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Apologetics and Saving Faith

If ours is a reasonable faith and not a mere exercise in credulity or superstition, how do we “justify” or prove the truth claims of Christianity? Where does reason fit, in the pilgrimage of faith? 

Faith is so central to Christianity that we frequently refer to the Christian religion as the “Christian faith.” Within historic Protestantism, faith has also been at the core of the doctrine of salvation. The central maxim of the Reformation was justification by faith alone. With such a strong emphasis on faith, we wonder at what point (if any) reason comes into play. 

If one’s theology is not merely Protestant or evangelical but more precisely Reformed, the issue of the relationship between faith and reason becomes all the more acute. Reformed thinkers believe that nobody comes to faith in Christ until God the Holy Spirit changes the disposition of his or her soul. All of the arguments and reasoning that we bring to bear in Christian outreach will be to no avail unless or until God the Holy Spirit changes the heart of the hearer. Though apologetics is a task given to us as Christians, and we are to be responsible in the handling of the truth-claims of Christianity, apologetics may aid in the planting and watering of the seed, but only God can bring forth the “increase” of faith (1 Cor. 3:6, KJV). 

Apologetics and the Three Levels of Faith

Some people believe that since it is the Holy Spirit’s task to convert and not our task, since conversion is beyond the realm of our power, we don’t need to be engaged in a defense of Christianity. They might say, “To give arguments for the truth of Christianity, to give reasons for our faith, would be to undermine the work of God the Holy Spirit.” I hear Christians say, “I don’t want to study philosophy because I don’t want to get in the way of the Holy Spirit.” 

Though I believe that only the Holy Spirit can change a person’s heart and ultimately a person’s mind—that only the Spirit can bring a person to repentance—nevertheless apologetics is important in what is sometimes called “pre-evangelism” and also in “post-evangelism.” 

In pre-evangelism, apologetics supports necessary elements of saving faith. When Luther declared in the sixteenth century that justification is by faith and by faith alone, one of the immediate questions that arose was, “What kind of faith saves?” In words variously attributed to Luther or Calvin, “Justification is by faith lone but not by a faith that is alone.” The only kind of faith that saves is what Luther called a fides viva—a living faith, a vital faith, a faith that issues forth in works as the fruit of faith. Those works don’t count toward justification—only the merit of Christ counts toward that—but without the flowing forth of the fruit of faith, there would be no true faith in the first place. 

The thinkers of the sixteenth century distinguished among several actual nuances or levels or elements of faith that together comprise saving faith. The three main levels of faith, they said, were notitia (sometimes called the notei), assensus, and fiducia. 

Beginning with the third level, fiducia is personal trust and reliance, that aspect of faith that involves a genuine affection for Christ that flows out of a new heart and a new mind, It is the fiducia level of saving faith that can be engendered only by the work of the Spirit. It is with the first two—notitia and assensus—that the apologetic task has to do. 

The first element of faith is notitia. When we say that we are justified by faith, the faith that justifies has to have a content. There is a certain content, an essential level of information, that is part of Christianity. When the apostles went out to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ, they gave a summary of key points about the  person of Jesus and about His work—how He was born according the Scriptures, how He suffered on the cross for our sins and was raised from the dead, and so forth. That is all part of the notes, or the data or content of faith. Before we can actually call people to saving faith, we have to give them the information or the content that they’re asked to believe, and that involves the mind. It involves communication of information that people can understand. 

Before I can call upon Christ as my Savior, I have to understand that I need a Savior. I have to understand that I am a sinner. I have to have some understanding of what sin is. I have to understand that God exists. I have to understand that I am estranged from that God, and that I am exposed to that God’s judgment. I don’t reach out for a Savior unless I am first convinced that I need a Savior. All of that is pre-evangelism. It is involved in the data or the information that a person has to process with his mind before he can either respond to it in faith or reject it in unbelief. 

The second element of faith is assensus. This is simply the Latin word for intellectual assent. If I ask, “Do you believe that George Washington was the first president of the United States?” what would you say? Yes! That doesn’t mean that you have put your personal faith and trust in George Washington. I’ve just asked you if you believe in George Washington in the sense of whether your mind gives assent to the proposition “George Washington was the first president of the United States.” 

Sadly, there is a movement in theology today that says faith has nothing to do with propositions—that the Bible is simply a book that bears witness to relationships. It is relationships that count, not propositions. These are the people who think that, “All I need to be a Christian is to have a personal relationship with Jesus. I don’t need doctrine. I don’t need any theology. I don’t need to affirm any creed.” “No creed but Christ!” is the call here. “I don’t believe in propositions. I believe in Jesus. He’s a person, not a proposition.”

It is true, as such people say, that one can have a knowledge of the propositions of Christianity and still not know Jesus. We can know about Jesus and not have a personal relationship with Jesus. Yet when we talk to people about this Jesus, with whom we have a personal relationship, we say things about him. We say, “This Jesus is the eternal Son of God.” That is a proposition. The Jesus I want to have a relationship with really is the eternal Son of God. We can’t have a saving relationship personally with this Jesus unless we know who this Jesus is, unless we can affirm the truth of this Jesus—that He really did die on the cross in a death that was an atonement, and that it is true that He came out of the tomb. If we say we have a personal relationship with Christ but don’t believe in the truth that he was raised from the dead, then we’re saying we have a personal relationship with a corpse. That’s all the difference in the world from saying you have a personal relationship with the resurrected Christ. All of those things that we say we believe about Jesus involve the mind saying yes to propositions. 

If we gain a correct understanding of the content (notitia) and assent to its truth (assensus), however, this does not add up to saving faith. The devil knows the truth about Christ, yet he hates Him. Notitia and assensus are necessary conditions for saving faith (we can’t have saving faith without them), but they are not sufficient to save us. 

Apologetics serves a vital task at the level of clarifying the content of Christianity and defending its truth. This cannot cause saving faith but it has a vital role in supporting the necessary ingredients of saving faith. 

Faith Is Not a Blind Leap 

Today we have been infected by something called “fideism.” Fideism says, “I don’t need to have a reason for what I believe. I just close my eyes like tiny Alice and take a deep breath, scrunch up my nose, and if I try hard enough, I can believe and jump into the arms of Jesus. I take a blind leap of faith.” The Bible never tells us to take a leap of faith into the darkness and hope that there’s somebody out there. The Bible calls us to jump out of the darkness and into the light. That is not a blind leap. The faith that the New Testament calls us to is a faith rooted and grounded in something that God makes clear is the truth. 

When Paul encountered the philosophers at Mars’ Hill, he said, “The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17:30-31). This was not a claim to secret knowledge. There is none of that in Christianity. When Paul was before Agrippa he said, in effect, “King Agrippa, these things were not done in a corner. Jesus was crucified openly. Christ came out of the tomb, not in secret, but publicly, where we have eyewitness after eyewitness testimony” (see Acts 26:26). 

We may think that Paul’s testimony is that of a lunatic and therefore give it no credibility, but we see the difference between making a case for the truth and merely asking people to believe without any reason. The task of apologetics is to show that the evidence that the New Testament calls people to commit their lives to is compelling evidence and worthy of our full commitment. That often involves a lot of work for the apologist. Sometimes we would rather duck the responsibility of doing our homework, of wrestling with the problems and answering the objections, and simply say to people, “Oh, you just have to take it all in faith.” That’s the ultimate cop-out. That doesn’t honor Christ. We honor Christ by setting forth for people the cogency of the truth claims of Scripture, even as God Himself does. We must take the trouble to do our work before the Spirit does his work, because the Spirit does not ask people to put their trust and faith and affection in nonsense or absurdity. 

