reject and refute
heterodox belief. This is particularly useful for lay believers who
are guided into discovering how key doctrines - such as the
Trinity, Deity and humanity of Christ, and the atonement - fit
together. Perhaps the most commendable feature of this model is the
depth of seriousness with which the authors take the authority and
inspiration of scripture. There is a consistent unswerving loyalty
to the verities of scripture as the final court of appeal over all
teaching. The more philosophical apologias are also beneficial
insofar as the author mentors the reader in the rudiments of logic
and highlights the grounds on which knowledge and arguments need to
be justified. When apologists sort out the differences between
orthodox Christian beliefs and those of the new religions, and
alert the Body of Christ accordingly, they assume the very
important role of teachers inside the church. This is one of the
functions of a teacher in Scripture (e.g. Matt. 28:19; Eph.
4:11-16; 2 Tim. 3:14-4:5). It is a role that must necessarily
endure in each generation.

Some Exemplary Academic Books

In this model there are some noteworthy
academic texts. One good example of a technical piece of
evangelical scholarship is Robert Countess’ analysis of the
Jehovah’s Witnesses translation of the New Testament.16
It is a model of scholarly precision. The recent collaborative work
The New Mormon Challenge, which brings together several
evangelical scholars from different fields, likewise shows the
level of sophistication that academic treatments can and should
attain.17 Similarly, Francis Beckwith and Stephen
Parrish’s philosophical analysis of the Mormon concept of God is a
model of keen reasoning.18 More sophisticated projects
like these three examples are to be encouraged.

Another interesting example is found in the
three-volume work of Baptist theologians Gordon Lewis and Bruce
Demarest entitled Integrative Theology.19 Lewis
and Demarest tackled theology using a six-step method that defined
the topic, considered the topic historically, examined the biblical
data, systematized the material, apologetically interacted with
other positions, and concluded with the practical application of
theology. With regards to the function and purpose of apologetics
they stated:

“In an increasingly complicated world, no
discipline, and certainly not a comprehensive discipline, can put
it all together by itself. In doing theology it is therefore
necessary to assume what has been established particularly in
apologetics. Apologetics, having examined epistemological issues
and alternatives with an openness to all sources of knowledge,
establishes reliable criteria by which to evaluate truth claims in
religion. Accepted as true are those hypotheses about reality that
are logically noncontradictory, factually adequate, and
existentially viable. After examining numerous alternative world
views, apologists argue that logical, empirical, and existential
data are best accounted for by the Christian theistic world
view.”20

The great strength with this enterprise is
that Lewis and Demarest quite properly tie together the biblical,
historical, systematic, apologetic and practical aspects of
theology. This interdisciplinary approach that they have taken
offers countercult apologists a signpost to consider the
integration of apologetics with other theological and academic
studies when analyzing the cults.
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