Polemics

How is it done?

Christian Polemics should be focused most of the time on what the Bible says.  If the Bible is our source of Truth and it is not a battle of opinions and theories then truth can be determined outside of the two (or more) people involved in the discussion.  Opinions are like belly buttons, every one has them.  However, Truth is singular and absolute. Polemics should come out of the result of the Holy Spirit moving the believer to address a specific issue, in some cases with individuals that spearhead the idea that is errant.  

Things to Watch Out For

Know Your View and the Other View(s)

Polemics should not be a debate.  Two (or more) distinct and clear views need to be understood and evaluated with what is distinct and clear in Scripture.  It is important to note that obscure texts in Scripture should usually not be the major proof texts for a view
.

Don't Strafe

In the military strafing is often done with machine guns and involves 'spraying' the enemy with bullets as you are a moving target.  While this is great in some military tactics, it is not  recommended for believers in theological discussions.  Throwing 20 arguments at the other person in rapid succession is not respectful, and it is often not fruitful.  Be prepared with several [not just one] solid arguments, and it’s probably not bad to know many arguments, but don't hit the other person with too many because it may ruin your witness or the opportunity.

Know the Root Issue

It is easy to discuss things in the 'middle' of the problem.  That is to say that you can argue for hours and days about something that really is a symptom of the real problem.  If a doctor was not aware of my allergy to corn and I said, “I'm getting eczema, and I'm tired all of the time,” s/he may give me a skin cream and tell me to drink more coffee.  While this may in the short term lead me to have resolution of the symptoms it does not help me with the problem, which is that I am eating corn.  Similarly in theological discussions about denominations people can argue over which denomination has better theology, but in the end Paul tells us not to align ourselves with specific teachers and to have divisions, but instead be united under Christ as one body.  It doesn't matter if a Southern Baptist or and Independent Baptist has better theology if the problem lies in the fact that they've clung to labels instead of Christ.

Don't Get Distracted

It is easy to go chasing rabbit trails in discussions.  I personally do this at times and once I realize I've done it, I kick myself (figuratively).  Making sure that you know the root issue and then following that root issue only will make resolution much more likely.  One example of this might be the discussion of Calvinism.  Focusing on the 5 points (depending on the person you might run into 3,4,5 or 7 point Calvinism where logical rules are declared, traditionally many Calvinists are '5 pointers') is a distraction.  The root issue is this: is Calvinism a scripturally commanded set of doctrines?  Should believers be making such restricting sets of doctrines when Scripture does not appear to do so?

Differences in Definition

When people use vocabulary with different meanings two people may be able to agree on the same statement, but actually be disagreeing on what the statement literally means.  One prime example of this is Evangelicals and Catholics Together (ETC).  By defining salvation through 'faith alone' differently protestants and Catholics signed the same document.  Unfortunately that did not mean the same thing to both parties.  The Catholic church's faith is in its systems.  Hopefully the protestants were having faith in Christ's work on the cross as the only atoning work necessary.

Rhetoric

Persuasive speech is impressive, and can come along with great hand gestures, slides, charts, diagrams and philosophy.  However, if it is not rooted in Scripture, then it is not necessarily the truth.  I once saw a debate between three different pairs of theologians regarding eschatology (the end times), the last pair to present their view (Mid-Tribulation) had the most impressive 'show' to explain their view, they spoke clearly about what they believed but their hermeneutics, their Scripture references and their final doctrine were completely unfounded.  Had their main speaker been selling cars half the crowd would have bought a broken Yugo from him with great confidence in its gas saving abilities, but failed to go anywhere in said broken Yugo.

“Circummunication*”

This is the idea that because definitions or terms may not match that two people will argue back and forth without reaching agreement without realizing that they had failed to define their terms at the beginning of the discussion.  I have had this happen to me multiple times in email discussions because the other party was using different terminology than I was.  One example in particular was the other party saying, “I want to be holy.”  I kept using the term “sanctification” to describe the process of the Lord working His Holiness into our lives in a practical way.  We were both expressing similar ideas but in the end we were not saying the same thing, but we were not clearly communicating so that both parties could understand one another.  Thus the argument went back and forth in volleys of email without resolution.

Biblical examples of polemics

When Christ was discussing with the Sadducees, in Mark 12:18-27
, the doctrine of the resurrection He clearly understood their view [that there was no resurrection] and then proved His position of the existence of resurrection using the Scriptures.  It is important to note that the Sadducees only accepted the first five books of the Law, or the Torah, as applicable to them.  The Law was their doctrinal source.  Christ's answer was from Exodus, the second book in the Torah.  The Sadducees could not reject the truth of the answer due to its location, and the authority of the text was unquestioned.  Christ often had to reject the false teachings of the religious leaders, but would answer them with the Scriptures because He knew his own authority was under question.

Paul's writing to the Galatians begins in chapter 1 verses 1 and 2 with the bolstering of his authority because he knew that the Galatians had been poisoned by false teachers and Paul needed to further assert his position as apostle.  Not only does he claim God's authority, but his own apostolic authority and then finally the authority of the group with whom he was staying.  All of this was to then assert his authority to interpret and use the authority of the Old Testament Scriptures.  As believers today we need to know where the authority of Scripture stands and it is valuable for us to learn and know the Scriptures themselves so that we may identify truth and also identify error for its correction and rejection.

In Galatians 1:8-10 Paul states clearly that the believers in Galatia knew the gospel he had presented to them.  He also states that the believers there should have been able to identify a different gospel.  That different gospel was critically flawed and would not lead to salvation.  Paul specifically states that it doesn't matter who the source of the false gospel is, it should be rejected.

How did we get here?

An Overly Brief Overview of Theological Decay

As in Genesis 6 it didn't take long for fleshly believers and unbelievers to start creating their own sects of Christianity.  Christendom was born and division ensued.  Below are some 'lowlights' [it is hard to call these highlights given some of the extremely negative things happening in the name of Christ] from church history.  For a more complete look at church history it is recommended that the interested person listen to or attend the Church History classes at Holly Hills.  Recordings of past classes can be requested from the media team.

New Groups & Movements Start Because of:

· Politics

· Geography

· Personalities

· Social differences

· Different bases of authority

· Different methods of interpretation

· Failed attempts at reform of organizations

The apostles taught that there is positionally only one Mediator, one church & one faith.  Earthly groups, movements & organizations don’t change that position, but they can be in sharp conflict with it.

1 Corinthians 1:10-13

Now I beseech you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that you be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment. For it has been declared to me of you, my brothers, by them which are of the house of Chloe, that there are contentions among you. Now this I say, that every one of you said, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ.  Is Christ divided? was Paul crucified for you? or were you baptized in the name of Paul? 

See also: Galatians 3:28; Ephesians 4:1-6; Colossians 3:14; 1 Timothy 2:4-7; Jude 3

The unity of the body is by the Lord’s doing, so the life of Christ in the believer will act to live in that unity, so there is no value in trying to create unity on some other basis.  In short false unity is based in the flesh or deception from Satan.  Examples of fleshly unity would be ETC or the United Nations.  Both groups have what might be considered noble ideals, but because they are not Christ centered will not bring about true unity in all things.

In the New Testament various people had divisions and some of the epistles specifically addressed those divisions.  It is important to note also that in most situations restoration and reconciliation were the focus of the corrections.

1 Corinthians 11:18,19

For first of all, when you come together in the church, I hear that there be divisions among you; and I partly believe it.  For there must be also heresies among you, that they which are approved may be made manifest among you. 

Death Upon Division

During various stages of church history different groups in Christendom killed other groups.  The following are several examples:

· Emperor Theodosius, in AD 413, issued an edict against the “anabaptists” – those who would baptize without official church authority or deny the validity of infant baptism - commanding that they should be put to death.

· Starting in 1478 the Roman Catholic Church began the Spanish Inquisition wherein Muslims, Jews and other non-Catholics [various 'protestants'] were tortured or killed if they did not convert to Catholicism.  Other inquisitions, including the Roman and Medieval inquisitions, took place around the globe throughout history.

Clearly this is not the appropriate way to deal with division, but we need to seek Christ in all things and unity based upon the scriptures.

Concluding Thoughts

Polemics should be attempted in most cases with an established relationship.  A quick discussion at the bus stop will probably not bring fruit (though one should never discount the work of the Holy Spirit). Bathe communications in prayer.  Consider – between believers – the value of embodying Colossians 3:12-14:

 So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you. Beyond all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity.
�	This is a principle, but in no way a law.  Some doctrines are only mentioned in one place in Scripture, but given the inspiration of Scripture should not be discounted.


�	That is not intended to discount the importance of separation from severely errant theology. 


*Circummunication is a made up word, which certainly gets its point across!


�	Cross-reference Luke 20:27-37
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