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Many of my Bible and theology students over the years why I study philosophy, and especially those ideas that seem to antithetical to my Christian perspective.  Here’s my response.
First, ideas have consequences.  Good ideas have good consequences and bad ideas have bad consequences.  We need to know what these ideas are.  Everyone has directly or indirectly impacted by the ideas of philosophers (whether they recognize it or not).  Consider the following:  Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, St. T. Aquinas, I. Kant, D. Hume, Rene Descartes, John S. Mills, F. Nietzsche, T. Reid, G.E. Moore, K. Marx, E. Anscombe, J. Dewey, C.S. Lewis, J. Derrida, and M. Foucault.  Do not agree?  Well, consider reading Francis A. Schaeffer's classic work, How Should We Then Live:  The Rise and Decline of Western Thought and Culture or Saving Leonardo by Nancy Pearcy. 

Second, a person's worldview contains his or her answers to the big questions in life; they are largely philosophical in nature (everyone has a certain view of God, reality, knowledge, ethics, humanity, and evil).  If I know what one believes, how, and why, then I may be more effective in "lifting the rooftop” in order for me and that person to consider the nature and implications of his or her worldview.  This was aptly demonstrated by the apostle Paul in the Mars Hill account in the Book of Acts where he used Epicurean and Stoic philosophy, meeting the Athenians where they were and taking them where they need to be.  Consider the words of Peter Hicks, author of The Journey So Far: Philosophy through the Ages, who states:

If we believe that a God-centered worldview can provide a basis for life in the twenty-first century, we need to show how making God the basis for meaning and truth and value answers the questions and needs of women and men in the twenty-first century.  But to do that we need to look at those questions and at the various answers that have been offered in the past.  We need to work through the differences between a philosophy that is based on God and one that is based on human beings.  We need to know why, after a more than two thousand years, when just about every philosophy gave God a key role, people in the last couple of hundreds years or so have started trying to produce worldviews that exclude him, with shattering results.  And to do this we need to study the story of philosophy (pg. 16).

Third, we all stand upon the shoulders of others.  Christianity has been influenced by the writings of philosophers.  My understanding of the historical development of and nature of theology is improved upon by understanding the origin and influence of philosophy on theology.  Moreover, some of the most significant theologians in the history of Christianity were also philosophers (e.g., Jonathan Edwards).  In fact, before the rise of cultural accommodation, pragmatic-specialization, anti-intellectualism, and consumer-Christianity in the 20th Century, trained pastors who emphasized sola Scriptura were able to critically engage philosophical matters, predominately because both fields of study were asking the same questions.  Thus, Dr. John F. Walvoord, past president and chancellor of Dallas Theological Seminary (and a normative dispensationalist) who also received a master's degree in philosophy at Texas Christian University, seriously encouraged me, as his student, to pursue a Ph.D. in philosophy to compliment my rigorous training in Systematic Theology and Bible Exposition.  As John Wesley said in an address to clergy:

Ought not a minister to have, first, a good understanding, a clear apprehension, a sound judgment, and a capacity of reasoning with some closeness.... Is not some acquaintance with what has been termed the second part of logic (metaphysics), if not so necessary as [logic itself], yet highly expedient?  Should not a minister be acquainted with at least the general grounds of natural philosophy?
Fourth, I am able to more effectively minister to those who are being impacted by philosophical issues, hopefully meeting them where they are.  Ravi Zacharias has observed in his ministry that the burning issues which tend to occupy the thoughts of thinking, searching people worldwide may be reduced to four fundamental concerns:  the search (and longing) for meaning, purpose, and morality, and origin.  These are historical and central issues in the history of philosophy.  With that being stated, consider the fact that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is no longer heard in isolation of alternatives.  Influential minds and charismatic personalities are waging for the minds and hearts of others, offering bankrupt and empty promises of salvation, truth, fulfillment, peace, meaning, identity, and purpose.  It is said 2 out of 3 born again believers who enter the university their freshman year abandon their Christian faith.  Surely, not every one of those who reject Christianity does so in attempt to fan hedonistic appetites.  No, I've seen firsthand how brilliant and captivating thinkers are able to collapse and refashion the ill-equipped worldviews of young men and women with ease and competence.  To be sure, the Christians who were able to resist intellectual attacks did so because they knew not only what to believe, but why they believe what they believe.  Therefore, a war is being waged upon the mind; where the mind goes, the heart follows.  We, the members of the body of Christ, need to be willing, ready, and able to minister to those who have honest questions and are in need of honest answers.

And fifth, learning is pleasurable.  In addition to my soul, strength, and heart, I seek to love God with my mind.  I have found that by reflecting upon some of the most troubling and complicated issues in epistemology, metaphysics, logic, ethics, aesthetics, and social and political philosophy, I have grown intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally.  Biblical Christianity provides the best answers to the deepest problems.

In conclusion, I've had people come up to me asking why I would even want to study philosophy.  For some, they are simply curious, wondering how my journey as a believer led me into this academic study.  Then there are those who ask this question with cynicism and skepticism, often in a condescending, denigrating manner.  Regarding the latter, I truly believe they have failed to understand the historical and systematic relationship between philosophy and theology, have not considered the power of ideas in thought and culture, and/or unknowingly or willingly embraced anti-intellectualism.   If you are in the latter case, please take time to ponder the following words of Charles Malik, in his article, "The Other Side of Evangelicalism," in Christianity Today (November 7, 1980, pg. 40):

I must be frank with you:  the greatest danger confronting the American evangelical Christianity is the danger of anti-intellectualism.  The mind in its greatest and deepest reaches is not cared for enough.  But intellectual nurture cannot take place apart from profound immersion for a period of years in the history of thought and the spirit.  People who are in a hurry to get out of the university and start earning money or serving the church or preaching the gospel have no idea of the infinite value of spending years of leisure conversing with the greatest minds of the souls of the past, ripening and sharpening and enlarging their powers of thinking.  The result is that the arena of creative thinking is vacated and abdicated to the enemy.  Who among evangelicalism can stand up to the secular scholars on their own terms of scholarship?  Who among evangelical scholars is quoted as a normative source by the greatest secular authorities on history or philosophy or psychology or sociology or politics?  Does the evangelical mode of thinking have the slightest chance of becoming the dominant mode in the great universities of Europe and America that stamp our entire civilization with their spirit and ideas?  For the sake of greater effectiveness to Jesus Christ, as well as for their own sakes, evangelicals cannot afford to keep on living on the periphery of responsible intellectual existence."

A Plea:  We need to realize that every believer is "designed by God" to compliment each other in the whole body of Christ.  How can we contribute to the body of Jesus Christ given our God-given design, gift cluster, resources, and life experiences?  This is one of several ways I hope to contribute to the universal and local church, optimized and maximized unto the glory of God.  As J. P. Moreland states, "We need a Christian community filled with disciples with eyes to see where the ideas of culture are moving, how they impact the cause of the gospel, and how we can bring a Christian worldview to bear on them" [Kingdom Triangle (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 38].

