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Why I am a Combinationalist
Since Christ’s death and resurrection His disciples have been forced to argue for and defend the Good News that is His Gospel. This task of defending the Christian faith, or apologetics, is necessary in light of the constant criticisms that have been leveled against Christ. Be it the apostasy of the Gnostics, competing religions, skepticism, or the relativism and liberalism of the current postmodern age; the need for apologists to defend traditional Christianity has always been constant. In addition, the practice of apologetics is scripturally mandated. Peter wrote that we should “be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15 NIV). Furthermore, Christ’s Great Commission instructs us to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19 NIV). It seems obvious that the discipline of apologetics is crucial for one attempting to follow Christ’s instructions. The practice of apologetics is virtually interwoven with evangelism, edification, and the court of public opinion. Unfortunately, Christians throughout the ages have disagreed over how the process of apologetics should be practiced. 
In its broadest sense, the discipline of apologetics can be divided into two competing camps; evidentialism and presuppositionalism. The goal of the evidentialist is to formulate an argument that utilizes evidences that appeal to one’s reason and logic. The evidentialist specializes in arguments that support the existence of God (positive apologetics). Meanwhile, presuppositionalists tend to ignore positive apologetics all together and begin with the assumption that God exists and Christianity is true. At their most extreme, these two views are polar opposites. The extreme evidentialist makes the case that a belief in God can only be justified by logic and reason while the extreme presuppositionalism argues that making a rational argument for the existence of God is somehow exalting human reason over God. 
In reality, most apologists fit somewhere in between these two extremes. In the text Five Views on Apologetics, Editor Steven Cowan divides apologetics into five camps; each leaning towards presuppositionalism or evidentialism in varying degrees (Cowan 15-20). In truth, theologians could break the two broad camps down into an endless number of subcategories. However, it is my contention that the most effective and practical approach to apologetics is one that borrows equally from both broad camps. For the purposes of this paper, I will refer to this balanced approach to apologetics as combinationalism, a term taken from Dr. Ken Gardoski’s spectrum of apologetic views (Gardoski). In this paper I will develop arguments that the combinational approach is Biblical, appeals to both the epistemological and ontological needs of the unbeliever, is true to the relationship between faith and reason, and protects the apologist from the danger of interacting with unbelievers. 
Perhaps the most convincing argument in support of the combinationalist approach to apologetics is that it is modeled in Scripture.  Consider the words of the apostle Paul: 

Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings (1 Corinthians 9: 19-23 NIV). 
Paul is clearly attempting to make the gospel palatable to his target audiences. In Paul’s approach, the apologist must become all things to all people in order to save them. The audience’s salvation is far more important than the personal preferences of the apologist. It seems reasonable to assume that in order to accomplish his task, Paul needed to know his audience. Were they gentile or Jew? Were they strong or weak? It seems logical to extend Paul’s strategy to the modern apologist. One must attempt to learn his audience. Do they prefer logical and scientific evidence or are they prone to leaps of faith? Based on Paul’s model, once the apologist has studied his audience as much as possible, he should then tailor his arguments to suit their needs. The goal of the apologist should always be to win souls for Christ and edify fellow believers rather than winning a methodological debate. Even in the case of defending the faith against outside criticism, the goal should be to win the soul of the accuser for Christ. According to Paul, these goals should be met by all means necessary. This means the apologist may have to forgo those arguments he prefers in favor of the arguments that have the highest odds of success. The combinational approach naturally lends itself to this tactic. The combinationalist is free to borrow from either of the broad camps to form an apologetic that is appealing to his target audience. Rather than being committed to a particular methodology, the apologist is empowered to concentrate entirely on winning souls for Christ. 

In tailoring his apologetic to meet the needs of his audience, an apologist is able to appeal to the epistemological and the ontological needs of the target audience equally. Believers and unbelievers differ in the way they explain knowledge (epistemology). Scripture teaches that the unbeliever is incapable of accepting the truths that come from God and cannot understand them (1 Corinthians 2:14). On the other hand, believers delight in spiritual matters (Psalm 1:2). This reveals a foundational difference between believers and unbelievers concerning epistemology. Meanwhile, all human beings are alike ontologically. The Bible teaches that all men and women were created in God’s image (Genesis 1:27). Our ontological similarities allow all men to share the same capacity to recognize the one true God. Ronald B. Mayers writes that “Because believer and unbeliever alike live in God’s universe and are made in His image, the ultimate structure of being is identical” (Mayer 27). The fundamental differences and similarities between the unbeliever and believer call for a balanced approach to apologetics.  First, the apologist must understand that while he presupposes a belief in God, the unbeliever presupposes there is no God. Thus, the apologist must appeal to the unbeliever on the same level concerning epistemology. This will include using all means of evidence to persuade the unbeliever of the truth. Simultaneously, the apologist appeals to the ontological makeup of the unbeliever by holding true to his own Christian presuppositions. The presuppositions of the apologist will witness to the unbeliever by example and provide confidence in the apologetic. I liken this approach to pushing the unbeliever to the edge of a cliff. The apologist need not push the unbeliever over the edge, rather the unbeliever’s ontological makeup will allow the Holy Spirit to drag him over the cliff kicking and screaming all the way. 

A combinationalist approach to apologetics is also true to the relationship between faith and reason. Aurelius Augustine taught that faith and reason were intertwined. Augustine viewed matters of faith and reason as two sides of the same coin emphasizing that “faith is understandings step” and understanding is faith’s attainment” (qtd. in Gardoski Week 2). Considering the interrelated nature of faith and reason, it is natural for an apologist to utilize a methodology that equally incorporates both. In fact, when matters of faith and reason are separated, the results can be disastrous. According to Dr. Ken Gardoski’s spectrum of views, the absence of reason can lead one to unbelieving fideism while to the absence of faith can lead to unbelieving skepticism (Gardoski). As such, the matters are inseparable and dependent upon one another. A combinationalist approach to apologetics allows for faith that is founded in reason and reason that is backed up by faith. 


In addition, a balanced combinational approach to apologetics meets the needs of the apologist. While the nature of apologetics is to concern oneself with the salvation of others, there is an inherent danger. While acknowledging that his disciples were not of this world, Christ prayed for them to be protected from the evil one as they mixed with the world (John 17:14-15 NIV). As the apologist attempts to follow the instructions of the Great Commission and make people into disciples of Christ, there is always the danger that they will be persuaded to abandon their own faith. It was this danger than led Christ to pray for his followers to be protected. A combinational approach to apologetics allows the apologist to acknowledge unbelievers’ presuppositions and relate to them on their level epistemologically without abandoning their own presuppositions. If the apologist were to abandon their own presuppositions even temporarily, he would be in danger of being drawn away from his own beliefs. A balanced combinational approach to apologetics attends to the needs of the unbeliever while simultaneously protecting the apologist from danger. 

It is for these reasons that the most effective and practical approach to apologetics is one that borrows equally from the evidential and presuppositional camps. This balanced combinational approach is modeled by the apostle Paul in Scripture. It acknowledges the foundational differences between believers and unbelievers concerning epistemology while recognizing their ontological similarities. It is true to the relationship between faith and reason as defined by Augustine and ensures that the apologist doesn’t favor one over the other. In addition, it protects the faith of the apologist as he engages with unbelievers. It is my position that any other approach to apologetics risks placing the importance of the apologist’s adherence to methodology over the need to lead the unbeliever to salvation. 
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