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Think About It (T.A.L)
¥ A Discerning Approach
o Determine the real issue.

Sometimes the real issue is not a factual one at all. Often times people ask factual
questions because they have deep emotional or moral issues that they don’t want to
talk about. If someone persists in arguing an issue with me, I usually ask, “Is this
really what is keeping you from becoming a Christian? If I answer this question, will
you then believe? If the answer is no, then what is really keeping you from
believing—Ilet’s talk about that instead.”

o Interact with the issue.

It’s too easy for us to get caught up in attacking the person, or his feelings, or trying
to defend ourselves and our feelings. That’s not productive and it certainly does not
move people closer to faith in God. Once you’ve determined what the real issue is,
deal with that issue. This is true whether you’re evangelizing to someone, or you are
listening to someone else try to “evangelize” you to their way of thinking.

¥ What are you talking about? And what are you saying about what you’re talking about?

Sometimes things are said on the surface that are not what is really meant underneath. For
example, have you seen those commercials for chewing gum where the guy frosts his friend
and goes after this hot girl? What is that commercial talking about? Not gum! It’s talking
about how fo get a hot date. What it’s saying about how to get a hot date is by chewing this
particular brand of gum. You need to be able to distinguish these.

o What do you mean by that?

= People often use terminology that is specific to their subculture or comfort
zone. A lot of times in discussion we get into arguing with people over words
because we don’t understand what we’re referring to—the terms carry too
much baggage or implied meaning.

= For example: In the Christian sub-culture there is this language called
“Christianese.” We use terms like “devotions” to mean time set aside to spend
talking to God and reading the Bible. And it’s not that we’re trying to be
exclusive, but we adopt the language of the sub-culture.

= Other people do that too. Be sure you understand what they really mean by
what they are saying. For example: Let’s say you talk to a friend at school
who says, “I don’t believe that God exists.” What is the most common
response we have? It’s defensive and argumentative. “Yes there is! Let me tell
you all the evidence...”

¥ The Bible tells us “And the Lord's servant must not be quarrelsome but
kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil, correcting his
opponents with gentleness. God may perhaps grant them repentance
leading to a knowledge of the truth” (2 Tim 2:24-25, ESV).

¥ “But avoid foolish controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and
quarrels about the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless” (Titus
3:9, ESV; cf. 2 Tim 2:16, Titus 3:2).
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But if instead of assuming you know what he means by “God” you instead
ask, “What do mean by ‘God’? What is your understanding of this God that
does not exist?”” you might find out that You might find out that the god he
doesn’t believe in is a mean, cold, abusive god who looks a lot like his father.
In that case, you can assure him that you don't believe in that god either. You
know, this is an excellent way to do evangelism, because it causes us to listen
to what people are really saying to us and helps us to be interested in them
instead of just trying to spew out a line that we’ve memorized.

¥  Why should I believe you?

Now remember when you ask these questions that the root of the question is going to be
asking them to justify the validity of their beliefs. No one likes to have their beliefs
questioned like that, especially strongly held ones. So be nice when you ask these questions.

o Where do you get your information?

You know, one of the most satisfying things for me to do is to debunk myths.
I love being able to say, “Actually, that’s not true...” and show people the
truth. For example, here is one I researched yesterday: You know people say
that you need to drink 64 fl-oz of water a day, and you shouldn’t drink soda,
coffee, or other caffeinated drinks because they will actually dehydrate you.
They say that because caffeine is a diuretic, which will cause you to lose
water; that part is true. The problem is that even with the diuretic effect, you
don’t lose nearly as much water as you’re consuming. According to research
published in the Journal of the American College of Nutrition, the average
person retains half to two thirds of the water from a caffeinated drink (less
than pure water, but certainly not a net dehydration). The only common drinks
that result in a net loss of fluid are those that contain alcohol.

A lot of times people will quote information that fits their preconceived way
of thinking without evaluating the source of the information. Be sure to ask
where the information is coming from and evaluate how reliable that
information is. Be sure the source is a credible one, and that their claims are
verifiable and peer-reviewed. Just because something is online or on TV does
not mean that it’s true. Even someone you respect may be mistaken—For a
time one of my family members believed a myth that Proctor & Gamble gives
a percentage of their profits to a Satan-worshiping cult. She believed it
because a trusted fellow Christian from her church told her. But the thing is
that, P&G has been a publicly held company that is required by Federal Law
to file full disclosure of their financial statements every year with the
Securities and Exchange Commission. Anyone can verify that they do not
give any of their money to Satan-worship.

o How do you know that’s true?

Often times people will say things very assertively and they won’t really tell
you why they believe that’s true, nor why you should believe it’s true.
Sometimes the reason is because whether they know it or not, they just believe
it on faith (perhaps because its convenient or because its pragmatic or its
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comfortable). But the fact is, they have no reason or evidence to believe as
they do other than that they want to.

= For example, post-modern thought has concluded that no one can know the
truth. It’s just not knowable. You’ll get a TON of this kind of approach in
college. Now, I’ll grant you that some things are not knowable. But there is a
lot of truth that is. When a professor tells you that no one can know the truth,
just ask, “How do you know that’s true?”” Sounds slightly ridiculous because it
is: someone who argues that no one can know the truth or that there is no truth
is only arguing that because he believes it’s true.

= As Christians we need to ask this question of ourselves. Too many Christians
would convert to Islam if that were the dominant religion in the culture. They
believe that religion is primarily for society and family benefit—that’s one
reason why Mormonism is one of the fastest growing religions (they have a
strong emphasis on family). You need to know what you believe and why you
believe it. In religion, there will always be a need for faith. But the question is,
what are you putting your faith in and do you have reason to believe it is well
placed faith?

o What if you’re wrong?

= This question is a very revealing one. It helps us to evaluate the importance of
a particular issue. You should come to informed conclusions on pretty much
all things, but how much you hold to and fight for those conclusions is
dependence on the importance of that issue. For example: If I’'m wrong about
baptism by full immersion? Well, then I get more wet than I needed to. Yes,
we’d like to be right, but if we’re wrong there’s no harm done in the grand
scheme of things. Or as one person put it, “You keep baptizing them your
way, we’ll keep baptizing them God’s way and we’ll call it even.”

* When someone decides to reject Jesus Christ, and believe that his good works
will be enough to get him into Heaven; or that he will be reincarnated; or that
he will just cease to exist when he dies; you have to ask, “What if you’re
wrong?” In this case, if you’re wrong you’ll be separated from God forever!
That’s pretty heavy. Perhaps this is an issue that’s worth some extra thought
and extra care.

= Or how about “casual sex”? People these days live together without being
married. My housemate told me that he worked with an attractive young
woman one time who told him that she was upset because her boyfriend was
breaking up with her. At first he felt sorry for her, until she said, “I mean,
would you break up with your girlfriend just because she had sex with
someone else?” What if you’re wrong? What if sex is not casual, but is meant
to be something deep and lasting?—Then you’ll bear the scars of your sexual
“mistakes” (the Bible calls it sin) deep in your soul for the rest of your life.
Maybe I better re-evaluate this one a little more carefully.

= As Christians we need to be willing to ask this question, too. Think about it.
And have enough faith in what you know you believe that others can ask
honest questions without you feeling that your faith is threatened.
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