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Editors’ Foreword

From the conflicts of the early church with Judaism and paganism to
the modern ‘warfare of science with theology,” no enterprise has
more consistently dominated theological controversy than the
defense of the claim that God has revealed himself definitively in the
events and the message of the gospel. That claim has had to assert it-
self against alternative systems of absolute and final revelation (e.g.,
Judaism and Islam), against theories of general and universal revela-
tion (e.g., syncretism, ancient and modern), against the denial of the
possibility of revelation at all (e.g., rationalism and naturalism).
Since the Enlightenment, the apologetic task has acquired a new
centrality in theology. The questions raised by Descartes and Kant
have pushed the epistemological issue to the fore, obliging theology,
too, to give an account of its ways of knowing. The discoveries of
modern science have rendered questionable the form and the content
of many traditional doctrines purportedly based on revelation, such
as creation ex nihilo in six days. The renewal of contact between
Christendom and the world religions, brought on by the voyages of
exploration and the expansion of Christian missions, has prompted
the critics and even the defenders of the faith to raise the question of
the uniqueness of Christianity with a new poignancy.

There is, then, no need to justify the inclusion of A4 History
of Apologetics in such a series as this. But conventional apolo-
getics is in the embarrassing position of answering questions that no
one is asking any more. If the ‘Gentiles’ against whom Thomas
Aquinas wrote his Summa Contra Gentiles were interested even then
in the arguments he formulates, their modern descendants are not;
and therefore his modern descendants dare not repeat his arguments

Xiii



Xiv Editors’ Foreword

asthough they still spoke to the condition of our contemporaries. What
is needed is an apologetic that will start with the Sitz im Leben of
twentieth-century thought, listen to its criticisms, and put forth the
truth-claims of the gospel both forcefully and modestly. This mono-
graph lays the foundation for such an apologetic.

Traditionally, the partner of theology in the apologetic dialogue
has been philosophy, often some form of idealism. But to assert the
Christian understanding of revelation today, it is necessary to draw
upon many other areas of human experience and reflection as well,
and that is what the historical narrative of this monograph seeks to
do. At least as distinctive is its appreciation of other perspectives than
its own. The God who has revealed himself in Jesus Christ is the God
of the whole world and of all men. Significantly, the history of
Christian apologetics began with a similar openness, in the address of
the apostle Paul on the Areopagus, and only rarely has this openness
been matched in mainline theology. Christian theology still stands or
falls with the claim to revelation. Whether one accepts that claim or
rejects it, he will find here an instructive account of how the major
systems of theology have formulated the case for Christianity.

J.P.W.
J.P.



Preface

In the minds of many Christians today the term apologetics carries
unpleasant connotations. The apologist is regarded as an aggressive,
opportunistic person who tries, by fair means or foul, to argue
people into joining the Church. Numerous charges are laid at the
door of apologetics: its neglect of grace, of prayer, and of the life-
giving power of the word of God; its tendency to oversimplify and
syllogize the approach to faith; its dilution of the scandal of the
Christian message; and its implied presupposition that God’s word
should be judged by the norm of fallible, not to say fallen, human
reason.

Some Christian apologists have no doubt been guilty on each of
these counts. But it might pay to ask: when such charges are made,
do the accusers have in mind the great masters of apologetics or
rather the quacks, the shysters, the second-rate practitioners? Before
passing judgment on apologetics as a whole, one ought to study the
tradition at its best. Let us therefore look again at Clement and
Origen, Eusebius and Augustine, Aquinas and Ficino, Pascal and
Butler, Newman and Blondel. A closer look will reveal that many of
the apologists were sincere and courageous men who viewed the
relationship between faith and reason in many different ways. Men of
prayer, some of them struggled for decades to know God’s will for
themselves. Learned men, they spared no pains to make sure that
their religious commitment was intellectually honest. Men of talent,
even of genius, they incisively probed both the dynamism of the
human spirit in its quest for God and the dynamism of God’s word
as it encounters the spirit of man. Men of eloquence, some of them
set down their reflections in immortal classics.

XV
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xvi Preface

The present volume is not intended as an apology for Christianity,
still less an apology for apologetics. It aims simply to tell the story of
the various ways in which thoughtful Christians, in different ages and
cultures, have striven to ‘give a reason for the hope that was in them’

-~ (cf. 1 Pt 3.15). The goals and methods of apologetics have frequently

shifted. The earliest apologists were primarily concerned with obtain-
ing civil toleration for the Christian community—to prove that

- “Christians were not malefactors deserving the death penalty.
// Gradually through the early centuries the apologies for Christianity

became less defensive. Assuming the counteroffensive, they aimed to
win converts from other groups. Some were addressed to pagans,
others to Jews. Subsequently apologetics turned its attention to
Moslems, then to atheists, agnostics, and religious indifferentists.
Finally apologists came to recognize that every Christian harbors
within himself a secret infidel. At this point apologetics became, to
some extent, a dialogue between the believer and the unbeliever in
the heart of the Christian himself. In speaking to his unregenerate
self the apologist assumed—quite correctly—that he would best be
able to reach others similarly situated.

Like other efforts to find the logos in the Christian mythos, or to
give rational expression to the deepest movements of the human
spirit, apologetics has been only partly successful. It has accounted for
some things but has left others unexplained. Granted the inevitable
disparity between motivation and reflection, between reflection and
conceptualization, and between conceptualization and language, it is
not surprising that apologists have often stammered in their attempts
to give their real reasons for believing. If the human spirit is always a
mystery to itself, it is still more mysterious when it wrestles with God,
when the divine Spirit groans within it.

Besides encountering these general obstacles that face apologetics
as such, individual apologists have been beset by a multitude of parti-
cular difficulties. They have suffered from the relatively undeveloped
state of exegesis, historiography, or the natural sciences at the time
they were writing. They have been subject to the Zeirgeist of their age
and harried by the pressing practical problems confronting the
Church at various historical junctures. They have also, of course, been
humanly limited in their intellectual and other endowments. Quite
properly, too, most apologists have sought to speak meaningfully to
their contemporaries rather than to later generations. Not surpris-
ingly, therefore, no apologist from previous centuries or generations
precisely fills the prescription that might be written for a present-day
apologetic. But a careful reading of the old masters in the field reveals
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that the same basic problems continually recur and that it is almost
impossible to say anything substantially new. In such a time as our
own, when many Christians find it especially difficult to articulate the
reasonableness of their faith, it can be particularly profitable to review
the record of the past.

In writing the history of apologetics I have had to make some
difficult decisions regarding the authors to be included and the
relative emphasis to be given to each. To avoid misunderstanding it
may be helpful to mention some of the principles by which I have
been guided.

On the supposition that Christian apologetics presupposes a
commitment to Christianity as God’s definitive revelation to man-
kind, I have generally excluded or mentioned only as background
religious thinkers who did not look upon Christianity as their own
religion or who did not accept it as a revelation. For this reason I have
passed over Bergson and referred only briefly to Kant.

Seeking to limit myself to what may be called Christian
apologetics, I have also omitted or mentioned only in passing
controversialists whose primary concern was to prove that a certain
form of Christianity—e.g., Anglicanism—was the true one. On this
ground I have omitted authors such as John Jewel and William
Chillingworth. If I have included some denominational apologists,
such as Balmes and Harnack, it is generally on the ground that their
arguments for their denominational affiliation practically coincided
with their arguments for Christianity.

For similar reasons I have excluded thinkers whose primary
contribution was to defend the credibility of certain particular
doctrines, such as the inerrancy of the Bible, the virginity of Mary, the
Real Presence, or whatever. Apologists of the ‘question box’ variety,
numerous though they have been, fall outside the scope of a study
such as this. >

Because I am concerned here with the general credibility of
Christianity, I have given attention—and, I hope, due attention—to
Protestant as well as Catholic authors. It is fitting that tribute should
be given to the great Protestant defenders of Christianity: since the
16th century Protestant and Catholic apologists have incessantly
influenced and imitated each other.

In my selection of authors and comparisons between their works I
have not sought to exclude all value-judgments, but I have tried to
keep my subjective views from obscuring the materials themselves.
For the most part I have been content to summarize objectively the
writings of the apologists of the past. Such objective reporting would
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seem to be most in keeping with the nature and purposes of a
‘resource’ volume for this series.

Finally, I should explain that I make no effort in these pages to
urge any particular theory about what apologetics ought to be.
I am intending to follow up this volume with a companion piece on
the theory of apologetics, in which I shall deal with the task, methods,
and prospects of apologetics, especially in terms of the needs of the
Church today. The present volume, however, should be able to stand
on its own as an independent piece. Presumably it should fill a need,
since no substantial history of apologetics, to my knowledge, has
been recently published. The only complete historical surveys—those
of Karl Werner, Otto Zickler, and Jules Martin—were all composed
more than 60 years ago; they were never translated into English and
can be found only in a few well-stocked libraries.

The paucity of recent histories of apologetics is partly due to the
fact that apologetics itself has for some time been under a cloud.
The reputation of apologetics reached its nadir when Barth’s influence
was at its height—that is to say, from about 1920 to 1950. Since the
1950s, particularly among the younger Protestant theologians, there
have been some indications that apologetics may be experiencing a
revival. Schubert Ogden, an acute observer and participant in current
theology, has recently said as much. ‘The safest generalization about
Protestant theology since World War 1I is that it has evidenced a
growing concern with its inescapable apologetic task.’* In the minds
of many Catholics apologetics still connotes the jejune rationalism of
the manuals and tracts of the past century, but the recent revival of
interest in Blondel and the efforts to answer objections such as
those expressed by Charles Davis will perhaps pave the way for an
apologetic renewal.?

If the theologians of the coming generation are to take full
responsibility for the truth-claims that seem to be inseparable from
Christianity itself, the apologetical task will have to be carried on. In
view of all that has been learned from depth psychology about the
unconscious, from sociology about ideologies and plausibility
structures, from comparative religion about the faiths of other
peoples, and from linguistic analysis about the hazards of meta-
physical discourse, the contemporary believer can scarcely stave off
the real difficulties by an easy appeal to ‘blind faith.” Every Christian
must somehow come to terms with the current objections to religious
faith and weigh the legitimacy and rationality of his own commit-
ment. As this effort is made, there will surely be a renewal of
interest in the great apologists of the past. The present volume, I trust,
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will help to arouse and will to some degree satisfy such an interest.

It remains for me to express my gratitude to the many friends and
advisers who have assisted me with this work. I am particularly
indebted to Rev. John P. Whalen, to Rev. Earl A. Weis, s.J., and to
the other members of the editorial board and staff of Catholic
Theological Encyclopedia for their unfailing cooperation. I am like-
wise grateful to the late Dr. Martin R. P. McGuire of Corpus
Instrumentorum, who read the first draft of this manuscript a few
weeks before his regretted death on March 15, 1969, and to Professor
Jaroslav Pelikan of Yale University, who gave me many valuable
suggestions, especially concerning the patristic period and the
Protestant theologians. I have also received helpful criticisms from
the Rev. Christian P. Ceroke, O. Carm., of The Catholic University
of America, and from the Rev. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, s.J., of the
University of Chicago, both of whom read, in an earlier draft, the
section on the New Testament. My colleagues at Woodstock College,
the Rev. Walter J. Burghardt, s.J., and the Rev. Robert E. Carter,s.J.,
both supplied me with additional suggestions regarding the treatment
of the Fathers of the Church. In a work such as this, one is necessarily
dependent on more persons than one can name.

Woodstock, Md. AVERY DULLEs, s.J.



CHAPTER ONE

Apologetics in the New Testament

The New Testament is primarily concerned with telling the story of
Jesus and with drawing the consequences of that story for belief,
for worship, and for the practical conduct of human life. On the
surface the Gospels and Epistles, the Acts, and the Apocalypse
appear to be addressed to convinced Christians. Unlike the apologists
of the next centuries, the NT writers do not engage in arguments with
unbelievers or vacillating believers as to why one should be a
Christian. Reserving for later discussion the extent to which the
authors of the NT may have been directly motivated by apologetical
concerns, it is sufficient to affirm at the outset that a careful study of
the NT throws considerable indirect evidence on the way in which the
infant Church carried out its apologetical encounter with Judaism,
with paganism, and with deviant tendencies that arose within the
Christian community. This is apparent from the apologetically
significant themes that are present, in a diffused way, throughout the
NT.

APOLOGETICAL MOTIFS IN THE EARLY TRADITION

Before being an apologetic, Christianity was of course a message.
It began as a conviction that Jesus was Messiah and Lord, and this
conviction seems to have drawn its overpowering force from the event
of the Resurrection. As the message concerning Jesus as risen Lord
was proclaimed, it gave rise to certain questions and objections from
inquirers, from believers, and from adversaries. In answer to such
objections, and possibly also in anticipation of foreseen objections,
the Christian preachers spoke about the signs and evidences they had
found convincing. They insisted, for instance, that Jesus spoke with
unique power, that He performed wondrous deeds, that He fulfilled
1 G

)
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2 A History of Apologetics

the OT messianic prophecies, and that He had undoubtedly risen
from the dead. Factual memories, dogmatic reflections, and
apologetical arguments became so intertwined in the apostolic
preaching that it would be artificial to try to draw a line between them.
To the minds of believing Christians, the events themselves bore
witness to the divine mission of Jesus, interpreted the meaning of
His career, and served to clear up the doubts and difficulties that
might arise in the minds of those called to believe. To some degree,
therefore, apologetics was intrinsic to the presentation of the kerygma.

The Earliest Preaching

An unquestionably early statement, which stands close to the
primitive Christian kerygma, may be found in the opening verses of
1 Corinthians, chapter 15. Here Paul, seeking to meet an objection
concerning the general resurrection, adduces a standard series of
testimonies to the Resurrection of Jesus and adds a personal
recollection regarding his own encounter with the risen Lord. A
similar mixture of proclamation and apologetic may be found in the
so-called kerygmatic sermons of Acts (2.14-40, 3.12-26, 4.8-12,
5.29-32, 10.3443, 13.1341). C. H. Dodd and others have shown
that these sermons contain statements that for the most part can be
paralleled from the Epistles of Paul and that may therefore be
presumed to stand close to the earliest proclamation.! From both
sources one may infer that Christianity began as a proclamation that
Jesus, being raised from the dead, had entered into His messianic
lordship and was seated at God’s right hand. Both Acts and Paul,
moreover, view Jesus’ humiliations, suffering and death as a divinely
willed prelude to His glorious exaltation.

These Christian claims were of course contestable and had to be
backed up by some kind of reasoned defense. The Christians appealed
in the first instance to passages in the Psalms and the Prophets that
were, they maintained, fulfilled by the Resurrection. This event, as
understood by Christians, was the literal realization of what had been
prophesied, for example, by Ps 2.7-8: ‘I will tell of the decree of the
Lord: He said to me, “You are my son, today I have begotten you.
Ask of me and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of
the earth your possession”’ (cf. Acts 2.26, 13.33; Heb 1.5, 5.5).*

* Scripture will be quoted according to the Revised Standard Version (Oxford
Annotated Bible; New York, 1965) unless special reasons demand a personal
translation in an individual case. Psalms will be cited according to the Hebrew
enumeration,
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So too the exaltation of Jesus could be interpreted by reference to
Ps 110.1, ‘The Lord says to my lord: “Sit at my right hand till I
make your enemies your footstool”’ (cf. Mt 22.44 and parallels;
Acts 2.34-35; Heb 1.13, 8.1, 10.12-13).

The Church also interpreted the Resurrection in terms of the
Servant Songs of Isaiah (especially 42.1) and the Son of Man texts in
Daniel (e.g., 7.13). Psalm 118 contained many verses that could be
applied both to the Passion and to the Resurrection. Verse 22, ‘The
stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner,’
as shall be seen, had many applications in controversy with the Jews.
Psalm 16.9-10 was frequently quoted in the Septuagint version:
‘Moreover my flesh will dwell in hope. For thou wilt not abandon my
soul to Hades, nor let thy Holy One see corruption.” According to
the argument that Luke places on the lips of Peter and Paul in
Acts 2.25-28 and 13.35, this text was not literally verified in the case
of David (‘His tomb is with us to this day,” Acts 2.29; and he ‘saw
corruption,” Acts 13.36) but only in the case of Jesus, whom God
raised to life.

In several NT texts the point is made that Jesus’ Resurrection
‘on the third day’ fulfilled the Scriptures (1 Cor 15.4; cf. Lk 24.46).
The insistence on the third day is not easy to explain by reference to
OT prophecy, though perhaps an allusion to Hos 6.2 is intended.
In answer to this difficulty some have suggested that Jesus Himself,
in predicting His Passion and Resurrection, had called attention to
the third day as the time of His revival (see, e.g., Mk 8.31, 9.31, 10.34).
This suggestion, of course, is not certainly correct, since we cannot
know the exact words used by Jesus.

The positive redemptive value of the Passion and death of Jesus
would presumably have been an ingredient in the primitive preaching
itself and cannot therefore be written off as an afterthought introduced
for apologetical reasons. The earliest preaching appears to have
viewed the Passion in the light of certain OT texts, such as Isaiah,
chapter 53, and Zechariah, chapters 11 and 12, although these texts
were not understood messianically by the Jews. In so utilizing the
texts the Church may have been guided by Jesus’ own understanding
of His mission as servant, as He would have proposed it to His
disciples.?

Apologetic Development

Once the Church had set forth its view of the death and Resurrection
of Jesus, interpreted in the light of the Hebrew Scriptures, certain
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objections would naturally have arisen, thus prompting developments
that were simultaneously dogmatic and apologetic.

The Ascension

It would have been asked, for example, where is the Messiah now
and what difference has His alleged triumph made? In response to
questions such as these, the Church would have adduced and perhaps
amplified its conviction that Jesus was presently in heaven, reigning at
the right hand of the Father (Ps 16.11, 110.1). In Acts 3.21 Luke
portrays Peter as telling the Israelites that heaven must keep Jesus
‘until the time for establishing all that God spoke by the mouth of his
holy prophets from of old.” Paul in 1 Cor 15.25 teaches that Jesus must
reign ‘until he has put all his enemies under his feet’ (cf. Ps 110.1).
Other texts stress that it is He who will return in power as judge of
the living and of the dead.

In the interim, Christ exercises His dominion on earth through
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. The early community called
attention to its charismatic gifts as evidence that Jesus, having
received the Holy Spirit, had poured it out in the manner foretold of
the messianic era. Peter in his Pentecost sermon (Acts 2.16-21) quotes
Joel 3.1-5 to this effect. Other New Testament authors allude to
texts such as Ezek 36.27-28, in which the Lord promises to put His
own spirit in the heart of the new Israel. The gift of prophecy is, in
Paul’s eyes, a particularly striking sign that God is among the
Christian people (1 Cor 14.25).

The Passion

The humiliations and death of Jesus gave rise to a number of serious
objections that had to be met by the Church’s apologetic. The fact
that Jesus was rejected by the leading authorities of the synagogue
and was convicted of blasphemy was hard enough to explain. In
addition, the very manner of His death was such as to call down
upon Him the curse of Dt 21.23: ‘a hanged man is accursed by
God.’

To these difficulties the Christians replied that the humiliations
and sufferings of Jesus were part of the redemptive plan of God set
forth in the Fourth Servant Song (Is ch. 52-53): ‘He was wounded for
our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was
the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are
healed’ (Is 53.5). The objection regarding the curse incurred by Jesus
is met by Paul with a somewhat complicated exegetical argument,
the style of which would have been familiar to the rabbis of the time.
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All who seek justification through the Law, he maintains, are under a
curse, for it is impossible to keep the Law in its entirety. To them
applies the text, ‘Cursed be every one who does not abide by all things
written in the book of the Law, and do them’ (Gal 3.10, quoting
Dt 27.26). To break the power of this curse, according to Paul, Jesus
was made subject to the other curse mentioned in Dt 21.23. Having
been cursed for man’s sake, Jesus liberates man to seek justice
not through the works of the Law but through faith in Him (cf.
Gal 3:10-14).

The widespread failure of the Jews to recognize Jesus as Messiah
presumably constituted a major obstacle to the evangelization of
Israel. In answer to this difficulty, a number of OT quotations would
seem to have been adduced. In addition to the Fourth Servant Song,
mentioned above, the Christians appealed frequently to Is 6.9-10,
which describes God’s blinding of those who were to hear the preach-
ing of Isaiah. This text, cited in all four Gospels and in Acts 28.26-27,
was doubtless one of the pillars of the primitive apologetic.®

Not content with alleging the mere fact that God foresaw and
intended the blindness of the Jews, Paul in Romans elaborates a
theological explanation of their present situation—a problem that
seems to have tormented Paul personally. In Romans, ch. 9 to 11, he
argues that this does not mean that God has broken His promises to
Israel or ceases to love His people, but simply that a provisional
failure of the Jews as a group to recognize Christ is necessary to
further God’s total plan of salvation, which extends likewise to the
Gentiles. Paul predicts that after the evangelization of the Gentiles is
complete the Jews will claim their rightful inheritance and enrich
both themselves and the Church by their acceptance of Christ.

A particular difficulty regarding the Passion that seems to have
troubled the early Christians was the treachery of Judas. How could
Jesus have miscalculated so seriously as to choose a traitor as one of
the Twelve? This objection, like the others, was met in the first
instance by Scriptural quotations. Jn 13.18 cites Ps 41.9: ‘Even my
bosom friend in whom I trusted, who ate of my bread, has lifted up
his heel against me.” Mk 14.18 seems to contain an allusion to the
same text and likewise insists that Jesus Himself was fully aware of
what Judas was about to do. The Judas-apologetic was then extended
to include the subsequent actions of Judas in selling his master, in
buying the potter’s field, and in hanging himself (or in suffering some
kind of violent death, if one follows the popular account in Acts 1.18
rather than that in Mt 27.5). All these incidents are explained as
fulfillments of OT predictions, as one may see, for example, from
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Mt 27.3-10. Needless to say, there is legendary material in these
passages.

A comparative study of the Passion narratives in the four Gospels
reveals an increasing preponderance of apologetical motifs. This is
apparent, first, in the growing insistence that every detail unfolds
‘as it was written’ in the OT. Also the Apostles are excused more and
more for their cowardice, until, in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus Himself
is portrayed as granting them leave to depart (Jn 18.8). Finally, the
later traditions, especially in Luke and John, tend to exculpate the
Romans, whereas there is a corresponding tendency to inculpate the
Jews.4

Origins of Jesus

A further apologetical problem centered about the origins of Jesus.
The early Church seems to have looked upon Him as having come
from Galilee, without inquiring more closely into His descent and
birthplace. Yet there was a tradition, supported by Scriptural texts
(e.g., 2 Sm 7.12-13; Ps 89.34, 132.11-12; Dn 9.25), to the effect
that the Messiah would be a royal scion of David’s line and not an
obscure villager from Galilee (cf. Jn 1.45-46). In response to this
point of view, the Church seems to have taught at a relatively early
period that Jesus was, in His human ancestry, a direct descendant of
David (Rom 1.3; cf. Acts 13.17-23).

There was even an expectation that the Messiah was to be born in
Bethlehem, the city of David (Mic 5.1; cf. Mt 2.5, Jn 7.42). The
infancy gospels of Matthew and Luke explain that Jesus, although
conceived in Nazareth, was born in Bethlehem. The manner in which
the birth stories are told, especially in Matthew, indicates a strongly
apologetic concern. This is evident, for example, from the way in
which the term Nazéraios (which is subject to a variety of possible
interpretations) is taken by Matthew as a reference to the town in
which Jesus was to be conceived (Mt 2.23).%

The Public Life
Once it was claimed that Jesus was eligible as the Messiah thanks to
His Davidic descent and that the very town of His birth was a
fulfillment of prophecy, a host of problems arose concerning His
public life. At what time, if at all, did Jesus claim to be the Messiah,
and why did He not succeed in winning general recognition for His
claims in His public ministry?

As regards Jesus’ messianic claims, the early apologetic showed
no interest in establishing, as many modern writers wish to do, the
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messianic consciousness of Jesus and its development. Rather,
stress was placed on the fact that God pointed to Jesus as His
beloved Son. Texts such as Ps 2.7 and Is 42.1, which originally had
been taken to refer to the manifestation of Jesus at the Resurrection,
were gradually transferred to the baptism of Jesus and even to His
Transfiguration (Lk 3.22, 9.35; Acts 10.38; 2 Pt 1.17). According to
some scholars the time of Jesus’ manifestation as Messiah, originally
viewed as the Resurrection, was gradually advanced in date until at
length His birth was identified as the moment of revelation.®

As a means of reconciling the fact that Jesus really was the Son of
God with the recollections concerning His actual ministry, which had
not been conspicuously messianic, Mark uses the device known as the
messianic secret. The manifestations of Jesus’ messiahship in Mark
usually occur only in the presence of a relatively small group of
disciples, and Jesus on these occasions frequently commands the
witnesses to be silent about what they have seen and heard until after
He has risen from the dead (e.g., Mk 1.34, 44; 3.12; 5.42; 7.36; 8.30;
9.9). The messianic secret, of course, may have been something more
than an apologetic device. In Mark’s theology it brings out the
hidden and mysterious character of the dawning of the kingdom,
which is not intended to be revealed except to a small band of elite
until the time for its general diffusion has arrived. Moreover, it is
entirely possible that Jesus Himself may have wished to keep His
identity secret from the majority of the Jews, since they would not
have been capable of grasping His messiahship in accordance with
Jesus’ own conceptions.

The other synoptic Evangelists, while they do not stress the
messianic secret except in passages borrowed from Mark, record
Jesus’ ambivalent attitude toward messianic appellations. On the
one hand Jesus does not deny that He is the Messiah, thus giving an
indication that He really is such; but on the other hand He never uses
the term of Himself, and when others use it of Him He generally
replies by substituting the term Son of Man. This term, which has its
roots in Dn 7.13 and in the expectations of sectarian apocalyptic
(Enoch, ch. 46 to 71; 2 Esdras 13.25-26, 29-32, 52), was perhaps
more congenial to the self-understanding of Jesus than crudely
messianic terms such as Messiah and Son of David.”

In order to account for the fact that Jesus’ teaching became the
property of a small band of disciples, the early Church made much of
the mysterious and veiled manner of His public proclamation. He
was said to have spoken for the most part in parables, the meaning of
which eluded the majority of His hearers, whose minds were blinded.
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In this connection the Evangelists make use of the text previously
mentioned, Is 6.9-10, which is now placed upon the lips of Jesus
Himself (Mk 4.12 and parallels). This quotation would seem to imply
that Jesus, according to the early apologetic, deliberately used
parables to prevent His doctrine from being understood by the
generality of His hearers. Thus a point that the early community
insisted upon for apologetic reasons ironically became an embarrass-
ment to the apologetics of later centuries, which seeks to explain away
the apparent harshness of Jesus’ exclusivism!

Yet even the Twelve, as portrayed by Mark, are far from success-
ful in penetrating the secret of the kingdom of God. The Evangelist
keeps repeating that ‘their hearts were hardened’ (6.52; cf. 3.5, 8.17).
On one occasion Jesus, alluding to the OT, puts to them the question,
‘Having eyes do you not see, and having ears do you not hear?
(Mk 8.17; cf. Jer 5.21; Ezek 12.2). Even Peter thinks in a human
rather than a divine way (Mt 8.33). Consequently none of the disciples
understands the Passion predictions (8.32). The risen Jesus has to
rebuke them roundly for their unbelief (Lk 24.25, 45; cf. Mk 16.14).

This obtuseness of the disciples, while it doubtless rests upon
authentic recollections, serves the purposes of apologetic insofar as it
explains why the disciples, during Jesus’ lifetime, understood so little
of His person and mission. It also makes more impressive the
conversion that they underwent under the impact of the Easter
events.

The Miracles of Jesus

Just as the preaching of Jesus is presented as intelligible only to a few
and as very imperfectly understood even by them, so too, according to
the Evangelists, the miracles were of limited evidential value. They
furnished sufficient indications of Jesus’ mission but were not so
overwhelming as to convince all who saw them. Thus the early
Church could point to the miracles as signs truly marking Jesus out as
one ‘approved by God’ (Acts 2.22) and yet could explain why, in
spite of these signs, Jesus’ contemporaries did not recognize Him as
Son of God until after His Resurrection.

While all the Gospels present the miracles as aids to faith, a
difference of emphasis may be noted between the Synoptic Gospels
and John. The Synoptic Gospels portray the miracles as works of
divine power, evoking wonder and amazement. They are seen
predominantly as acts by which Satan is overthrown and the kingdom
of God is inaugurated, and only in connection with this efficacy does
their sign value become apparent. In the Fourth Gospel, however, the
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miracles are studied more reflectively from the point of view of their
symbolic or didactic significance. The number of miracles is sharply
reduced; only seven are narrated in the public ministry. The
significance of these seven is brought out by long interpretative
discourses, and in these discourses the miracles are related to the
person of Jesus rather than primarily, as in the Synoptics, to the
dawning of the kingdom of God.?

Notwithstanding this difference of emphasis, all four Gospels
recognize the miracles as providing motives of credibility. Jesus does
not indeed consent to perform miracles merely in order to display
His supernatural power, as if to overwhelm and compel the assent of
others. Ordinarily speaking, some measure or degree of faith is pre-
required on the part of those who ask for miracles.® Jesus rebukes
those who demand extraordinary signs as a condition for faith in
Him, and praises those who believe in simple reliance on His word.
Yet He insists also that the signs He works are such as to increase the
culpability of those who, having seen His works, still refuse to believe
(cf. Mt 11.20-24; Jn 15. 24). If the miracles authenticate the message of
Jesus, this is in great part because they blend harmoniously with the
good news of salvation that He brings into the world, in accordance
with the promises and expectations that stem from the OT.1°

CHANGING CONTEXTS: ACTS, PAUL, AND HEBREWS

In order to disentangle the various strands of New Testament
apologetics, it will be helpful to keep in mind the contrasting situations
in which the Church found itself at various stages in the 2d half of
the 1st century.

Acts

Some good indications concerning this development, especially in the
early period, are furnished by the book of Acts.! The original
proclamation of the kerygma and the polemical encounters that this
provoked between the young Church and normative Judaism have
already been commented on here. In successive chapters of Acts,
Luke has given miniature sketches of the Church’s apologetic in
various situations. Stephen’s defense, in chapter 7, is in fact a
counterattack on Palestinian Judaism from the point of view of
the Greek-speaking, or Hellenist, wing of the early Church. Stephen
proclaims in the boldest terms that God does not dwell in manmade
temples but is to be sought through the Prophets and especially
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through Christ, whom Stephen identifies as the prophet like himself
predicted by Moses (Dt 18.15-18). The Jews of the 1st century
are in Stephen’s eyes—like their ancestors—a stubborn people
‘uncircumcised in heart and ears’ who never cease resisting the Holy
Spirit and who have persecuted all the true Prophets of God (7.51-52).
Some of the same arguments urged by Stephen in his own defense will
be taken up again in the Epistle to the Hebrews.

In chapter 10 Luke briefly indicates the manner in which Christian-
ity was proclaimed to the uncircumcised on Palestinian soil. The
address of Peter to the household of Cornelius in verses 36-43 reads
like an expanded version of the Christological sections of the
Pentecost speech in chapter 2. As some have noted, the theology is
characteristically Lucan—especially the idea that Jesus was anointed
with the Holy Spirit and with power (v. 37). Considerable stress is
laid on the healings and exorcisms of Jesus and on the testimony of
those who were privileged to eat and drink with Jesus in His risen life.

Beginning with chapter 11 the focus of interest in Acts shifts to
the Gentile world. In chapter 14 Luke begins to show the shape that
Christian proclamation took when confronted by paganism. The
population of Lystra, amazed at the healing of the cripple, addresses
Barnabas and Paul respectively by the titles of Zeus and Hermes.
The Apostles take the occasion to launch a vigorous attack on
polytheism.

We also are men, of like nature with you, and bring you good news,
that you should turn from these vain things to a living God who
made the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them.
In past generations he allowed all the nations to walk in their own
ways; yet he did not leave himself without witness, for he did good
and gave you from heaven rains and fruitful seasons, satisfying
your hearts with food and gladness. [14.15-17]

This popular type of natural theology prepares for Paul’s apologetic
to the cultured Greeks at Athens.

Acts 17 gives Luke’s account of Paul’s address to the Council of
.the Areopagus. Opening with a tactful captatio benevolentiae Paul is
presented as complimenting the Athenians on their religiousness and
as calling attention to one of the altars dedicated ‘to an unknown
god’; this affords him grounds for declaring that he is not preaching
any strange and outlandish deity. ‘What therefore you worship as
unknown, this I proclaim to you’ (v. 23). He then declares firmly
to the Athenians that God is the creator of all things, that He does
not dwell in manmade shrines, and that He in no way depends upon
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His creatures for any benefit to Himself. All mankind is one, and all
nations are intended by God to seek and find Him. That God is
intimately near to each man Paul proves by quotations from two
Greek poets, Epimenides and Aratus. Then, reiterating a point
already made at Lystra, Paul adds that in times past God mercifully
overlooked the idolatry of the pagans. Now, however, all men are
called upon to turn to the true God, who has drawn near in Christ.
In conclusion Paul warns his hearers that God will judge the whole
world through this man, whom He has raised from the dead.

The doctrine of the Resurrection provoked scorn and incredulity -
among Paul’s philosophically minded auditors at Athens. Even
among Christian converts—as one learns from 1 Corinthians—this
doctrine was to meet with misunderstanding and resistance. Paul’s
apologetic to the Athenians, while it seems to have met with success
as long as he was talking about God and religion in general terms,
was rejected at the point where he introduced Christology. -

For the purposes here it is not necessary to settle the long-
standing controversy as to how accurately Luke summarizes what
Paul actually said on this or indeed on any occasion. Dibelius,
Pohlenz, and others have maintained that the speech, shot through
with Stoic natural theology, could not possibly represent the authentic
thinking of Paul.’? But in his widely noticed doctoral dissertation,
The Areopagus Speech and Natural Revelation, Bertil Girtner
plausibly contends that the leading ideas of the Areopagus speech are
not those of pagan philosophical theology but of Jewish monotheistic
propaganda, which had already, even before the time of Paul, taken
up some Stoic themes and inserted them into the Israelite religious
tradition.'?

Paul

In the earliest of his letters (A.D. 50-51), Paul writes from Corinth to
his converts at Thessalonica which he visited shortly before he
visited Athens on his second missionary journey. He shows somewhat
the same mentality that is reflected in the Areopagus sermon. Others
tell us, he states in his congratulatory preface, ‘how you turned to
God from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his
Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus, who delivers
us from the wrath to come’ (1.9-10).

In his first letter to the Corinthians, whom Paul had evangelized
shortly after his stay at Athens, he again exhibits his distrust of
Greek wisdom and his well-founded fear that philosophy, which for
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the Greeks always involves commitment to a determinate way of life,
could corrupt the faith of his new converts. In the early chapters of
this letter Paul draws a sharp contrast between two modes of religious
knowledge, the one consisting of human wisdom, the other of
obedience to divine revelation. For Paul, the first leads only to pride
and delusion. In order to put an end to the boastfulness of philosophy,
God has chosen to save the world by what the unspiritual regard as
foolishness, especially by the crowning foolishness of the cross.
Paul does not wish to support his preaching by any philosophical
argumentation but solely by the power of the Holy Spirit, who gives
fecundity to the preaching of the revealed word (1 Cor 3.6). Paul’s
discussion of the relationship between faith and reason in the
opening chapters of 1 Corinthians was to provide eloquent texts for
all those theologians who in subsequent centuries were to glory in the
contrast between the two.

As already mentioned, Greek philosophy seems to have led the
Corinthians into difficulties regarding the resurrection of the body.
Paul replied that if bodily resurrection were not possible, it would
follow that Christ had not risen and hence that the cornerstone of the
apostolic preaching was a falsehood. Lest anyone should entertain
such a suspicion, Paul reiterated the grounds of the Church’s
Resurrection faith. He founded this exclusively on the testimonies of
those to whom the risen Christ appeared, and his list of primitive
testimonies still constitutes one of the strongest apologetic arguments
for the actual occurrence of Jesus’ Resurrection.

In his letter to the Romans Paul gives the fullest statement of
his case against idolatry, which he regards as the ultimate source of
all the moral degradation in the pagan world. This idolatry is in
Paul’s view an inexcusable defection from the original worship of
the one true God. ‘For although they knew God they did not honor
him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their
thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be
wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God
for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles’
(Rom 1.21-23). Although Paul’s primary intention here is to confirm
his readers in their worship of the true God and to account for the
depravity of their pagan contemporaries, he is probably aware of the
apologetical implications of his remarks. To worship the true God is
the only reliable safeguard against falling into the vices here described.

In a full treatment of Paul’s apologetic it would be necessary to
consider also his answer to various heretical tendencies that he
seeks to crush. Especially in his letters to the Galatians and Colossians
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he argues against a servile reliance on the prescriptions of the
Mosaic Law and a superstitious worship of angels. He shows how
these deviations are basically incompatible with Christian faith and
with the freedom of the Christian man.

Hebrews

While it is not genuinely Pauline in its authorship, the Epistle to the
Hebrews may conveniently be mentioned here. In the subtitle of his
respected commentary on this letter,* Alexander B. Bruce called it
‘the first apology for Christianity.” In correspondence with a com-
munity of Christian converts from Judaism who were in danger of
slipping away from their faith, the writer set out to commend
Christianity as the perfect religion. He faced, in particular, three
stumbling blocks: first, that the divinely appointed religion of Israel
should have been eclipsed; second, that Jesus should have had to
undergo suffering and humiliation ; and third, that Christianity lacked
a sacrificial ritual comparable to that of Judaism. In his reply the
author showed that Christ fulfilled and surpassed everything for
which men formerly looked to angels, to Moses, to Aaron, and to the
priests and Prophets of the Old Law. The detailed and systematic
theology of mediation contained in this Epistle is of great dogmatic
significance, but it also has, as Bruce contends, an apologetic aspect.
In the latter half of the 20th century, when the Christian churches
are witnessing the collapse of many time-honored beliefsand practices,
it is encouraging to read again the message of Hebrews, which
calls for a dynamic and forward-looking faith similar to that of Abra-
ham when he set forth from Ur ‘not knowing where he was to go’
(11.8).

THE FOUR EVANGELISTS AS APOLOGISTS

Before concluding this analysis of the NT one must ask to what
extent the four Gospels (and Acts, which is the second part of Luke’s
Gospel) fit into the category of apologetic documents. As is obvious
at a glance, they bear little resemblance to modern apologetical
treatises. They are narrative in form and contain little sustained
argumentation. They purport to tell a story rather than to prove a
case. Yet the question may still be asked to what degree they are
motivated by the intention of persuading unbelievers to accept
Christianity or of helping believers to overcome their doubts and
hesitations. If one defines apologetics in terms of this general inten-
B
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tion, one will find at least an apologetical ingredient in all these
writings.

Mark

Of the four Evangelists, Mark stands closest to the primitive kerygma.
He is content to do little more than present the figure of Jesus as the
Church remembers Him in faith and to watch Him in action as He
struggles against the demonic forces that hold mankind in weakness,
ignorance, and fear. Mark presents an unforgettable portrait of the
Son of God at war with the Satanic powers arrayed against Him.
With divine power Jesus casts out demons, cures illnesses, forgives
sins. Even the unruly elements are subject to His mighty word.
When unjustly accused by the Scribes and Pharisees, Jesus majestically
silences their objections. When the disciples begin to doubt or to
weaken, Jesus confirms their wavering faith with a word of comfort,
rebuke, or explanation. The event of the Resurrection, toward which
the whole Gospel ineluctably moves, signifies the triumph of Jesus’
power over all the forces of evil—sin, sickness, death, blindness, and
unbelief.

In narrating this sublime history Mark furnishes abundant
materials for the defense of the Christian faith. He explains why the
disciples were first drawn to Jesus and strongly held to Him and why
Jesus in spite of His sovereign power was rejected and put to death.
He makes much of the enthusiasm of the crowds who followed Jesus
in Galilee and Jerusalem and shows how the very popularity of Jesus
aroused the jealousy of the chief priests. He quite frankly exposes the
doubts, confusion, and discouragement of the disciples, which
prevented them from fully understanding what Jesus was saying until
He had risen from the dead.

Much of the apologetical material in Mark is simply taken over
from the pre-Markan tradition. But Mark adds, as has been noted,
his own special emphasis on the messianic secret and on the explicit-
ness with which Jesus predicted the events of the Passion.

Summarizing Mark’s intentions, Bishop Rawlinson remarked
that this Gospel was written ‘partly to edify converts, and to satisfy a
natural curiosity about how Christianity began, and partly to supply
Christian preachers with materials for missionary preaching, and
partly also to furnish a kind of armoury of apologetical arguments
for use in controversy with opponents, whether Jewish or heathen.’1®
Far from excluding one another, these various motives would have
been mutually supportative.
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Matthew

Matthew’s Gospel, like Mark’s, is undoubtedly written for a com-
munity of believing Christians, not for outsiders. Yet it has con-
siderable apologetical significance, for it contains materials developed
for the use of converts from Judaism. In all probability the Evangelist
was writing for a group that ‘was still beset by antagonistic Jews at
close quarters and therefore required both directly apologetical
material and also the narrative of “how it all began” which is
indirectly of great apologetical importance.’*® Although some have
called Matthew the Gospel for the Jews, Moule remarks that it might
more correctly be called the ‘Gospel against the Jews,’ for it contains
an abundance of ammunition for Christians under attack from non-
Christian Jews.?” Matthew’s pervasive use of prophetic texts with
assertions of their fulfillment in the life of Jesus is obviously designed
to prove to rabbinic readers that Jesus is, as the Church claims, the
divinely promised Messiah. As a subsidiary purpose, Matthew aims
to explain to Jewish-Christian readers why the Gentiles are taking
over the kingdom of God, and this too pertains to his apologetic.1®
In the narrative sections peculiar to Matthew, apologetical
concerns are evident. For example, the Matthean infancy narrative
is built around five scriptural quotations with solemn assertions
regarding their fulfillment in particular incidents. Later, to account
for the humble and unobtrusive character of Jesus’ public ministry,
Matthew introduces a long quotation from Is 14.1-4, which may be
taken as Matthew’s summary of Jesus’ career, ending with the
prediction that the beloved Servant will bring ‘justice to victory; and
in his name will the Gentiles hope’ (Mt 12.21). In the central section
of his Gospel, Matthew introduces a number of important pericopes
regarding the Church and Peter’s position in it. These texts, the most
famous of which deals with Peter’s reception of the keys to the king-
dom of heaven (Mt 16.19), have provided materials for ecclesiastical
apologetics in subsequent centuries. The long series of woes against
the Scribes and Pharisecs in chapter 23 is presumably designed to
combat the claims of rabbinic Judaism in the Evangelist’s own time.
The story of the Passion and Resurrection, as Matthew presents it,
has a great number of legendary features evidently introduced for
apologetical motives. Among these one may signalize the suicide of
Judas (27.3-6), Pilate’s wife’s dream (27.19), and the stationing and
the bribery of the guards at the tomb of Jesus (27.62-66, 28.11-15).1°
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Luke-Acts

Luke and Acts constitute a two-volume work, the purpose of
which is stated in the preface to the Gospel, Lk 1.1-4, the operative
words of which are: ‘It seemed good to me also, having followed all
things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you,
most excellent Theophilus, that you may know the truth concerning
the things of which you have been informed.’

There has been much speculation as to the identity of Theophilus,
a name that is literally translated God-loving (or possibly, loved by
God). Some have supposed that he was the lawyer who undertook
Paul’s defense at Rome and that Luke was supplying materials for
use at the trial, but this scarcely seems likely in view of the abundance
of material in Luke and Acts that would not be useful for forensic
purposes. Others have suggested that Theophilus was the secret name
by which Flavius Clemens, the first cousin of the Emperor Domitian,
was known in the Roman Church.?? Clemens’s wife, Domitilla, is
known to have been a Christian, and he himself was at least an
inquirer. In support of this theory is the fact that the title Your
Excellency implies a high position in Roman society. If Luke wrote
for Clemens, the work would have been written about A.D. 95 and its
purpose would presumably have been, in part, to win civil toleration
for the Christian religion.

Whoever Theophilus may have been, there are good grounds for
thinking that Luke hopes through his history to win favor for Christi-
anity on the part of Roman authorities. He gives a generally flattering
portrait of the Romans who enter his story. In the Gospel he is at
pains to show that Pilate was not responsible for the death of
Jesus—three times over he declares him innocent (23.4, 14, 22)—but
that the guilt rested upon the Jewish priests and the mob incited by
them. At the moment of Jesus’ death the Roman centurion loudly
proclaims His innocence (23.47). Throughout the book of Acts Luke
shows esteem for Roman justice. Sergius Paulus (Acts 13.7, 12),
the magistrates at Philippi (Acts 16.37-39), Gallio at Corinth (18.12-
17), the Asiarchs and other officers at Ephesus (19.31, 35-41), Felix,
Festus, and others in Palestine (Acts, ch. 24 to 26) exemplify the
positive value of the imperial law in protecting Paul from the
unjust allegations of hostile Jews, even though Felix at one point
hopes for a bribe (24.26) and Festus seeks to win favor from the Jews
(24.27). All of this fits in well with the theory that Luke-Acts might
have been a kind of political apologetic.

This intention, however, by no means accounts for everything
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in Luke’s work. By his own declaration, he is writing for the sake of
grounding more securely in the tradition someone who has already
been instructed in Christianity. The most salient characteristic of
Luke’s work, as Conzelmann points out,?! is its original theology of
redemptive history, which meets a theological need of the Church in
the closing decades of the 1st century. As the years rolled on, it became
apparent to the early Christians that the end of the world could no
longer be regarded as imminent.?? Luke was one of those who under-
took to recast the Christian message in a way that would allow for a
continuation of life in this world notwithstanding the fact that the
‘last age’ had come with the Christ-event. In this connection he
developed a new theology of the Church and of the Holy Spirit.
He depicted the Church as the messianic society of mutual charity
and peace. This larger theologico-apologetical purpose is connected
with the political apologetic. Because Christianity was a continuing
fact of history, ‘it was necessary to establish a harmonious working
relationship between the Church and the supreme secular powers.’

John

The Fourth Gospel, like the third, contains an explicit declaration of
the author’s purpose: ‘these [signs] are written so that you may
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing
this you may have life in his name’ (20.31). Exegetes, however,
do not agree as to whether the author here has in mind the leading of
unbelievers to Christian faith or the fostering of the life of faith in
those who already believe in Christ.

From an analysis of the contents of the Gospel, in the light of
what is known about the religious situation at the time in a locality
such as Ephesus, one can think of various groups that the Evangelist
might have been addressing. The constant insistence throughout the
early chapters on the superiority of Jesus to John the Baptist (cf.
1.8-9, 1.20, 3.30, 3.38) suggests the possibility that one purpose of
the Gospel may have been the refutation of the claims of some of the
sectarian followers of the Baptist, who apparently flourished in and
about Ephesus (Acts 19.1-7).

One of the most striking features of the Fourth Gospel is its
recurrent use of the term ‘the Jews’ as a technical term for the religious
authorities hostile to Jesus (as contrasted with the term Israel, which
for John is a title of honor). Jesus Himself, as portrayed by John,
resorts to rabbinic techniques of argumentation in order to defend
His right to be called the Son of God (10.34-36, cf. 8.44-47, 54-55).
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These disputes give the impression of reflecting the struggle going on
in the Church in John’s own time rather than during the life of Jesus,
when a term such as ‘the Jews’ would not have had this restricted ap-
plication. John’s Gospel, moreover, is studded with formula quotations
from the Jewish Scriptures, somewhat similar to those of Matthew.
He introduces such quotations to explain, for example, the unbelief of
the Jews (12.38), the treachery of Judas (13.18), the parting of
Jesus’ garments and the casting of lots for His seamless robe (19.24),
and His limbs being unbroken (19.36).

Features such as these have suggested to some modern authors
(van Unnik, J. A. T. Robinson) that the primary intent of the Gospel
may have been to serve as a missionary handbook to help convert
diaspora Jews. But Raymond E. Brown seems to be on safer ground
when he emphasizes rather the defensive purpose of the Gospel, to
sustain the faith of Christians who were under attack from Jewish
propaganda. Yet Brown concedes that there was one group that John
may have been addressing with a certain missionary hopefulness—
Judeo-Christians in the diaspora synagogues who accepted Christ but
had not yet broken with Judaism. Chapter 9, as Brown points out,
lends itself easily to being interpreted as an invitation to such
Judeo-Christians to imitate the courage of the man born blind and
to accept excommunication for their faith in Jesus.?3

But John’s horizons are far wider. He records the Christian
witness in a way calculated to appeal to men looking for light in the
Hellenistic world at the close of the 1st century. The universal
significance of Christ as the light and savior of the world is clearly
brought out. The Word who enlightens every man (1.9) becomes flesh
to save the world (3.17, 4.42) and is raised up in order to draw all
men to Himself (12.32). His redemptive purposes extend not only to
the Jewish nation but to all the scattered children of God (11.52),
including the other sheep not of Israel’s fold (10.16). In his use of
cosmic imagery (e.g., light, life, word) John draws upon a vocabulary
that would have been familiar not only to Hellenistic Jews but to the
cosmopolitan population of a city such as Ephesus, where Oriental
faiths, entering into contact with Greek philosophy, were issuing in
mystery religions and Gnostic speculations such as have survived in
the Corpus hermeticum. While one has no proof of direct contact
between John and the Hermetic literature, the two may easily be
understood as coming out of a similar background; C. H. Dodd and
C. K. Barrett have shown this.

Although various Church Fathers report that John’s Gospel was
directed against heretics such as Cerinthus (Irenaeus), Ebion (Jerome),
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and Valentinus (Victorinus of Pettau), a careful study of the Gospel,
as Brown points out, gives little support for the view that the
refutation of Christian heresy was a major concern of the author.

All things considered, it seems likely that John had chiefly in
mind as ’probable readers the Christians living in a city such as
Ephesus. Barrett correctly observes that ‘it seems very doubtful
whether anyone, however intelligent, who had not a good grounding
in the gospel tradition and elementary Christian theology would
appreciate it.’** The subtle liturgical and sacramental allusions
throughout the Gospel would surely pass over the heads of even
highly educated pagans. Thus it would be an error to look upon this
work, any more than any other of the NT writings, as primarily
addressed to those who did not yet profess the Christian faith.
John’s Gospel is undoubtedly aimed at sustaining and intensifying the
life of faith of all its readers, and in this sense has affinities with
apologetical literature.

CONCLUSION

While none of the NT writings is directly and professedly apologetical,
nearly all of them contain reflections of the Church’s efforts to
exhibit the credibility of its message and to answer the obvious
objections that would have arisen in the minds of adversaries, pros-
pective converts, and candid believers. Parts of the NT—such as the
major Pauline letters, Hebrews, the four Gospels, and Acts—reveal an
apologetical preoccupation in the minds of the authors themselves.

A critical sifting of the NT materials makes it indubitable that the
Resurrection of Jesus held a place of unique importance in the
earliest Christian apologetic. This event, interpreted in the light of
Biblical prophecy, was seen as the great sign that Jesus had been
divinely constituted as Messiah and Lord. The charismatic
phenomena in the early community, especially the gifts of prophecy
and miracle-working, were viewed as evidences that the risen Lord
had sent forth His Spirit upon the Christian community and was at
work through it, establishing His messianic reign. The last age of the
world, therefore, had already begun in the Church.

In addition to these arguments, which presumably belonged to
the stock in trade of the entire community, Paul makes use of other
arguments against the pagans. In particular he contends that those
who fall away from the worship of the living and true God, who has
now revealed Himself in Jesus, inevitably fall into idolatry, cruelty,
mutual hatred, and all manner of perversion.
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The letter to the Hebrews, the best example of the early Christian
apologetic to the Jews, shows how Christianity, thanks to the perfect
mediatorship of Jesus, surpassingly fulfills all the authentic values of
the OT.

The four Evangelists have each their own distinctive slant on the
way Jesus manifests Himself as the divine redeemer. Mark conveys
this realization by evoking numinous sentiments of awe and fascina-
tion. He vividly portrays the impact made by the Son of God upon
the Apostles as He walked among men. They are dazzled and stupe-
fied, as if by a brilliance too great for them to take in. Matthew,
addressing Christians not as yet fully weaned from Judaism, depicts
Jesus as the new Moses, teaching a new and higher justice. Luke—
both in his Gospel and in his ‘second volume,” Acts—describes the
insertion of the Church as a Spirit-filled community into the midst of
world history and shows its links with Jerusalem and Rome. John,
finally, proposes the image of Jesus as the Light who has come into
the world to shine upon the children of God in every nation and to
give them a more abundant life of freedom, truth and mutual love.

The primary commendation of the good news as set forth in the
Gospels would seem to be the attractiveness of the message itself—or
rather of the reality that Christ brought into the world. But not all are
drawn to the faith. The Evangelists, particularly John, teach that no
one can sincerely accept the Christian message unless he experiences
the inner attraction of grace and is willing to live up to the moral
demands of the gospel. To those who are called and are willing to
sacrifice all else for the following of Christ, the Gospel gives a joy
and peace that are not of this world.

The primary sign of credibility, to judge from the Gospels, would
seem to be the person of Jesus, with His vitality, determination, and
compassion, and His uniquely authoritative manner of teaching and
acting. As secondary signs, not wholly separable from the person and
work of Jesus, the Gospels call attention to the miracles. Jesus
Himself, according to the accounts, invokes His miracles as external
confirmations of His divine mission.

Just as the Apostles explained the Resurrection of Jesus ‘according
to the Scriptures,’ so too Jesus, according to the Evangelists, interprets
His miracles according to what ‘was written’ of Him in the Hebrew
Scriptures. Thus in the NT the miracles, the Resurrection, and the
messianic prophecies coalesce into a single argument made up of
many converging elements.

The NT addresses itself primarily to persons who are familiar
with and who fully accept the Jewish Scriptures. The Christian
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fulfillment is presented as the key to the proper interpretation of the
ancient texts. New forms of apologetic would become necessary when
the Church, primarily based on Hellenistic soil, was forced to deal
continually with men born and bred in a very different intellectual
world.



CHAPTER TWO

The Patristic Era

Like the NT writings, most of the noncanonical Christian literature
until about A.D. 125 was concerned with establishing the faith and
discipline of the Christian community rather than with attempting to
demonstrate the credibility of the Christian faith. The writings of the
Apostolic Fathers (Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp,
and others), while affording valuable materials that could be exploited
by the apologetics of later centuries, did not themselves engage in
what one should call apologetics. After the 1st quarter of the 2nd
century, however, apologetics became the most characteristic form of
Christian writing. This shift from a purely intra-Church literature to
documents addressed to the outside world can be attributed for the
most part to four groups:

1. Converts. Scientifically educated men were entering the Church
—men who felt the ability, the need, and the urge to come to grips
with the pagan philosophy they had once espoused, to justify the
radical change in their manner of life, to give a reason for the faith
that was in them. This urge to speak out was admirably phrased by
Justin: ‘Whoever can speak out the truth and fails to do so shall be
condemned by God.™

2. Philosophers. Attacks on Christianity were no longer a mere
matter of mob ignorance. Empty rumors of atheism, immorality, and
Thyestean banquets began to yield to more serious and sophisticated
charges. From the 2d through the 4th centuries the assault became
increasingly intellectual, and Christians in response felt the need to
give a more carefully reasoned justification for their faith.

3. Emperors. Under the Antonines, from Trajan to Commodus,
the Church continued to experience severe persecutions the legal basis
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for which was not entirely clear. The emperors, who had ultimate
responsibility for the treatment of Christians, were in some cases
fair-minded persons, prepared to listen to rational argument. This
gave the Christians reason to hope that by presenting their case in
the best light they might win civil tolerance and perhaps even persuade
their secular rulers to embrace the faith. Many of the apologies were
therefore addressed to emperors and other civil magistrates.

4. Jews. Some of the Jews outside the Church were eager to
slander Christians and to denounce them to the civil authorities.
The Christians sought to refute these charges and in some cases to
respond in kind. As in New Testament times, they wished to persuade
the Jews that Jesus Christ was the fulfillment of the hopes of ancient
Israel. To those Judeo-Christians who attempted to combine faith in
Christ with observance of the Mosaic Law, including the Levitical
worship in the Temple, the Christians sought to demonstrate that
Christ had set His faithful free from the obligations of the old
covenant.

Schematically, the works of the Apologists can be divided into
two main categories: political apologies, designed to win civil
tolerance, and religious apologies, intended to win new converts to
the faith. The religious apologies can in turn be divided into those
aimed at paganism and those aimed at Judaism. While a few of the
apologies fall clearly into one or another of these categories, many cut
across all such schematic divisions.

From a literary point of view the controversial literature of the
Christians naturally followed the patterns previously worked out on
Hellenistic soil in encounters between Platonists and Aristotelians,
between Stoics and Epicureans, and between Jews and pagans.
Apologies and exhortations, dialogues and diatribes had been in use
since the time of Plato and Aristotle.?2 Of special value as models for
Christian apologetic were the assaults by the philosophers on polythe-
ism and idolatry, and the efforts by Hellenistic Jews to establish the
superiority of the Mosaic revelation over pagan wisdom.

Among the pagan opponents of superstitious religion particular
mention should be made of the Stoics Zeno (late 3d century B.C.) and
Apollodorus of Athens (2d century B.C.), the Academic philosopher
Carneades (2d century B.C.), and the Epicurean Philodemus (Ist
century B.C.). The Wisdom of Solomon, composed by a Hellenistic
Jew, probably in Alexandria during the 2d half of the 1st century B.C.,
takes over some of the same arguments to expose the folly of idolatry
(see especially chapter 14).

It was at Alexandria in the 2d and 1st centuries B.C. that the Jews
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effected the richest synthesis between Mosaic religion and Hellenistic
philosophy. Philo, who wrote at Alexandria in the Ist half of the
Ist century A.D., tried to show in his voluminous commentaries on
the Pentateuch that Moses had received by divine revelation a wisdom
more certain and sublime than the highest speculations of the
philosophers. By allegorical methods of exegesis he sought to harmon-
ize the Jewish Scriptures with the fruits of Hellenistic speculation.

The Alexandrian Jews, like the Christians of the next few centuries,
had to face the problem how the pagan sages had achieved such
high insights without apparent dependence on divine revelation.
To this they gave, as Professor Wolfson® has shown, three character-
istic answers. Sometimes they said that the Greek philosophers
~ actually depended upon Moses. This contention, which seems to go
back to the Jewish Peripatetic Aristobulus (2d century B.C.), recurs
in certain passages in which Philo accuses Heraclitus of having
snatched his theory of the opposites from Moses ‘like a thief” and
maintains that the Greek legislators ‘copied’ the laws of Moses.
In a similar vein, the fourth book of Maccabees asserts that Eleazer
and his brothers were fortified by the law of reason, which was
derived from the Mosaic Law.

In other passages the Jewish apologists, without insisting on
actual derivation, are content to argue that Hebrew wisdom is at least
more ancient than that of the Gentiles. Thus Philo, according to
Wolfson,* sometimes says merely that Moses anticipated the dis-
coveries of the Greek philosophers. Josephus, in his apologetic work
Against Apion (about A.D. 93-95), insists strongly on the antiquity of
the institutions of the Jews.

Third, the Jewish apologists occasionally argue that philosophy
was a special gift of God to the Greeks, enabling them to discover by
reason what was made known to the Jews by revelation. ‘It is heaven,’
writes Philo, ‘which has showered philosophy upon us; it is the
human mind which has received it, but it is sight which as guide has
brought the two together.’® Some Jewish apologists, such as Josephus,
argued from prophecies allegedly uttered by pagan sibyls.

These three solutions regarding the relation between revelation
and philosophy will reappear in the apologetics of the Greek Fathers.

APOLOGISTS OF THE SECOND CENTURY

Two of the earliest Christian apologies are unfortunately known to
scholars only from fragments quoted by other authors. One of these,
the apocryphal Preaching of Peter, exalts Biblical monotheism and
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ridicules idolatry in much the same style as do the pagan philosophers
and the Jewish polemicists already mentioned.® The other, the apology
addressed by Quadratus to the Emperor Hadrian in A.D. 125, survives,
it would appear, only in a single sentence quoted in Eusebius’s
History of the Church (4.3.1-2).7 This fragment speaks of Jesus’
miracles and mentions that some of the persons cured by Him or
raised by Him from the dead are still alive. This point is of interest
because, generally speaking, the miracles of Jesus occupy a very
subordinate place in the apologetics of the first 3 centuries. The
Christians did not want their faith confused with pagan thauma-
turgy.

The most important Apologist prior to Justin is unquestionably
the Athenian philosopher Aristides, whose brief Apology,® like that of
Quadratus, was addressed to the Emperor Hadrian about 125. An
early excursion into comparative religion, this work divides all man-
kind into five categories: barbarians, Greeks, Egyptians, Jews, and
Christians. The barbarians, says the author, are in error because they
adore the inanimate elements and images made in honor of these,
even though it is evident to reason that the elements are moved by
forces that rule over them, and thus cannot be divine. The Greeks
introduce imaginary and fictitious gods, whose immoral conduct
deprives them of any title to worship. The Egyptians, being more
stupid than other men, adore plants, herbs, reptiles, and quadrupeds.
Some of them even worship dumb idols. The Jews are superior to all
previously mentioned because they adore the one God and imitate
His magnanimity by practicing works of mercy, but their high
principles are belied by their superstitious observances, which seem
to rest on the assumption that God stands in need of gifts and
sacrifices. The Christians, finally, surpass all others because they
worship the one true God in uprightness, as is attested by the purity
and modesty of their lives. In conformity with their faith, Christians
tell the truth, show mutual love, and have compassion even for their
enemies. '

Notwithstanding its brevity, Aristides’ Apology deserves high
respect for its clarity and firmness of argument. By placing primary
emphasis on the good moral lives of Christians, including their
purity and charity, rather than the Biblical miracles, this work lays
the basis for some of the most successful apologetics of the next few
centuries.

The two Apologies® composed at Rome by Justin Martyr, the
first about A.D. 150, the other between 155 and 160, are primarily
concerned with winning civil toleration for Christians. The First
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Apology, addressed to the Emperors Antoninus Pius and Lucius
Commodus, argues in the name of fair play that Christians should not
be condemned on the basis of their name alone. Just as Hadrian in his
Rescript to the Proconsul of Asia (about A.D. 125) had urged that the
charges against Christians should be impartially investigated, so now,
Justin argues, civil authorities should take pains to see whether in
fact the Christian faith is destructive of civic loyalty. After setting
forth in some detail the beliefs and practices of the Christians,
Justin draws the conclusion that even if the Christians should be
judged foolish and misguided, at least they have done nothing worthy
of the death penalty.

In his Second Apology Justin takes up again many of the same
themes, seeking to defend his fellow religionists against a new wave of
unjust condemnations. In some important sections of this work Justin
attempts to relate Christianity to pagan philosophy, arguing that the
philosophers achieved by reason many valid insights that Christians
believe on the strength of divine revelation; but the philosophers,
having only partial knowledge, fell into many errors and contra-
dictions. In both Apologies Justin propounds his famous thesis that
the philosophers, being enlightened by the divine Logos, were in
some sense Christians without knowing it.1°

From Justin comes the only extant 2d-century apology addressed
to the Jews. His Dialogue with Trypho the Jew'* was composed some
time after the First Apology, and perhaps after the second. The first
8 chapters of this Dialogue are precious for their account of Justin’s
own conversion from paganism to Christianity, largely as a result of
his study of the OT Prophets. In later chapters Justin attempts to
prove from numerous scriptural prophecies the messiahship and
divinity of Jesus Christ. He also answers various Jewish objections
against Christianity. To the charge that the Christians are unfaithful
to the Mosaic Law, Justin replies that the old law has been abrogated
by the New Testament and that only the Christians are in a position
to interpret the Hebrew Scriptures correctly. In the final chapters of
the Dialogue Justin develops the idea that the Church is the new
Israel and urges the Jews to repent of their obstinacy. Notwith-
standing the apparent harshness of some of his statements, Justin
avoids the rude anti-Semitism of some later apologists. At the end of
the Dialogue he and Trypho take leave of each other with a friendly
exchange of farewells.

If for no other reason than the sheer bulk of his achievement,
Justin is the most important 2d-century Apologist. A man of noble
and sincere character, he commands respect for his frank and open
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esteem for pagan philosophers and Jewish theologians. His style of
writing is unfortunately disorderly and prolix. Many of his historical
and exegetical arguments, moreover, fail to stand up under critical
scrutiny.

Sometimes included in the corpus of Justin’s works are several
apologetical pieces written by others. The most notable of these, the
Cohortatio ad graecos (Exhortation to the Greeks),'? is an eloquent
appeal for cornversion, probably composed in the 3d century. Unlike
Justin, the author finds nothing commendable in the religion or
philosophy of the Greeks. After considering in outline the religious
views of the philosophers, he concludes that their sole utility is to
have pointed out one another’s errors. Whatever traits of authentic
monotheism are to be found in Plato and others should be attributed,
according to this apologist, to the influence of Moses, whose revela-
tions were transmitted to the Greeks through the Egyptians. For fear
of hemlock, he contends, Plato did not dare admit the true source of
his ideas. Likewise immoderately hostile to Greek religion and
philosophy is the pseudo-Justinian Oratio ad graecos ( Discourse to the
Greeks),'® a pamphlet written by some zealous convert probably in
the period between 150 and 225.

Something of the same rigorism penetrates the work of Justin’s
disciple Tatian, who composed, around the time that he joined the
sect of the Encratites (about 170), a bitter polemic against Greek
culture resembling the later works of Tertullian. After excoriating
the immoralities of the Olympian gods, the absurdities of Greek
mythology, the indecency of public religious festivals, and the vices
and contradictions of the philosophers, Tatian briefly recounts how
he himself in his search for truth came to accept the simple and
sublime teaching of the Prophets, notwithstanding their despised
barbarism. In the customary apologetical style Tatian attempts to
prove that Moses is more ancient than Homer and all other writers.
Violent and crude as he is, Tatian is not lacking in originality,
intelligence, and moral character.

It is with relief that one turns from these narrow diatribes to the
moderate and courteous work of Athenagoras of Athens, whom
Johannes Quasten calls ‘unquestionably the most eloquent of the
early Christian apologists.”’® His Embassy (or Supplication) for
the Christians,'® dedicated to the two Emperors Lucius Aurelius
Commodus and Marcus Aurelius (reigned 176-180), is essentially a
plea for civil toleration. After an introduction pointing out the great
variety of religious doctrines tolerated within the Empire, and
appealing to the Emperors’ sense of justice, Athenagoras takes up,
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first, the charge that the Christians are atheists and, next, the accusa-
tion that they practice immorality.

Athenagoras demonstrates that Christians are not atheists by
showing that their idea of God is more exalted and consequently
more divine than anything the pagans are able to attain to. Even the
polytheists, he adds, are atheists with regard to one another’s gods.
On philosophical grounds, moreover, it is evident that there cannot
be a plurality of gods. As regards the charges of cannibalism and
promiscuity that have been malignantly laid at the door of Christians,
he replies that Christians are bound by their religion to very strict
standards of chastity and to a respect for human life that extends even
to unborn infants, thus forbidding abortion. It is quite evident, he
concludes, that Christians obey the laws of the Empire and pray for its
peace and prosperity.

Also of apologetical interest is Athenagoras’s On the Resurrection
of the Dead,'” but since it deals only with this one doctrine rather
than with Christianity in general it may be omitted from this survey.

More akin to Tatian in spirit, but less skillful in argument, was
the Syrian bishop of Antioch, Theophilus, who composed shortly
after 180 an appeal to his friend Autolycus to become a Christian.®
Like many philosopher-converts of his time Theophilus was much
impressed by the wisdom of Moses and especially by the Genesis
account of the creation, which he takes to be the only reliable guide
to the origins of the universe. His insistence on the extreme antiquity
of the Mosaic revelation and on the supposedly prophetic oracles of
the Sybils shows the extent to which he was a victim of the illusions of
his day. If the Ad Autolycum has any value for the modern reader, this
is to be found in its appeal to what a later age would call the logic of
the heart. God, says Theophilus, is seen by those whose souls are
open to the light of the Spirit; He is hidden to those who dwell in
the darkness of sin. ‘Show me what manner of man you are, and I will
show you my God’ (ch. 2).

In the opinion of many critics the pearl of early Christian apolo-
getics is the brief Letter to Diognetus,'® a work of much debated
authorship and date. Today most scholars agree that it belongs to the
period from 120 to 210. A few, influenced by Paulus Andriessen,
identify it with the lost apology of Quadratus (about 125),2° but it
seems hardly likely that Quadratus would address Hadrian under
the pseudonym of Diognetus; nor does the sentence quoted by
Eusebius appear in the extant text of the Letter to Diognetus. In his
edition of the Diognetus?*' Henri-Irénée Marrou suggests hesitantly
that the author may have been Pantaenus, the Sicilian convert to
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Christianity who was head of the catechetical school of Alexandria
from 180 to about 199. If so, the addressee might well be the equestrian
procurator, Claudius Diognetus.

The letter aims to respond to three questions put to the author by
Diognetus. What sort of cult is Christianity to enable its adherents
to spurn pagan gods and Jewish superstitions? What is the secret of
the Christians’ affectionate love for one another? And why did the
new religion come into existence so late in the world’s history?
After a somewhat stereotyped exposure of the folly of idol worship
and the formalism of Jewish observance, the author presents a
striking description of the Christians as a new race of men, every-
where at home and everywhere strangers. Christians are to the world,
says the author, what the soul is to the body—and this comparison
he develops in a justly famous paragraph. Then he goes on to
consider the source of the exceptional serenity and courage of
Christians, namely the surpassing goodness of God, who has given
His own Son, the guiltless one, in order that the guilty might be freed
from condemnation. The final two chapters (11-12) are somewhat
different in thought and style. Presumably they come from another
hand.

More the preacher than the apologist, the author of the Diognetus
was a brilliant rhetorician who painted an appealing picture of
Christian faith and life. His portrait, even if idealized, undoubtedly
had a basis in the Church as he and his contemporaries experienced it.
Although some modern critics look upon this epistle as showy and
artificial, it remains one of the most stirring presentations of the
Christian ideal.

The work of the 2d-century Apologists, surveyed in the preceding
pages, reflects the vigor and the inconsistencies of youth. The writers,
none of them fully master of his subject, are alternately defensive and
aggressive toward adversaries. In most cases they make out a strong
case for religious tolerance. This they do, in the first place, by
showing that Christians, far from being atheists, propose a more
exalted notion of God than the other religions tolerated in the
Empire. Second, they convincingly refute the charges that Christians
are guilty of cannibalism and sexual promiscuity. Finally, they are on
solid ground in contending that, even though one should insist that
Christian teaching is absurd, the new religion contains nothing
criminal or detrimental to the State.

As arguments for conversion from paganism, these authors
generally show the weaknesses in pagan mythological theology and
tellingly expose the immoralities fostered by paganism. They go on to
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demonstrate how the more elevated concept of God in the Bible
inspires remarkable continence, charity, and courage on the part of
the faithful. They are able to point triumphantly to the unity of
Christians as a living sign of the cohesive power of the gospel. In
autobiographical passages authors such as Justin and Tatian movingly
indicate the motives that led to their own conversion. These personal
testimonies are still impressive.

But when these authors seek to demonstrate the authenticity of
the Biblical revelation, they fall into certain excesses, which are
scarcely surprising since they wrote before the dawn of critical
history. Relying too blindly on the claims of late Jewish apologetic, as
found, for example, in Philo and Josephus, they exaggerate the
antiquity of the Bible. When they insist on the perfect accord among
the Biblical authors, they gloss over important differences between
mutually opposed traditions. They speak of Scripture as though it
were totally written by Prophets and interpret prophetic inspiration
too much on the model of mantic possession, as described, for
example, in the Meno of Plato.

These early Apologists, moreover, lack any consistent view of the
value of classical culture, as found at its best in their favorite author,
Plato. Too often they approach this question with the tactics of
debaters. Their first wall of defense is to ridicule the Greek heritage,
but their second wall is to claim for Biblical religion all the genuine
value that is to be found in classicism. This they do by gratuitously
postulating—again under influence of the Jewish apologists—that
the Greeks had secretly pillaged from the writings of Moses. Another
convenient device is to allege that God has raised up prophets
among the Gentiles—a hypothesis that seemed to be confirmed
by the supposed prophecies of the Sibyls (although subsequent scholar-
ship has made it clear that the Sibylline oracles on which Jewish and
Christian apologists depended were in fact interpolations). Finally,
they sometimes have recourse, as does Justin, to the idea that even
the pagan philosophers were enlightened by the divine Logos. This
allows Justin, for instance, to claim the authentic wisdom in these
writers for Christianity, while he attributes their errors to the lack of
a full presence of the Logos in their midst. Justin’s doctrine of the
universal Logos was to have an important future in helping
theologians from Clement and Origen to Tillich and K. Rahner to
relate Christianity to the other religions, but in Justin’s hands it is as
yet little more than a defensive apologetical maneuver.

In their arguments against the Jews the Apologists rely chicfly on
the alleged OT prophecies of Christ. The modern reader, accustomed
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to more rigorous norms of exegesis, is likely to be put off by the
Apologists’ neglect of the primary literal meaning of these texts.
Sometimes their argument hinges on translations such as the
Septuagint. When the Hebrew text does not agree, they accuse the
rabbis of having mutilated the text out of hostility toward Christians.

In contending that the Jews are superstitious in their observance
of the works of the Law, the Apologists may have a valid point. But
they move too rapidly from this to a rejection of Judaism, without
sufficiently considering whether the Hebrew faith might be capable
of being corrected.

The contemporary Christian can scarcely avoid surprise at the
extent to which the 2d-century Apologists rely on Moses and the
Prophets as the source of their own faith. This is perhaps due to their
indebtedness to Jewish apologetics against the pagans. From a
modern point of view, it seems that these authors make too little of
the personal character of Jesus. The moral ideals of the Sermon on
the Mount are occasionally mentioned, but otherwise there is little
emphasis on the doctrine, miracles, and sanctity of Jesus, or even on
His Resurrection.

As might be expected at this early period, the Apologists do not
have any clear theory of the relations between reason and revelation,
or between Christianity and the other religions. They compare
religions with a view to ascertaining which is better than the others,
but they do not seek to prove the validity of religion itself or ask to
what extent the diverse religions might all be bearers of divine truth.
But to expect an adequate treatment of such subtle and profound
questions at a time when the Church has not yet emerged from the
catacombs would show a lack of historical sense. One should rather
be grateful that writers such as Aristides and Justin move as far as
they do toward the threshold of these questions.

THE ALEXANDRIANS OF THE THIRD CENTURY

Just as Alexandria was the city where Judaism became at home in the
Hellenistic world, so it was providentially destined to be the place
where Christian theology achieved maturity by entering into full
communion with the heritage of Greek philosophy. The first head of
the catechetical school, according to some scholars, was Athenagoras
of Athens, whose irenic apologetics have already been mentioned.
Pantaenus the Sicilian, who has been mentioned also,added prestige to
the school. With his successors, Clement and Origen, it became the most
brilliant theological center of the Christian world in the 3d century.



32 A History of Apologetics

Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-c. 214), probably an Athenian by
birth, was converted to Christianity and travelled to many lands in
search of religious instruction.?? At length he settled at Alexandria,
where he put himself at the feet of Pantaenus, whom he succeeded as
head of the school about 200. His principal works comprise the
trilogy, the Protrepticus (Converter ), the Paedagogus (Tutor), and the
Stromata (Miscellanies, or, literally, Carpets). The last of these
probably consists of fragments of a projected work, the Didascalus
(Instructor). These works deal with Christ in His threefold relation-
ship to the believer. First Christ converts, then He disciplines, and
finally He imparts wisdom.

For Clement’s apologetic one must look mainly to the Protrepticus,
his exhortation to conversion.2® Its literary form resembles that of
Aristotle’s Protrepticus and of other Greek and Roman productions,
including the lost Hortensius of Cicero—a work which Clement him-
self would probably not have known. While his arguments do not
greatly differ from those of Justin and other 2d-century Apologists,
Clement writes in a far more polished and graceful style, calculated to
attract his readers and make them enthusiastic for the following of
Christ. Having himself experienced the appeal of Greek mythology,
philosophy, and mystery cults, Clement is able to show how all these
values are surpassingly fulfilled in Christ, the true mystagogue and the
supreme master of wisdom.

In an introductory chapter Clement, capitalizing on the high
regard for music in the Greek tradition, praises the wonderful power
of music to give peace and strength to the human spirit. Christ, he
maintains, is the minstrel who imparts harmony to the universe and
makes music to God. As the new Orpheus He tames the souls of men,
far more savage than those of the wildest beasts. He is the new song,
which, like the canticles of David before Saul, drives out evil spirits
and restores health to those disturbed in mind.

In several entertaining chapters Clement then describes the various
mystery cults of the Hellenistic world, the mythical stories of the
gods, and the excesses of idol worship. From this he concludes that
the true atheists are not the Christians, as charged, but rather pagans,
who worship under the name of God objects that are not divine. Let
those in quest of truth learn not to deify the universe but to search for
its creator.

Turning then to Hellenic philosophy and poetry, Clement shows
that while the Greeks were involved in numerous errors they did
receive some glimmerings of truth, which are to be attributed to
divine inspiration. But he adds, as Justin did, that not knowing the
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Word Himself, the Greeks had no sure foothold and were therefore
unable to follow through on their best insights.

In two brief chapters Clement goes on to summarize the witness
of the Old and New Testaments. These chapters are happily free from
the wearisome and unconvincing arguments from fulfilled prophecy
that encumber so many of the apologetical treatises so far examined.
Clement’s OT quotations emphasize the majesty of God and His love
for man. In his references to the NT he makes fruitful use of Paul
and the Epistle to the Hebrews to illustrate the transcendent power of
the divine Word as it comes to man in Christ. This Word, according
to Clement, speaks to all men:

The Word was not hidden from any; He is a universal light; He
shines upon all men. No one is a Cimmerian in respect to the
Word [cf. Odyssey 11.13-16]. Let us hasten to salvation, to the
new birth. Let us, who are many, hasten to be gathered together
into one love corresponding to the union of the One Being.

At this point Clement interjects some reflections on the claims of
custom and shows how a false conservatism often holds men captive
and prevents them from adopting what is new and better. To pass
from custom to truth, he argues, is like passing from childhood to
maturity. These observations were obviously relevant at a time when
the most powerful opposition to Christianity, as shall be seen, was
coming from the advocates of antiquity and tradition.

In a climactic chapter Clement then portrays the divine Word as
the Sun of Righteousness (Mal 4.2 [=Vg Mal 3.20]) enlightening the
whole world. This chapter introduces a final exhortation in which the
sincere inquirer is bidden to resist the siren call of pleasure: ‘Only
resolve, and thou hast vanquished destruction; bound to the wood of
the cross [cf. Odyssey 12.178], thou shalt live freed of all corruption.’?s
In a passage replete with echoes from the Dionysiac rites Clement then
depicts the Logos as the true hierophant inviting mankind to share in
His mysteries.

With Clement, Christian apologetics finds the first of its great
masters. No longer does one feel obliged to make allowance for the
inevitable crudities and blunders of an uncouth childhood. Clement is
at home with his materials and by his genius infuses fresh life into the
dry bones of arguments already trite. His work is well ordered, yet
not wooden; he combines variety with symmetry. For the modern
taste his work may be overloaded with literary allusions and rhetorical
conceits, but Clement’s discretion and sincerity prevent him from
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degenerating into aimless artificiality. He is above all a Christian
humanist who moves easily amid the arts and letters of classical
civilization, combining Christian piety with the highest values of
ancient culture.

If his formal argumentation adds little to what has already been
seen in the 2d-century Apologists, Clement contributes a new and
better technique of persuasion. By means of a clearer presentation of
the Christian fact, viewed in relation to the Hellenistic and Hebrew
background, he illustrates how Christianity is able to fulfill and at the
same time correct the religious aspirations and insights at work in
human history. Unlike many of his 2d-century predecessors, Clement
focuses on Christ the Incarnate Word, whom he sees at work in the
depths of all human souls, leading each and all toward the moment
when they can encounter His personal presence and benefit to the full
from His divinizing influence.

The Alexandrian school of apologetics, brought to such great
heights by Clement, was to reach its climax with Origen, who
succeeded Clement as head of the catechetical school. Origen was born
in Alexandria about 184. While he was still a boy he lost his father to
martyrdom. His chief work in life was the study and exposition of
Holy Scripture—an occupation that took him deep into textual
criticism and exegesis, both literal and spiritual. To equip himself
yet better he studied philosophy under Ammonius Saccas, the father
of Neoplatonism. About 246, about seven years before his death, he
wrote, at the request of a friend and benefactor, a detailed reply to the
anti-Christian polemic of Celsus, which had been written about 178.

Before Origen’s reply the work of Celsus himself should be
briefly considered. Entitled the True Doctrine ( Aléethés Logos), it was
the most important tract against the Christian faith prior to the time
of Porphyry and continued to furnish materials for tracts against
Christianity until the 19th century.?® Celsus himself was not a deep
thinker but rather an ardent champion of Hellenistic culture in all
its aspects as an ideal to be kept alive. An eclectic Platonist, Celsus
believed in one supreme god and a multitude of local deities as his
subordinates. This belief enabled him to accept all the rituals of
national religion without repudiating the monotheism of the
philosophers. By the true doctrine he meant that ancient tradition on
which the institutions of Hellenistic society had been built. The
Jews, and even more, in his opinion, the Christians, were corrupting
the venerable traditions and thereby undermining the structures of
society.

From the abundant quotations in Origen’s reply one can recon-
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struct a good portion of Celsus’ work, which has unfortunately
perished. The book falls into two main parts, in the first of which
Celsus objects to Christianity in the person of an imaginary Jew.
He alleges that Jesus was born of an adulterous union, that He
learned magical arts in Egypt, and that He invented the story of His
own virginal conception. The Resurrection of Jesus is held to be either
an imposture or a delusion suffered by the Apostles. The fact that
Jesus was betrayed by one of His own disciples and suffered death is
taken as proof that He could not have been divine. If Jesus had fore-
seen His own death, Celsus argues, He would have been able to
prevent it.

In Part 2 Celsus objects in his own person. The Christians, he
argues, demand a faith not based on examination, and this can only
be an irrational commitment. Further, they shun open debate with the
learned. They operate as a secret society and, despising wisdom, seduce
the ignorant and the credulous. The Bible is full of childish legends
and falls far below the finest achievements of classical history. It
falsely teaches that God changes His mind, that He chooses favorites
among the human race, and that He manages the whole of creation
for the benefit of man alone. The acceptable doctrines of Christianity,
such as its ethical teaching and its doctrine of future rewards and
punishments, are also professed by the better pagan philosophers.
Worship of the one supreme God should not prevent the peoples of
the various nations from also propitiating the lesser deities who are
particularly charged with their protection. Instead of separating
themselves from the rest of men, Christians should worship the
local deities, live according to the customs of their country, and do
their part in military and political service.

Origen’s reply, known by the title Contra Celsum,*? is lengthy
(more than 500 pages in most editions) and somewhat disordered.
After an early section in which he takes up some of the more important
questions, he begins to follow the argument of Celsus point by point.
Since his answers are meticulously detailed, here no more than a few
of his main contentions can be indicated.

In his preface Origen explains that faith is not based on philo-
sophical demonstrations but, as Paul expresses it, on ‘demonstration
of the Spirit and of power’ (1 Cor 2.4). By this Origen understands the
influence of God as it comes to men through prophecies and miracles.
Consequently no true believer can allow his faith to be shaken by
plausible human arguments. Although there is a risk that some will
be weakened in their faith by a refutation of Celsus—as if faith could
really rest on human reasons—still this risk must be taken in order to
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help those who have little or no experience of true faith and who
would consequently be misled if Celsus went unanswered.

Taking up the objections in Part 1, Origen begins by asserting
that the evident nobility of Jesus’ character makes it incredible that
He would have invented the story of His own virginal conception in
order to avoid the disgrace of illegitimacy. Equally baseless is the
idea that Jesus and the Apostles, who laid down their lives for their
doctrine, were fraudulent magicians.

In his effort to undermine the historicity of the Bible, Origen
continues, Celsus inconsistently selects certain facts to provide a basis
for his objections and dismisses others as fictions. He uses no
principle of selection other than his own prejudices. In asking
Christians to demonstrate the historicity of certain incidents, he
makes an impossible demand, since there can be no strict proof of the
reality of numerous past events—e.g., the Trojan War—that are
universally admitted to have occurred. If Celsus were really the Jew
in whose name he was objecting, he would admit the historical truth
of the stories about Moses, and it would then be easy to convince him
about Jesus, who is far more easily known.

To prove to the imaginary Jew that Jesus is the Christ, Origen
argues first from the messianic prophecies, then from the miracles of
Jesus, and finally from the traces of miraculous power still to be found
among Christians, especially when the minds of those who accept the
gospel are marvelously filled with peace and joy.

The fact that Jesus suffered and died does not prove that He did
not foresee His own betrayal. Even some of the Greek heroes,
such as Socrates and Leonides (the Spartan general who gave his life
at Thermopylae), submitted to a death that they foresaw and could
have escaped. The Resurrection of Jesus could not have been an
invention because the disciples devoted themselves to preaching
it at the risk of their own lives. Nor was it a fantasy, for daytime
hallucinations such as the Resurrection appearances never occur
among sane persons. This greatest of miracles was, moreover,
predicted in prophecy.

Turning his attention now to Celsus’ own objections (Part 2),
Origen protests that the Christian faith is free from all obscurantism.
In principle it would be desirable for all believers to be able to make a
personal study of the grounds of faith, but those who have not the
leisure to do so must, like the adherents of philosophical schools,
rely at least initially on the authority of their teachers. Jesus, who laid
down His life for the flock, is a far more trustworthy guide than the
founders of the philosophical sects who enjoy so much authority
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among the pagans. The Christian, while he may be simple and
uneducated, does not despise true wisdom. The wisdom against which
Paul vituperates is a false, worldly wisdom leading to blindness.

The Mosaic history, according to Origen, far from being childish
legend, is more ancient and reliable than the history of the Greeks,
who gladly learned from nations older than their own. Celsus
misunderstands the Bible in a slavishly literal way when he takes its
anthropomorphic statements about God at face value. Unlike the
Greeks whom Celsus so admires, Moses does not tell immoral and
incredible tales about the gods. Nowhere does the Bible teach that,
for all the favors granted to the Jews, they alone are loved by God.
Christians teach that Christ came to save all sinners everywhere. As
for the Biblical doctrine that all things are made for man, it agrees
with sound philosophy, which places man higher in the scale of being
than irrational creatures.

The fact that certain Christian doctrines are taught by Greek
philosophers is no reason for denying that they are revealed. Plato,
among others, was able to discern the ‘invisible things of God’
(cf. Rom 1.20), but neither he nor his followers avoided polytheistic
worship. To worship lesser divinities is offensive to God, for He
commands all things by His personal providence. The fact that angels
may have some share in the government of the universe does not
permit man to adore them with divine honors.

Celsus errs, finally, in imagining that it would be a disaster if the
whole Empire were converted to Christianity. In answer to the true
worship and prayer being offered to Him, God would surround the
Empire with greater protection and blessings. As it is, Christians do
no harm to the state. While refusing to bear arms and to accept
certain political offices, they benefit the state by their prayers and by
teaching men to live upright lives.

Origen’s reply to Celsus indicates, first of all, how he would meet
the objections put to him; but incidentally, in the course of his reply,
Origen gives certain indications of the grounds of credibility support-
ing his own faith. In one important passage he asserts that “. . . the
evidences of Jesus’ divinity are the Churches of people who have
been helped, the prophecies spoken about him, the cures which are
done in his name, the knowledge and wisdom in Christ, and reason
which is to be found in those who know how to advance beyond mere
faith, and how to search out the meaning of the divine scriptures’
(3.33). In addition, Origen often speaks of the moral stature of
Christ and of the wonderful moral renewal that takes place in the
lives of those who live up to their Christian faith. He alludes also to
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the rapid propagation of the Christian religion, which Providence
has made stronger than all the worldly powers that have sought to
destroy it.

The Contra Celsum ranks high among the classics of apologetics.
Adopting a direct and logical style Origen pursues each argument to its
ultimate conclusion. His reflections take him into profound disqui-
sitions on subjects such as the problem of evil, the resurrection of the
body, the senses of Scripture, and the functions of angels and demons.
He is perhaps the first apologist who seems prepared to take on any
objection that can be urged against the Christian faith, whether from
the standpoint of history, of philosophy, or of the natural sciences.

For all its erudition and solidity, the Contra Celsum has never
been popular reading. Unlike the Protrepticus of Clement, it is not
a polished literary achievement. Following no clear outline of his
own, Origen allows the order and emphasis to be chiefly dictated by
Celsus’ diatribe. Once Celsus’ work was lost, Origen’s reply became
hard to follow. To some extent, also, the objections of Celsus became
dated as Middle Platonism gave way to Neoplatonism in the latter
part of the 3d century. Many of Origen’s arguments are too much
ad hominem to be serviceable against objections raised from other
quarters.

Clement and Origen between them mark the decisive epoch when
Christian apologetics achieves maturity. No longer pleading for
mere toleration, whether political or intellectual, they launch a
vigorous counteroffensive. Having mastered the full range of pagan
philosophy and letters, they can speak as authorities in their own
right. While continuing to make use of certain arguments borrowed
from Platonic and Stoic philosophers, Jewish controversialists, and
earlier Christian apologists, they assimilate what they borrow and
make it a part of their own system. The most impressive feature of their
apologetic is not so much what they have to say about any particular
problem, nor even the sum total of their individual assertions, but
rather the example of what they do. By their mighty syntheses they
inspire faith that the gospel can engender a wisdom more com-
prehensive and profound than any rival religion or any philosophy
that does not rest on revelation.

LATIN APOLOGISTS OF THE THIRD CENTURY

All the works analyzed thus far were composed in Greek, but at the
end of the 2d century Christian apologists in the West, both in
Italy and Africa, begin to write in Latin. Their works increasingly
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reflect the practical, Latin cast of mind, perhaps especially because
so many of the apologists of this period were convert lawyers.

Remarkably placid and urbane in spirit is the dialogue Octavius,?8
composed about the end of the 2d century by the distinguished
Roman advocate, Marcus Minucius Felix, who had become a convert
to Christianity. The work is an imaginary conversation among three
characters: the pagan Caecilius, the Christian Octavius, and the
author, Minucius, who is supposed to be still a pagan. The author
takes the role of chairman and judge.

Caecilius, in this dialogue, combines the skepticism of the
Academy with religious traditionalism. The universe, he contends,
is so great a riddle that human speculation can achieve no certain
knowledge regarding the existence or nature of the gods. It is most
prudent therefore to adhere to the religion of one’s ancestors, which
has brought abundant blessings to the Empire. To become a Christian,
according to Caecilius, would be to join a secret society that under-
mines the national religion, teaches absurd doctrines, and practices
moral infamies.

Octavius, in reply, readily concedes that man should begin with
the effort to understand himself rather than the whole universe. But
since man is not an isolated individual, he is bound to reflect on his
position in the world. Contemplating the harmony of nature and the
beauty of man himself, one cannot but feel the creative power of God.
The best philosophers, such as Plato, hold with the Christians that
God is incomprehensible, invisible, and unique. Popular imagination,
however, fell away from the sound insights of philosophy and devised
immoral tales about the gods. As for the greatness of Rome, it does
not derive, as Caecilius imagines, from the protection of these
fictitious gods, many of whom were violently captured from Rome’s
vanquished foes. Finally, Christians are manifestly innocent of the
gross crimes imputed to them, such as ritual sacrifice and promiscuity,
for their doctrine clearly inculcates reverence for life and chastity.
At the conclusion of the dialogue Octavius declares himself convinced
of the main points, and the three friends part on cordial terms.

As a literary composition, the Octavius is clear, graceful, and
elegant.?® Minucius Felix shows himself well versed in classical
philosophy and letters, and expresses himself in a pleasing Ciceronian
style. His argument is persuasive so far as it goes, but the exposition
of Christianity, as many critics have noted, is very rudimentary. He
never once quotes the Bible nor does he penetrate beyond the threshold
of theology. In the author’s defense it may be said that his aim is
simply to write a winning introduction to Christianity for the benefit
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of cultivated Romans who know nothing of the Bible and have no
special interest in Judeo-Christian speculation. This modest aim
Minucius Felix attains with eminent success.

Because of certain correspondences with Tertullian’s To the
Pagans and Apology, some critics have maintained that the Octavius
must be dependent on these works. Others contend that Tertullian,
on the contrary, relies on Minucius Felix.3® However this question
may be resolved, it remains true that the two authors are vastly
different in spirit and in style. Minucius Felix displays a noble
reserve and consistently avoids all suggestions of polemical invective,
whereas Tertullian is intense and aggressive. One can hardly imagine
Tertullian writing, as Minucius Felix does in chapter 20, that the
philosophers of old were truly Christians and that the Christians of
today are the true philosophers. Minucius Felix writes for the dying
age of Roman religion, but Tertullian represents a Church ready to
challenge and defy the pagan world.

From Rome one may now turn to Carthage, which became the
principal theological center for the Latin-speaking world in the
3d century. The most prominent speaker for the Carthaginian Church
at the beginning of the century was Tertullian,! who was converted
about 193 and wrote voluminously in defense of Catholicism until
his lapse into Montanism about 207. He died, apparently still a
Montanist, sometime after 220. A lawyer skilled in the practice of
the Roman courts, he applied his extraordinary forensic talents with
great success to the Christian cause. Many of his early works are
primarily apologetical, whereas his later works tend toward contro-
versy with other Christian groups.

Tertullian’s Apology (197),32 probably the finest of his writings, is
a brilliant application of Roman juridical principles to the defense of
Christianity. In the opening chapters he demonstrates with irresistible
logic how repugnant the persecutions are to the traditions of Roman
jurisprudence. Among all criminals, he asks, why are Christians
alone convicted for their name with no investigation of their
deeds? By what logic does Trajan’s Rescript authorize the
conviction of Christians while at the same time forbidding the state
to seek them out? ‘If you condemn them why not also search for
them? If you do not search for them, why not also acquit them?’
(ch. 2). In subsequent chapters Tertullian goes on to expose with
wit and sarcasm the absurdity of the standard charges against
Christians—infanticide, sexual promiscuity, and atheism. In chapter
17 he points out that the Christian conception of God as all-seeing,
all-powerful, and all-perfect is that which springs spontaneously into
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the minds of pagans so that even they, in their unguarded moments,
give testimony to the Christian God. They cry out, ‘good God,’
‘God almighty,’ ‘God grant it,” and the like. ‘O testimony of the soul,’
Tertullian comments, ‘which is by natural instinct Christian!’

But Tertullian, unlike Justin and Minucius Felix, does not con-
clude that the pagans are capable of true religion apart from positive
revelation. He goes on in the Apology to point out that God has had
to raise up Prophets in order for them to accept in deliberate faith
what nature already prompts them to believe. He shows how God’s
witnesses, the Prophets of the OT, spoke of Christ and of the punish-
ments that would be visited on the Jewish people for their infidelity.
These prophecies, Tertullian asserts, are being fulfilled as the Jews
wander homeless.

Reverting to the Roman policies, Tertullian then attacks the
practice of forcing the Christians to worship the gods of the Empire.
‘No one, not even a man, will be willing to receive the worship of an
unwilling client.” If the Egyptians were permitted by Roman law to
deify birds and beasts and to condemn to death anyone who killed
these ‘gods,” why are the Christians forbidden to worship the one
God of all? Any religion seems to be lawful except the worship of
the one God to whom all men belong! (ch. 24).

The Romans have no right to argue that failure to worship their
gods will undermine the Empire, since these gods cannot be shown to
exist. Rome achieved its greatness before the present deities were
worshipped, and most of them were violently stolen by the Romans
from nations vanquished by them—a theme also developed, as we
have seen, by Minucius Felix.

Having refuted the charges that Christian practices are evil,
Tertullian goes on to demonstrate that they are good. He shows how
Christians pray for the emperor and perform the service of pointing
out to him that he too is a man. In chapter 39 he gives a moving
description of the Christian way of life, reminiscent of that in Justin’s
First Apology. ‘We form one body because of our religious convic-
tions, and because of the divine origin of our way of life and the bond
of a common hope.’ The mutual charity of Christians is such that even
their enemies exclaim, ‘see how they love one another.’” Everything is
held in common among Christians—except, again in contrast to
paganism, their wives.

In the closing chapters Tertullian sets forth his reflections upon
martyrdom, for him a favorite theme. In going to their death,
Christians show their supreme freedom. No one can put them to
death, for they are Christians only because they will to be. Christians
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do not will to suffer, but they accept suffering willingly. The vicious-
ness of the Roman officials is proof of the innocence of Christians,
whose virtue shines forth most splendidly in their destruction.
‘We become more numerous every time we are hewn down by you:
the blood of Christians is seed’ (ch. 50).

Tertullian’s Apology is the most powerful and moving of its kind
in the patristic era. While it lacks the urbanity of Minucius Felix and
the philosophic depth of Clement and Origen, it throbs with a fierce
love of truth and virtue. The iron logic of Tertullian’s argument
glows with passionate intensity, so that his arguments sear even as
they cut. The fervent African raises the rhetoric of the Roman court-
room to a new pitch of eloquence.

Most of Tertullian’s other apologetical works are best seen in
relation to the Apology. His early work, Against the Jews, in which he
demonstrates that Christ fulfills the prophecies of the Old Testament
and supersedes its Law, may be found more briefly in chapter 20 of
the Apology. To the Pagans (early 197) may be viewed almost as a
first draft of the Apology. His brief treatise, The Testimony of the Soul
(late 197), is simply an expansion of the argument already noted in the
Apology, chapter 17. To Scapula, a plea for toleration in time of
persecution (about 212), recapitulates many arguments already given
in the Apology, felicitously developing the doctrine of religious
freedom.

Although no effort has been made to include in this survey polemi-
cal works against Christian heresies—which would involve a detailed
discussion of particular doctrines of the faith—an exception may here
be made in favor of Tertullian’s Prescription of Heretics,?® since this
work deals with the case against heresy in general. Like the 4Apology
it reveals the author’s forensic talents at their height. Using the plea
known technically in the courts as praescriptio, Tertullian seeks to
bar the heretics from even entering their suit. He argues, essentially,
that Christ handed over His revelation to the Church, to be taught
by its authorized spokesmen. There is no other way of getting at
Christian revelation than by listening to those Churches that can
claim continuity with the Apostles. The heresies are new, or at least
they depart from the apostolic faith, and therefore have no right to be
heard as authentic Christianity. The heretics are not entitled to appeal
to the Scriptures, which belong to the Church alone. Their case should
therefore be dismissed out of hand rather than debated on its merits.

Tertullian’s argument here is plausible and has deservedly made its
mark on subsequent theology. But he obviously does not meet all
possible objections. Might it not be, for instance, that Catholicism
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has fallen away from its pristine purity and is in need of reformation?
If so, can one exclude the possibility that persons lacking in juridical
status might have a keener insight than the authorized officials of the
legitimate Church?

In point of fact, purely formal arguments from authority do not
suffice to bring conviction. That Tertullian himself saw the necessity
of discussing individual heresies on their merits is proved by the fact
that he wrote special treatises against Marcion, Hermogenes,
Praxeas, the Valentinians, and others. Tertullian’s own lapse into
Montanism, moreover, is a practical denial of the principles on which
his reasoning in the Prescription is based.

For all his cleverness Tertullian is an unreliable guide. His
arguments are more adapted to the atmosphere of the courtroom than
to the scholarly reflection of the schools. Although influenced by
Stoicism and familiar with other schools of thought, Tertullian had
little liking for dispassionate speculation. Unlike Clement and Origen,
Justin and Minucius Felix, he had little respect for Socrates, Plato,
and the philosophers. ‘What has Jerusalem to do with Athens, the
Church with the Academy, the Christian with the heretic? Our
principles come from the Porch of Solomon, who had himself taught
that the Lord is to be sought in simplicity of heart. I have no use for a
Stoic or a Platonic or a dialectic Christianity. After Jesus Christ we
have no need of speculation, after the Gospel no need of research.’3

To the demonstrations of philosophy Tertullian prefers the glitter
of paradox. He wishes to bring out the distinctiveness of faith as it
towers above all human reasoning and leaves man’s intellect prostrate
in adoration before the unfathomable mystery of God. ‘“The Son of
God was crucified; I am not ashamed because man must needs be
ashamed of it. And the Son of God died; it is by all means to be
believed, because it is absurd [ineptum).’®® Tertullian, even more than
Tatian, became the master of all those Christian thinkers, including
Kierkegaard and the dialectical theologians, who wished to liberate
Christian faith from the straitjacket of metaphysical systems.
Tertullian gloried in Christianity as an affront to reason, and when-
ever God’s revelation is in danger of being imprisoned by human
speculation, his defiant supernaturalism will again win a hearing.

Latin apologetics in the century after Tertullian produced few
works of real importance. Cyprian, bishop of Carthage from 249 to
258, deserves at least a brief mention. Shortly after his conversion in
246 he wrote a lengthy letter®® to his friend Donatus describing the
firmness of conviction and serenity of spirit that he experienced
following his Baptism. In this letter he deplores in conventional and
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rather stilted terms the vices, miseries, and dangers of the present life
and concludes with an exhortation to raise one’s eyes above the
distractions of this world and to seek only the joys of heaven. While
apologetical considerations are not absent from this letter, it belongs
rather to the category of spiritual edification.

Several of Cyprian’s shorter treatises are apologetical in character.
His polemic On the Vanity of Idols (written in 247)37 seeks to demon-
strate, by arguments already seen here in Minucius Felix and
Tertullian, that the idols are not divine and that there is but one God.
Likewise apologetical is Cyprian’s reply to Demetrianus, the pro-
consul of Africa (written in 252).3% Responding to the charge that
Christians are responsible for the recent plagues and famines, Cyprian
attributes these evils to the senescence of the world. In vindicating
the innocence of Christians and the guilt of the heathen, Cyprian
repeats various arguments already used by Minucius and Tertullian.

Cyprian’s principal treatise, On the Unity of the Catholic Church
(about 251),%® is pastoral rather than apologetical in intent; it is
directed against schism rather than unbelief. But in his inspiring
description of the spectacle of Catholic unity—reminiscent of certain
passages in Irenaeus and Tertullian—Cyprian hints at what modern
theologians often call the moral miracle of the Church—especially
its universality, its inner cohesion, and its marvelous fecundity. In
Cyprian’s view there can be no life in Christ and hence no salvation
for those who depart from the one true Church.

Cyprian also composed three books of Testimonies,*® a compila-
tion of Scripture texts, for the use of his convert friend Quirinus.
The first two books, introduced by a common preface, are written in
part against the Jews. Book 1, according to the prefatory letter, aims
‘to show that the Jews, according to what had been foretold, had
departed from God, and had lost God’s favor, which had been given
them in past time, and had been promised for the future; while the
Christians had succeeded to their place, deserving well of the Lord by
faith, and coming out of all nations from the whole world.’#! This
book consists of 24 theses on the relations between the Jews and the
Gentiles. Each of these theses is backed up by a series of supporting
quotations from both Testaments, intended to exhibit the harmony
between the prophecy and the fulfillment.

Book 2 of the Testimonies deals, according to the Preface, with ‘the
Sacrament of Christ, that He has come who was announced according
to the Scriptures, and has done and perfected all those things whereby
He was foretold as being able to be perceived and known.’#? It
consists of 30 theses, all having to do with the person and the
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functions of Christ. These too are supported by numerous scriptural
quotations.

Book 3 of the Testimonies, which was separately composed and
apparently combined with the other two by a later editor, is also
introduced by a preface to Quirinus. It contains 120 precepts for the
moral guidance of the Christian, with supporting quotations from
both Testaments, especially the New.

Cyprian’s Testimonies are the best surviving example of a type of
literature that must have been widespread in the early Church. Works
such as Irenaeus’s Proof of the Apostolic Preaching seem to rest upon
compilations of Biblical quotations such as Cyprian’s. Some scholars
have conjectured that similar lists of prooftexts from the Jewish
Scriptures antedated the NT itself .43

The Latin apologists of the 3d century are writers of exceptional
energy and talent; but while they plead for the Christian cause with
eloquence and skill, they cannot be compared with the Alexandrians
for philosophical sophistication, comprehensive vision, and synthetic
power. Their genius is practical rather than speculative. Both by
natural disposition and by force of circumstance they are concerned
with urgent political and pastoral issues and have little taste or leisure
for broader and more philosophical questions. Unlike their counter-
parts in the East, they fail to set forth the case for Christianity in its
full range and depth.

LATIN APOLOGISTS OF THE FOURTH CENTURY

Toward the beginning of this century, both in the East and in the
West, the atmosphere changes. In spite of the sincere efforts of noble-
minded men to restore ancient paganism, it becomes generally clear
that paganism as a vital religious option is fast receding. While
Christians continue to attack the old religions, they do so with
increasing boldness and extravagance, as if they had no fear of being
seriously challenged. They analyze the superstitions of their ancestors
with a combination of wonder and disgust. When the triumph of
Christianity is ratified by the conversion of Constantine, it becomes
incumbent upon Christians to build a new religious synthesis. Even
in the West the apologists feel obliged to offer their readers a global
vision of life, which they generally construct by borrowing materials
from the Stoic and Platonic philosophers and reshaping these in the
light of the gospel.

Typical of the times is The Case Against the Pagans by Arnobius
of Sicca.* The author, a layman and a new convert, shows little

>
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knowledge of Christian theology, but he has a certain familiarity
with Stoic philosophy and a mass of information about ancient
religion. The first two books of his treatise are concerned with the
defense of Christianity against pagan objections and were written,
according to the best estimate, about 297. The remaining five books,
which carry the war into enemy territory by a counterattack on pagan-
ism, were presumably written sometime after 303.

Book 1 revolves about two main objections. First, it is charged
that Christians are to blame for the recent wars, famines, and pesti-
lences. Arnobius answers in his diffuse way, by a series of arguments.
He finds no evidence that these calamities have increased since
Christianity began or that, even if they have increased, they are to be
attributed to the anger of the gods rather than to merely natural
causes. In any case the charges are unfounded since they are made
by pagan priests, angry that their shrines and temples are being
deserted.

The second main objection is that Christians worship a mere man
who died upon a cross. Arnobius replies that Christ, since He
brought divine teaching, is rightly regarded as God. He proved His
divinity by many miracles attested by reliable witnesses. The divinity
of Christ is, moreover, corroborated by the rapid expansion of the
Christian faith and by the unshakable loyalty of its adherents, who are
ready to face death rather than recant. As for the crucifixion,
Arnobius answers the objections by arguments that sound Docetistic.
‘That death of which you speak was of the human form assumed,
not His own; of the thing borne, not of the bearer.’4®

In Book 2 Arnobius takes on the heathen philosophers. He objects
vehemently to Plato’s doctrine that the soul is naturally immortal
and insists that it is naturally mortal though capable of receiving
immortality as a gift. In his refutation of Plato’s doctrine of remin-
iscence he argues at length that the mind of man is, at birth, a
tabula rasa. Then he defends Christianity against those who attack it
on the ground of its novelty. Everything good, he says, was once
new; in fact, many aspects of Roman religion as currently practiced
are also of recent origin.

In these two opening books Arnobius shows an almost skeptical
awareness of the limitations of the human mind. He chides the
philosophers for their pride in seeking answers to curious questions.
After stating very forcefully the problem of evil (Hume could hardly
have improved on the statement), Arnobius freely admits that he has
no solution. Nor does he know why the Incarnation did not occur
carlier. To this last question he is content to retort by asking the pagan
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why Hercules was not born earlier than he was. Regarding the
life to come, Arnobius concedes that there is no way of strictly
proving the reality of a future event. But he says that of two alterna-
tives that are both uncertain ‘we should believe the one which affords
some hopes rather than the one which affords none at all.’*¢ As some
commentators remark, one has here an interesting anticipation of
Pascal’s wager argument.*?

In the remaining five books Arnobius gives an interesting critique
of the pagan religions of the Empire. He goes over some of the same
ground as Clement of Alexandria but with vastly more detail con-
cerning the myths and mysteries of various sects. Unlike Clement, who
was at pains to show that the valid concerns of paganism are fulfilled
in Christianity, Arnobius takes a strongly negative attitude. Influ-
enced perhaps by Stoicism, he says that the gods are incapable of
anger or other emotions; they have no sex or bodily functions. Nor
are they of such a nature that they could be placated by bloody
sacrifices, burnt offerings, or the games and dances with which their
feasts are celebrated.

Surprisingly enough, Arnobius does not clearly deny the existence
of the pagan gods. If a multiplicity of gods exist, he maintains, they
are subordinate to the one supreme God and are sufficiently honored
by the adoration paid to Him.

Arnobius scores a number of points against his pagan adversaries,
but most of his work would be equally useful as an apology for
deism. While he turns aside some illegitimate objections against
Christianity, he furnishes very few positive arguments for accepting
the Christian faith. In fact, it is doubtful that he knew his own
religion very well. He never quotes from the OT and seems to have
been largely ignorant of its contents. His references to the NT are
few and generally vague. He has nothing to say about the doctrine of
the Trinity and does not so much as mention the Holy Spirit. He is
silent concerning the birth and Resurrection of Christ, never speaks
of the Sacraments, and engages in no discussion of Church order or
polity.

Lactantius, a younger contemporary and one-time pupil of
Arnobius, was likewise a rhetorician by profession. From Numidia,
his birthplace, he went to Nicomedia in Bithynia, where he was
appointed a teacher by order of Diocletian. About 300 he became a
Christian. Several years later, during the persecution of Diocletian,
he was removed from his chair. After the conversion of Constantine
he was returned to favor and summoned to Treéves in Gaul about 316.
He spent his last years as a tutor to the emperor’s son, Crispus.
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Lactantius’ claim to fame as an apologist rests on his principal
work, the Divine Institutes,*® which was probably written about
304-314 and was dedicated to Constantine. As he himself remarks,
his aim, unlike that of Tertullian in the Apology, is not simply to
answer the accusations against Christianity but to give instruction
to educated pagans who might be inclined to embrace the new
religion. For this reason he aims to give a positive exposition of
the principal doctrines of the faith.

Few Christians before his time, Lactantius observes, wrote
eloquently in defense of the faith. Tertullian, though highly learned,
wrote in a rude, unpolished style, and was quite obscure. While
Cyprian was a master of rhetoric, he was too much the theologian to
be a good apologist. He had recourse to arguments from Scripture
and to deeply mystical insights, thus going beyond the depth of his
non-Christian readers. The Octavius of Minucius Felix succeeded
admirably, but unfortunately its author did not produce other works
of the same character. Like Minucius Felix, Lactantius is careful to
express himself in a pure Ciceronian style and to quote almost
exclusively from Greek and Latin authors. He makes extensive use of
Plato, Cicero, Vergil, and Lucretius.

The first few books of the Divine Institutes are strongly
apologetical in tone and content. Book 1 is largely devoted to
establishing from reason and authority that there can be but one
God and that He is all-provident. In the remainder of this book
Lactantius engages in the familiar game of exposing the contra-
dictions and absurdities in the pagan myths regarding the nature of
the gods and the origins of the universe.

Book 2 surveys primeval history according to the main lines of
Genesis, without, however, citing Scripture. It concludes with a
polemic against images, which are presented as diabolical deceptions.
In Book 3 Lactantius exposes the limitations of philosophy; while
philosophy purports to be the pursuit of wisdom, he looks uponitasa
futile effort to acquire wisdom by purely human powers, which are
insufficient for the task. Book 4 is concerned with the divinity of
Christ. Although he cites miracles as manifestations of Christ’s
divine power, Lactantius adds, “. . . He is believed a God by us, not
for this reason, that He performed miracles (as Apollonius, for in-
stance, is said to have done), but that we have seen that in Him were
fulfilled all the things that were foretold to us by the preaching of the
prophets.’4?

Lactantius’ arguments from the prophecies, however, suffer from
the same defects noted in most of the apologists of the ancient
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Church. He relies on doubtful readings, slanted translations, forced
exegesis. He draws from apocryphal works such as the Psalms of
Solomon and from forgeries such as the Sibylline Oracles, which he,
like other apologists, accepts as genuine.

Books 5 and 6 of the Divine Institutes depart somewhat from
apologetics in order to set forth the fundamental precepts of moral
theology—a field in which Lactantius is at his best. But he does not
neglect to score some apologetic points. In his chapter on justice he
has occasion to discuss the persecutions. The fact that Christians of
both sexes and of every age, tribe, and region exhibit the same
contempt of death suggests that their attitude must have a basis in
reason, which the heathen would do well to consider. They should ask
themselves also why the Christian religion, far from being weakened
and diminished by persecutions, is strengthened and increased.

Book 7, treating of eschatology, contains an interesting discussion
of death and a defense of the immortality of the soul. A strong chiliast,
Lactantius engages in many curious speculations about the final
phase of universal history. His weaknesses as a dogmatic theologian
are nowhere more apparent than in these chapters.

The Divine Institutes undoubtedly served to facilitate the con-
version of many educated Romans to the Christian faith. Lactantius
writes as a Christian thoroughly at home in the world of classical
thought and deeply attached to the best interests of the Empire. His
apologetic, splendid in architecture and graceful in style, contains
very few original arguments. As a theologian he falls far below the
standards set by Tertullian and the great Alexandrians. Nor does he
have the independence of mind that gives interest to Arnobius. For all
his talents he cannot be said to have made a notable contribution to
the progress of apologetics.

As the 4th century progressed, the Latin apologists became more
interested in enlisting state support for the new religion of the
Empire than in seeking to give arguments for the truth of Christianity.
A typical exhortation is The Error of the Pagan Religions,>° addressed
to the Christian Emperors Constantius and Constans about 346-350
by Julius Firmicus Maternus, a Sicilian-born aristocrat who had been
a lawyer and then an astrologer before his conversion to Christianity.
Of chief interest in this volume is a detailed but highly unflattering
description of Roman paganism. The mystery cults in particular are
pilloried as an obscene and diabolically inspired mockery of the true
mystery of man’s Redemption. In his conclusion Firmicus appeals to
the legislation of Exodus and Deuteronomy as grounds for ruthlessly
extirpating the worship of false gods and idols. While he lacks neither
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zeal nor eloquence, Firmicus scarcely breathes the true spirit of the
gospel (as expressed, for instance, in Lk 9.55-56). Since he makes no
effort to defend Christianity in terms that would make sense to a
prospective convert, he should not actually be categorized as a
Christian apologist. He is rather a polemicist against paganism.

Ambrose, who served as bishop of Milan from 374 till his death
in 397, was likewise more concerned with the suppression of pagan-
ism than with giving reasons in support of Christianity. He had little
respect for reason asan instrument of religious knowledge.?! ‘You are
commanded to believe,” he wrote, ‘not permitted to inquire.’®? ‘To
Abraham it was counted righteousness that he sought not reasons but
believed with most ready faith. It is good that faith should go
before reason, lest we seem to exact a reason from our Lord God as
from a man.’® ‘By faith we come to knowledge, and by knowledge
to discipline.’

With his exorbitant exaltation of faith at the expense of reason,
Ambrose quite naturally opposed any concessions to the non-
Christian religions. When Symmachus, as Prefect of the City of Rome,
pleaded for toleration on the ground that no one road, such as
Christianity, could lead men to so great a mystery as the divine,
Ambrose wrote to Valentinian II (383) arguing that every road dis-
covered by man would be inadequate but that in Christ the very Word
of God had spoken.5® Quite characteristically, too, Ambrose in 388
used ecclesiastical sanctions to prevent Theodosius from making
the Christians pay restitution to the Jews for having maliciously
burned down the synagogue at Callinicum.

The controversy between Symmachus and Ambrose formed the
subject of an apologetical poem, Contra Symmachum,’® composed at
Rome by Prudentius about 401-403. Book 1 of this poem is a polemic
against pagan polytheism, reminiscent of Minucius Felix and
Arnobius. In Book 2 Prudentius summarizes the arguments of
Symmachus’s memorial and rebuts them point by point as Ambrose
had done in his letter to Valentinian II. The poem concludes with a
plea to the emperor to abolish gladiatorial contests, in which human
beings are made to die for the amusement of the crowds, just as
formerly animals were sacrificed to the gods.

Christian apologetics in the West underwent a continuous decline
in the course of the 4th century and was not to rise again until it had
felt the intellectual stimulus of a new philosophical challenge.
Neoplatonism was to provide this challenge, first for the Greek-
speaking Church, then for the Latin.
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GREEK APOLOGISTS OF THE FOURTH AND FIFTH CENTURIES

The founder of Neoplatonism, Plotinus (205-270), after studying at
Alexandria under Ammonius Saccas, came to Rome in 245 and
taught there until his death. His leading disciple, Porphyry (234-301),
who had been an acquaintance of Origen as a youth, came from
Caesarea to Athens and then, in 263, travelled to Rome to put him-
self at the feet of Plotinus. Plotinus and Porphyry, inspired in part by
the example of the Christian theologians, erected a kind of syste-
matic theology for late paganism and in so doing succeeded in
providing a respectable intellectual alternative to Christianity.
While in Sicily in 268-270, Porphyry wrote Against the
Christians,’” comprising 15 books. The treatise has perished, but some
excerpts have been preserved for modern times by Eusebius and other
Christian writers. It seems certain that Porphyry assailed the Church
partly on philosophical and partly on historical grounds. In philos-
ophy he would have objected to the Christian doctrines that the world
had a beginning and has an end in time, that evil is real, and that the
dead would rise in body. His historical objections were based on a
detailed critique of Scripture not unlike that set forth by Celsus’
Jew. In particular Porphyry attacked the historicity of the NT
accounts of the ancestry of Jesus, His miracles, and His Resurrection.
The Christian apologist who most effectively answered Porphyry
was Eusebius of Caesarea. Although famed chiefly as a Church
historian, Eusebius deserves high praise for his apologetical works,
which make him, in the opinion of some authorities, the leading
apologist of the ancient Church. Born in Caesarea about 263, he was
educated there. He had to flee from his native city during the perse-
cution of Diocletian, but he returned and in 313 was elected bishop of
that city. From that time until his death about 339 he was a close
theological adviser of the Emperor Constantine and in that capacity
played a leading role in the disputes connected with the Arian heresy.
As an apologist Eusebius composed a monumental two-part work,
The Preparation of the Gospel (written about 314)*® and The Proof of
the Gospel (about 320).5° The 15 books of the former survive intact;
out of the 20 books of the latter only the first 10 and a fragment of
the 15th still exist. Shortly before his death, perhaps about 333,
Eusebius wrote a briefer resumé of the main arguments in the two
works just mentioned. This summary, the Theophany (or Divine
Manifestation),®® survives in a slavishly literal Syrian translation,
though not in the original Greek. Eusebius also wrote 25 books,
which have perished, in reply to Porphyry’s Against the Christians.
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It is customary to deplore his lack of originality. Whenever
possible he establishes his points by quoting from other authors.
But notwithstanding the multitude and length of these excerpts,
Eusebius’s apologia does have a genuine unity of design and argu-
ment. In the Preparation he answers the principal objections of
pagans such as Porphyry who accuse the Christians of infidelity to the
Greek religious heritage; in the Proof he absolves the Christians from
the Jewish accusation that they have been unfaithful to the religion of
the Hebrew Scriptures. In the Preparation Eusebius proceeds first
negatively, by showing the absurdities of Greek polytheism, and then
positively, by showing the vast superiority of the Hebrew faith. In
the Proof he defends the Christians from the Jewish charges that they
have misinterpreted the Scriptures and have illegitimately claimed
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