The Need For Pre-Evangelism In The New Millennium
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Evangelism methods and approaches that were highly successful twenty to thirty years ago are not as
successful today. How do we increase our effectiveness in witnessing to others?
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...If one looks at the New Testament, it is clear that Jesus and his disciples used different kinds of
questions and approaches depending on the perspective of the audience they were addressing.
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...there is a greater need today for increasing our effectiveness in witnessing to others by giving
attention to pre-evangelism or training in Conversational Evangelism (Apologetics).
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The world we live in today is rapidly changing and unfortunately, for the

most part, not always forthe better. It is different from the one our parents lived in and may
be different from our children’s. As a result, many are sounding the alarm.

Christian apologist, J.P. Moreland says, “As we approach the twenty-first century, it

doesn’t take a rocket scientistto recognize thatour entire culture is in trouble. We are staring
down the barrel of a loaded gun and we can no longer afford to act like it is loaded with blanks.”1
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The world we live in today can be characterized by a rejection of moral absolutes, a deep religious
skepticism, and an indifference or outright rejection of objective truth, hence creating problems for
us in the area of evangelism. Evangelism methods and approaches that were highly

successful twenty to thirty years ago are not as successful today. Today, people seem



less interested in a simple presentation of the facts of the gospel. Consequently, Christians
today find their approaches in evangelism somewhat limiting to some degree. One of

my former seminary students, who witnesses to students on college campuses here in Singapore
says, “As a Campus Crusade staff, [ am trained inusing the four spiritual laws and some
apologetic skills, but I have problems trying to integrate them during evangelism. When people
indicate that they were not interested, I could only ask them for the reason and then invite them for
an evangelistic bible study or share my personal testimony.” Consequently, 1 believe there is a
greater need today for increasing our effectiveness in witnessing to others by giving attention to
pre-evangelism or training in Conversational Evangelism. (Apologetics). 2

FATE R S AL Bt FErT LA A2 B DU B FRZRRE 2 400 (T EARAE . X T = B 9 2
HIPREE . X T2 LR BB AR B S bt s FEATTE R JZ T b, X SEH s ATT E m e 1 el . — =
= ZFEAH S RIATE T EAER, AN ZEASH, ENEAEERBEERT . 5
Ko NI T 20RERE S N A 70 RGBS 1, MUt BLA B RE R IR, M ATIAR TE R
AL L BT B BR . B CART b — ez e a2, AR 3 R8I N A R 22 e el P9 1] 27
Afeta T, AUt ME N —fre BB, IR TR R AR ] A —Ledp ey
M3 Ey s AN e T, AR NIRRT XaEmn, A BE
A2, RJEBIEMTZS SiEEEaa sy SR ARAE. TR, TAHESKREANTH
SRR 5 B 25 A 5 P AL TR ATTE R | (P37 IR, SR e e S 2R
M. (2)

Now, if evangelism is planting seeds of the gospel, pre-evangelism is tilling the soil that the
seeds will be planted in (1 Cor. 3:6). Conversational Evangelism explores effective

ways of integrating compelling Christian evidences into our daily conversations with pre-believers
through interactive dialogue.
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In the world we live in today, this is an important pre-evangelistic step for Christians to learn
because the ground of people’s hearts and minds may not be fertile enough for the seeds of the gospel.
Think for a moment as to how people of other faiths perceive our view of absolute truth. Those both in
the East or West may consider it either somewhat arrogant, close-minded, or even intolerant for us
as Christians to claim to “know the Truth.” Some may even consider our Christian beliefs as
implausible.
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The Bible warns us that this time would come. The apostle Paul says in 2 Tim. 4:3-

4, that “. . . the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but wanting to have
their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in

accordance to their own desires; and will turn away their ears from the truth, and will turn
aside to myths.” Consequently, in the new millennium we need to develop pre-evangelistic bridges in

our efforts to reach people, especially with those from different worldviews.



This is especially important because intoday’s world the gospel message may be relatively easy
to proclaim but creating an interest in it may not always be so easy. Certainly,

we can understand why some may be indifferent to the “Good News” of Christianity if they do not
realize there is such a thing as “bad news.” Cultural anthropologist Gene Veith points out that “It is
hard to proclaim the forgiveness of sins to people who believe that, since

morality is relative, they have no sins to forgive.”3
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An increasing number of non-Christians may even perceive our message
as irrelevant or at the very least no better than any other perspective. As a result, this makes
our task in doing evangelism more difficult than ever before. Now, some may consider these as
“Western” problems but certainly not a problem for Christians here in the East! Unfortunately, the
Tsunami of Postmodernism is blowing from the West to the East and will soon hit our Eastern
shores with devastating impact. Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias says, “You are living in a time
when the West is looking more like the East, and the East is quietly imitating the West.”4 As
an illustration, one of my former students at East Asia School of Theology, who is a college worker at
a church here in Singapore, sent me an urgent e-mail one day about her difficulties in witnessing to
college students: “Many students don’t think that there is a standard of right and wrong. Rather, they
believe that this is up to the individual. This means they do hold a standard of right and
wrong themselves, but they feel that each person’s standard of right and wrong differs from the
other. Personally, I feel stuck as to how to proceed on with the conversation. It’s like saying that this
food is nice for me but may not be nice for you. They relegate the standard of right and wrong to
personal preference.” Then she said something that was
somewhat unexpected: “I find that I’m shaken. Not in terms of my faith but in terms of
how to answer such questions.” Now, if skepticism, pluralism, and
postmodern thinking are being felt on university campuses here in the East today, the question
we must answer is: “Will the Church in the East be ready to respond to these same influences when
postmodernism begins to impact the thinking of others here as well?” Therefore, in order to reach
those affected by pluralistic and postmodern thinking, especially those who aren’t very
open to “hearing” the truth about Jesus, we need another approach. We need to be like the men of
Issachar in the Old Testament, who understood the times in which they lived in and knew what they
should do (1 Chron. 12:32). Practically, I believe this means that in certain situations, we
need to ask our pre-believing friends questions in such a way to allow them to
“surface the truth for themselves” and thereby help them evaluate the strength
of their beliefs. Then, we need to help them to build bridges to the gospel, based in part on our
mutually shared beliefs (1 Cor. 9:22).
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This is not a unique approach, if one looks at the New Testament, it is clear that Jesus and his
disciples used different kinds

of questions and approaches depending on the perspective of the audience they

were addressing. Jesus in fact was a master at asking questions. For example,

when a certain ruler asked Jesus, “Good teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal

life” Jesus replied, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone.” (Lk 18:18-19).
When the chief priest and scribes asked Jesus by what authority He was doing these things, Jesus asked
them, “Was the Baptism of John from heaven or men?” (Luke 20:2-4).
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Jesus also knew the value of allowing others to surface the truth for

themselves. For example, when Jesus spoke to the women at the well in Jn. 4, he did not tell

her something to the effect of “turn or you will burn.” Instead, he asked her thought-

provoking questions and piqued her curiosity. He told her that if you drink of the water that I give you,
you will never be thirsty again! (Jn. 4:14). Jesus also knew that sometimes it was best not to tell people
things so directly. Many times in Jesus’ ministry he communicated His point by telling parables that
not all were able to understand clearly (Matt. 13:11). Jesus also knew that sometimes it

was not always best to share all that we know. Towards the end of Jesus’ ministry in Jn.
16:12 Jesus pointed out to His disciples that “I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot
bear them now.”
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Jesus and his disciples also understood the value of knowing the perspective of those they were
speaking to and building bridges to the truth from that perspective. For example, when Jesus healed the
paralytic in Mark 2:1-13, he knew that the Pharisees understood that only God alone can forgive
sins (verse 6-7). So he said to the paralytic, “But in order that you may know that the Son of Man
has authority on earth to forgive sin, I say to you, rise, take up your pallet and go home.” (verses 10-
11). The apostle Paul had the same perspective in his interactions with others. For example, in
Acts 28:23, Paul’s approachto the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks was to

help them see that Jesus’ life and death was the fulfillment of the Old Testament Scriptures,
which they had already accepted. Yet, when Paul was speaking to the Epicureans and Stoics
(humanists of the Old Testament Scriptures, which they had already accepted. Yet, when Paul was
speaking to the Epicureans and Stoics (humanists and polytheists) in Acts 17:22-29, he used another
approach. His approach here was to speak first about their false beliefs about God and not about the
person of Christ. So it is especially important that we too choose the best approach to gain a
hearing with those we are trying to reach (1 Cor.9:22). Because of the problems we
encounter today in evangelism, it is imperative then that we learn how to do pre-
evangelism. In biblical terms this means that we need to put new wine in

new wineskins in reaching the skeptics, pluralists, and postmodernists of our day (Matt. 9:17).
Consequently, we will need to rethink our approach in evangelism

and consider more carefully the critical role of asking thought-

provoking questions to prepare the ground of people’s hearts and minds so that they are
more willing to accept the seeds of the gospel. But to accomplish this, we will also need to consider
the important role that Christian evidence can and should play in our evangelism process.

HRSRFN A 0 T IAE BT 3, DR PRIE XS R AW A B DL AR BE A g ST AT P M gt e E
Ho BIanfE S rldg s — 5 1 8 13 75y, BURGRESVRRE T, At AnTEVERFE ] B A # A e
AR (6-7 ) Wbk, fhERE U MEZEMRAIRE N T/ EABERIBUN, By R
Ko ERIIBTERER. 1(10-11 ). EERD A AL hIE FRREREL: i,
TEAEGEAT A J\E 23 77, CRZE TN M AN MR Ao B0 7 i A BT IO 20, it 35 Bt
1178 2 W ARGR ) 2L~ FIAE T R RS | IHA A, MRS R a5% 7. A, =
REFEMEEITAE L2 22-29 T HXHHEE IS € (Epicureans) fllli £ W (Stoics) HIRHIA
I, R DN AT SCEMEIRER, AEX B 75—, R S il i AR x4 0
NH— SRR S, TR TR L FEE o BRI RAN Tt B e B g i () T A A T LR A R X6 52K
B (WA 9:22) , KGRI HE BN, KIFERA IS AEATIE L i WA Fomh R s, AT
el AR E L — — H2ER L, BEEBE, SIS S MESEE L FH . £T
FEMEBAE SCER, F7 EFrIN A AR (R 9:17) o IXFE, AT A 3K
ARTERE N, IR NIRRT, iR R824 B 1] RS - 38 A AT To0 RATC B 3 An Tk 5
BEHIIE A, (AN TE RO S A 1. A, BOAERXAHE), AR T E 9B AR
UEAEJRA AT T8 B3 AR rh ] DURT N 24 173 38 A

Rev Dr David Geisler has been involved in church and para-church college ministry for over 15 years.
Three years ago, David and his family moved to Singapore to develop a new pre-evangelism paradigm
for Christians in the East.
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"Evangelism is not a professional job for a few trained men, but is instead the unrelenting

responsibility of every person who belongs to the company of Jesus." Elton Trueblood
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CONVERSATIONAL EVANGELISM

How can we listen so that we may be heard?
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In the pre-evangelism process, it is often more helpful to allow our pre-believing friends to surface the
truth for themselves than to proclaim it to them.
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The Holy Spirit can use a person's awareness of his conflicting beliefs to help him take one step closer
to Jesus Christ and even lead him to accept Christ!
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Can all views of reality really be true, especially when some are mutually contradictory? Furthermore,
if you embrace everything, you stand for nothing.
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In order to challenge pre-believers to consider the person of Christ in today's world, it has become
increasingly useful to learn how to engage them in pre-evangelism. In this process, it is often more
helpful to allow them to surface the truth for themselves rather than for us to proclaim it to them. For
this to happen, we must discover the kinds of questions that can be raised to surface the uncertainty of
our pre-believing friends' perspectives, in order to challenge them to think more carefully through their
belief systems, so that they will be open to giving us a hearing concerning Christ. This requires us to
play the role of a musician, tuning our ears to hear the "sour notes" (i.e. the discrepancies) in their
belief systems. This is at the heart of what the Conversational Evangelism Model attempts to do.
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The Conversational Evangelism (Apologetics) methodology can be divided into four types of
conversational engagements that we might have with others: hearing what the other person

actually believes, asking questions illuminating their beliefs, uncovering real barriers, and
building a bridge to the truth. Each of these conversational types corresponds to a role we can play in
our pre-believing friend's lives: that of a musician, artist, archaeologist and builder. We will examine
the role of the musician in this issue.
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The first step in the Conversational Evangelism (Apologetic) approach is to hear what others
actually believe. Unfortunately many times in our conversations with our pre-believing friends, we
either assume we know where they are coming from or we do not listen carefully enough to understand
what they really believe. Listening carefully is especially important because I find that people today do
not even hold their religious views consistently. For example, a taxi driver once confessed to me that he
was a Buddhist but when I asked whether he was a devout Buddhist, he changed his answer and told
me he was more of a "free thinker". Therefore it is extremely important that we learn to listen without
forming any preconceptions concerning pre-believers' beliefs so that we can better understand what
they actually believe.
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In order to facilitate greater progress in our role as musicians, we will need to develop our listening
skills in our conversations with pre-believers. Many times, as a result of not listening carefully, we may
end up asking questions that do not surface their honest doubts about their core beliefs but rather cause
unnecessary defensiveness and hence cut off any future dialogue. James 1:19 (NIV) says, "My dear
brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become an-
gry." One helpful suggestion for increasing our listening skills is to practise the principle of reflection
and "reflect back" what our friends are saying to us. For example, we could attempt to paraphrase what
they are saying: "Now what I hear you saying is . . ." or "You are saying that . . ."
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Now "hearing" is such an important step in pre-evangelism for at least three reasons. First, it
helps us better connect with others. People feel appreciated when we understand their concerns and
show patience in our dialogue with them. Second, it helps to put the other person at ease in talking with
you. If people sense you are genuinely trying to understand them, they may be less defensive and let
down their guard to engage in honest dialogue. Third, it also helps to uncover the nature of their barrier
to Christ, whether it is an intellectual, emotional, or spiritual one. The Bible reminds us of the
importance of listening carefully for "he who gives an answer before he hears, it is folly and shame to
him" (Pro 18:13).
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As we are listening to others, like a musician, we want to hear the "sour notes" that people are singing
to us. You may ask, "What do you mean by 'sour notes'?" Well have you ever heard someone singing
off-key? Now you may not be sure if that person is singing too high or too low but something just does
not sound right! In the same way,

in our conversations with our pre-believing friends, we may hear things that just do not sound right.
They may sound to us like "sour notes". An example is someone who claims to be a devout Buddhist
and yet has a real desire to win the lottery. Does this not sound like a sour note? Certainly to desire



anything in a Buddhist framework goes against the central principles of what Buddha taught. By
listening for sour notes, our goal is to detect some of the uncertainties in others' beliefs, which may
give

us an opportunity to ask probing questions which will help them to think more carefully about what
they believe and encourage them to consider the person of Christ.
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We need to listen specifically for four types of "sour notes" or discrepancies. They are belief versus
heart longing, belief versus behaviour, belief versus belief, and illogical belief. We will now look
at each of these sour notes more specifically.
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Sour Note 1:
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Belief versus Heart Longing
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The first type of sour note you might hear is the belief versus heart longing discrepancy, or the
discrepancy between a person's worldview and his heart longing. In our post-modern culture, there is a
desperate longing in young people to feel a sense of belonging, to be a part of something bigger than
themselves, yet their worldview does not allow for a sense of ultimate meaning and purpose for their
life. For example, sometime shortly after 9/11, I was talking to a student who said he did not believe in
an afterlife, either heaven or hell. Yet he did believe that the terrorists were somehow going to be
responsible after this life for what they had done. While his worldview of atheism informed him
otherwise, his heart's cry was that justice must be done!
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All people, regardless of religion, also share the heart longing to know and be known by others and
(though unknown to them) the ultimate Other, God. The French mathematician, philosopher,
and physicist, Pascal, referred to this heart longing when he said, "There is a God-shaped vacuum in
the heart of every man which cannot be filled by any created thing, but only by God, the Creator, made
known through Jesus."1
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Now many world religions contain views which are inconsistent with the longings of people's
hearts. For example, Hinduism holds that people can only have a relationship with an impersonal god.
Yet the heart yearns for more than this. In Buddhism the goal is to achieve a state of nirvana, which is
an abstract nothingness. Yet reaching nirvana requires one to lose one's personhood, which goes
against the cry of one's heart. Furthermore, Nirvana can only be attained through a heavy

burden of living according to rules and regulations that one can never quite completely

keep. Islamic teaching betrays the heart's cry to have intimacy with God, but only through Christianity
can one achieve his heart's cry.
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Sour Note 2:

(D
Belief versus Behaviour
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Another sour note is the belief versus behaviour discrepancy. This inconsistency shows itself in
the disjunction between what people say they believe and how they live or behave. An example of this
is found in Gal 2:14-16 when the apostle Paul confronted Peter about his inconsistent behaviour. Peter
was eating with the uncircumcised

yet when the Jews came he stopped doing so. So Paul rebuked him for his inconsistent behaviour since
his belief and his behaviour did not line up. In the same way, many people often do not live
consistently with what they say they believe. For

example, one day I had a conversation with my Buddhist car-mechanic. I said to him, "Is it not
true that one of the main goals of Buddhism is to stop desiring?" to which he replied yes. So I asked
him if one of the goals of Buddhism is to stop desiring, how as a parent did he stop desiring to have
children? After a few moments passed, he said, "That is a problem," and starting sharing with
me some of his other concerns about Buddhism. He believed one thing but his actions were not
consistent with it, which caused him to question his Buddhist beliefs. So identifying the discrepancies
between pre-believers' beliefs and their behaviour can play an important role in surfacing the
vulnerable areas of their faith.
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Sour Note 3 :
(D

Belief versus Belief

FEE5ESZRNTE

Another sour note is having two or more mutually contradictory beliefs. An example of this can be seen
in Acts 17:28-29 where the apostle Paul identified the discrepancy between two different beliefs. Paul
said, "For in Him we live and move and exist, as even some of your own poets have said, 'For we also
are His offspring.' Being then the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Divine Nature is like
gold or silver, an image formed by the art and thought of man." Paul identified two major
inconsistencies in the beliefs of the people of Athens: he pointed out that on one hand, the
Athenians believed they created the wooden gods, yet on the other hand, they also believed that these
gods had created them. Paul's underlying question here is: "Can both these views be true?" Now the
Athenians responded to Paul in three different ways. Some said in effect, "Paul you are crazy."
Others said, "We want to hear more." And still others

actually responded in a positive way by trusting Christ (Acts 17:32-34). So the Holy Spirit can
use a person's awareness of his conflicting beliefs to help him take one step closer to Jesus
Christ and even lead him to accept Christ!
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When I am talking to students on college campuses, I have many opportunities to hear some of
these discrepancies. For example, I remember

asking a student, "Who is Jesus Christ?" He responded by saying, "Jesus is the Son of God." So
I asked him if he believed Jesus was his Saviour in any sense, to which this student replied yes. Then I
followed up by asking whether he believed that he would be accountable for how he lived his life. He
agreed that he would. My next question to him

was "Do you think you can measure up?" and I was surprised to hear him say, "Well, I am a pretty
good person . . ." So my follow-up question to him was "Why do you need Jesus to save you if you can
measure up?" Obviously this got him thinking because after a few moments he said to me, "I guess |
don't measure up." This admission was a very important part of the pre-evangelism process because if
we cannot get others to acknowledge that they do not measure up, what need is there (from their
perspective) for Christ to save them? We will be able to identify belief versus belief discrepancies if
only we can tune our ears to hear them clearly.
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Sour Note 4:
H(m

Illogical Belief
AEERENES

The last kind of sour note or discrepancy is illogical belief. This kind of inconsistency is not between
two different beliefs but within one particular belief. For example, the declaration that "there are
absolutely no absolutes" is certainly illogical. This is like sawing of the very branch of a tree
that one is resting on! I can say, "I cannot utter a word in English," but it is not meaningful because |
have to use English to say it! In the same way, you will be surprised at how many people make similar
statements that fit into this category of illogical belief. For example, I hear people say that "all religious
views are essentially true." Yet can all views of reality really be true, especially when some are
mutually contradictory? Furthermore all views cannot

be true because a point in every direction is no point at all. If you are pointed in every
direction you are not pointed in any one specific direction. To put it another way, if you embrace
everything, you stand for nothing. Consequently, in holding all views to be true, you really are being
illogical and standing for no particular truth.

BE—REGFRAGERNES . ZKEFE AL HIAEFAF PGS ZE, 02 HIERE—
MESHEIP. g —NEHEXFEN: [RENHIONEALENHE. | XAREAGER
1, AR — T ARAE B BRI N IEAESEIR R A B b ¢ AT AU X A) 38 TIRIE — A scr A
o, EIRREAHEER, FOYIRBATH LR ). FERS A 20 AMEH R DR E
T, WETAGEEGESHIN . I WU T LRSI R AR AR . )X
BT R BRI S A R A7 JEH A 0 f R e or JE i, ViRt A 25
Ui, ASPTAM SRR, B A% DU )\ R AR AR AR — MR, RARTRE R
—ANJTE, RN SGEERAN TR AR, HIRE SR, VRN AR SR AT
ST e L, EREFEE LS AR IERS, RS ERE S, B NE R HBRR T AL
.

To summarize this part of the Conversational Evangelism model, we begin by first earnestly listening
to our pre-believing friends to understand what they believe, and to hear the four kinds of

sour notes or discrepancies. These discrepancies are: Belief versus Heart Longing, Belief versus
Behaviour, Belief versus Belief, and Illogical Belief. Once we have heard them we want to shine a light
on them by asking penetrating questions so they can be clearly seen by our pre-believing friends. May
God help us to better understand the times in which we live and therefore help us to be better
listeners in our witness to others (Pro 18:13).
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Rev. Dr. David Geisler is President of Meekness and Truth Ministries and Adjunct Professor at
Singapore Bible College, Trinity Theological College and East Asia School of Theology. Three years
ago, David and his family moved to Singapore to develop a new pre-evangelism paradigm for
Christians in the East.
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Words of Wisdom B E v =

Every generation of Christians has this problem of learning how to speak meaningfully to its own age.
It cannot be solved without an understanding of the changing existential situation which it faces. If we
are to communicate the Christian faith effectively, therefore, we must know and understand the thought
forms of our own generation. ---Francis A. Schaeffer
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3. Norman Geisler, unpublished materials, Defending the Christian Faith: Twelve Points that Prove
Christianity is True.




ILLUMINATING CONVERSATIONS

How can we ask questions that will lead to The Answer?

BRMIERIZER: BALERE R, Aaet WA TERIE?

BY REV DR DAVID GEISLER

YE# David Geisler &+ Hhifi

There is greater need today to change our sharing style to a more conversational
approach and allow others to surface the truth for themselves.
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Asking clarifying questions helps the people we are speaking with to be more honest ,with themselves
and us about what they really believe.
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We need to ask questions in a way that surfaces uncertainty while minimizing
defensiveness and creating a curiosity to want to hear more.
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The first part of this series on Conversational Evangelism dealt with the need to earnestly listen in
order understand our pre-believing friends' viewpoints. This second installment addresses step two of
the process: helping them to surface the truth by asking probing questions that surface uncertainty
while minimizing defensiveness and creating a curiosity to want to hear more.
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In the world we live in today, many of us are aware that it is not enough for us just to "proclaim" the
Gospel to those around us - we need to create an interest in it as well. Furthermore for us to suggest that
man's ultimate problem of sin can only be taken care of by faith "in Christ" sounds arrogant and
intolerant to many. Many have even challenged the idea that there are any sins to forgive!
Consequently, there is greater need today to change our sharing style to a more conversational
approach and allow others to surface the truth for themselves rather than have it told to them. That is
why questions can be so helpful.
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The first step of the Conversational Evangelism model teaches that like a musician we want to hear the
sour notes people are "singing" to us. The second step teaches us that like an artist we want to "paint a
picture" of people by using questions to help them see themselves more clearly based on what they say
they believe. We want them to see what we see, yet without directly telling them what they should
believe. We do this by asking them probing questions and allowing them to surface the truth for
themselves. By asking questions we are, in a sense, painting a true picture to help them see themselves
more clearly. When they answer a question they provide insights of themselves by telling us what they



believe. Yet this image of themselves may be distorted. So by asking probing questions, we are filling
in the details that they are missing about themselves. By doing this we are also leading them on a
journey of self discovery!
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Now we can lead them on this journey of self-discovery by asking at least two kinds of questions. First,
we can ask them questions that clarify the meaning of unclear

terms. Second, we can ask questions that surface uncertainty and/or expose false belief systems or
concepts. Let me explain what is involved in each kind of question.
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Clarifying Questions
I 1 6]

First, the best way to ask clarifying questions is to ask "What do you mean by . . ." This is especially
important as they may not have the same understanding of key terms as we do and this helps to clarify
what they mean. For example, if someone says, "I am a pretty good person so I am going to get into
heaven," we should ask him, "What
do you mean by 'good'?" It is important we do not assume that people are using the terms in the same
way we are using them. For example, a few years ago [ was at Texas Tech University in the U.S. and
spoke to a student who said he believed that Jesus was the "Son of God and that He died for us." At
first I thought he was a Christian, but remembering the importance of clarifying terms, I asked him, "So
what do you mean by 'died for us'?" He shocked me because he said that Jesus died as a moral example
to show us how we should live. While it is certainly true that Jesus was an example for us, He was
more than just an example. He died in our place and for our benefit (Rom. 5:8). Yet had I not asked that
clarifying question, I might have missed the fact that this guy was probably not a believer.
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Asking clarifying questions also helps the people we are speaking with to be more honest with
themselves and us about what they really believe. This is an important benefit in our witness to others.
For example, a few months ago I asked a taxi driver here in Singapore what his religious beliefs were.
At first he told me he was a Buddhist, so I asked him, "What do you mean by 'Buddhist'? Are you a
devout Buddhist?" He replied, "Well, I'm really a free thinker." His admission then led us to a more
honest discussion about his barriers to religious beliefs in general, and Christianity in particular.
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Furthermore, asking clarifying questions may actually create an open door to move to more interactive
spiritual dialogue or to direct evangelism! For example, on another occasion a taxi driver told me
straight away he was a free thinker. I then asked him, "What do you mean by 'free thinker'?" To my
delight that one very simple question then led to an interactive spiritual dialogue in which I had an
opportunity to share the Gospel with him!
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Another benefit of asking clarifying questions concerning a person's beliefs is that it creates the
greatest possible opportunity for spiritual dialogue without making a

person unnecessarily defensive. If people perceive that our goal is to have them help us to better
understand their beliefs rather than to prove that they are wrong, they are more likely to have a more
positive response to our probing questions. In this way we are actually taking advantage of our
ignorance about what that person believes so that we may be assured of receiving the least defensive
response possible.
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Clarifying terms is also helpful because it reverses the burden of proof from us to them. I call this
"The Boomerang Principle". When someone throws a tough question or accusation at you, instead of
answering the question right away, turn that question around and let it come back to them to allow
them to feel the onus of the question. For example, if someone says, "I do not think that the New
Testament documents are a reliable record of what Jesus said and did," you can ask them this question:
"Why are the New Testament documents not as reliable as some of the documents written around the
same time period like Josephus, Tacitus, or Homer's [liad? For example, Homer wrote the Iliad in about
800 B.C. yet the earliest copies we have are 400 years later. So if we believe Homer wrote accurately



about things such as the Trojan horse, why can't we know that the things the New Testament says
concerning Jesus' life are also true?" We are not trying to prove here that everything in the New
Testament is true, but are specifically asking why we can't know that some of the basic events of Jesus'
life are true. So, when people raise questions and try to put us on the defensive, we must avoid falling
into their trap by turning the question back around on them by using the boomerang principle.
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Questions That Surface Uncertainty
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Now in addition to asking questions that clarify the meaning of certain unclear terms, we also need to
ask questions that surface uncertainty and expose false belief systems or concepts. Our desire here is to
ask questions to help others begin to see the cracks in the foundations of their worldviews. Ultimately,
we want them to question whether their beliefs have a strong enough foundation on which to build their
lives on. This step can be broken down into two different stages. The first stage focuses on asking our
friends thought-provoking questions that result in surfacing some amount of uncertainty in their beliefs.
Even though this may not really challenge

them to change their viewpoint, this can, however, create some amount of doubt that, over time, will
begin to put a crack in their foundation and eventually lead them to be more open to reconsider other
aspects of their belief systems. Examples of the kinds of questions that you may use to surface
uncertainty are: "Do you think it matters what we believe, or is it more important that we have some
kind of religion to make us a better person?" Another is, "Do you think that all religious beliefs
basically teach the same thing?" Still another is, "Do you think that all people will be held accountable
for the way they live? If so, what do you think the standard will be?"
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The second step then picks up where the first left of. Once we can get our friends to admit some
amount of uncertainty in their beliefs, we can then build on that by asking them more probing questions
that expose in a deeper way their false beliefs or concepts. At the very least, we may create an even
greater degree of doubt about their beliefs. Examples of these kinds of questions are: "How is it
possible for all religions to be the same when some of them contradict each other's key beliefs?" or
"How is it possible to believe that there is no God and yet believe in such non-material things as truth
and love?" Or "How can you say the Bible is unreliable when other ancient historical documents are
accepted?" I've noticed that one practical question that is helpful for some Singaporeans to consider is
"How can I know if the god I am worshiping is the right one?" Just recently I used this question in a
conversation [ was having with a young Chinese girl and it led to a very interesting exchange of ideas
which allowed me to share more about the Christian faith.
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Let me give one personal example to show how I use these kinds of questions in the lives of the pre-
believers in my circle of influence. A few years ago our former nanny told us she was going to have to
leave us for personal reasons. This made me very sad because not only was she a good nanny, but I had
not had the opportunity to share the Gospel with her. So a few days before she left us I asked her this
question: "Aunty, how do you fit Jesus into your Buddhism?" After thinking about it for a few
moments she said to me, "I haven't quite figured that out yet." That comment then gave me the open
door to share how Jesus had made a difference in my own life. Unfortunately she did not make a
decision that day to accept Christ, but I could tell by her reaction that my question had caused her to
think more deeply about how inadequate her foundation for belief in Buddhism really was. The bottom
line was that my question made her realize that she had yet to figure out where to "fit Jesus" in her
religious beliefs.
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Now when you and I paint a picture using questions that help others to see that their foundation may
not be strong enough to build their lives upon, this could lead to a crisis in belief. Certainly this
occurred in the ministry of the Apostle Paul when he spoke to the polytheists in Acts 17 and pointed
out two problems in their belief about

their god or gods - that on the one hand they believed that they had made these wooden gods and yet on
the other they also believed in some sense that these "wooden gods" had created them. As a result of



Paul's dialogue, many of them were challenged to consider the adequacy of their belief and this was
instrumental in some wanting

to continue the dialogue. For others it actually contributed to their putting their faith in Christ (Acts
17:32-33)!
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So if you and I are going to effectively engage others in spiritual dialogue and possibly even challenge
them to reconsider their current beliefs, we are going to have to learn the fine art of conversation. We
must learn to engage others and ask questions that surface uncertainty and expose false beliefs and
perspectives.
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Doubt, Defensiveness and Desire
Beid. B EAEK

Yet, in order to gauge whether we are asking the right kinds of questions in the right way to have a
maximum effect, it is important for us to keep three objectives in mind in asking questions. I call them
"The Three D's of Evangelism" - Doubt, Defensiveness, and Desire. Many times we may ask questions
in a way that produces unnecessary

defensiveness, making it difficult for others to hear what we are saying and even leading to them
cutting of all future dialogue with us. Instead, we need to learn to ask questions in a way that surfaces
Doubt in pre-believers' perspectives, while at the same time minimising their Defensiveness, and
creating a Desire to want to hear more! This is especially important if we want to be more successful in
reaching this current generation. In doing so, we are following Jesus' example with the woman at the
well in John 4. He did not tell her to "turn from her sins" or else she would burn in hell. Jesus merely
asked her thought-provoking questions and created a curiosity to hear more by saying that if she drank
of the water He gave, she would never be thirsty again (John 4:13).
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Conclusion
2

In summary, we have said that in the world we live in today we need to allow others to surface the truth
by asking them probing questions - questions that clarify the meaning of certain unclear terms and
questions that surface uncertainty and expose false beliefs or concepts. Furthermore, to make sure our
questions are having maximum impact on those we are trying to reach, we need to remember to ask
questions in a way that surfaces uncertainty while minimizing defensiveness and creating a curiosity to
want to hear more.
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In a world that may not be so easily inclined to even believe in any "good news" or even think that
there is any such thing as "bad news", this could be a helpful approach in helping to clarify beliefs and
surfacing doubts. Just as it did for the polytheists that Paul addressed in Acts 17, this may play a role in
helping them to take one step closer to Christ each day.
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Rev. Dr. David Geisler is President of Meekness and Truth Ministries and Adjunct Professor at
Singapore Bible College, Trinity Theological College and East Asia School of Theology. Three years
ago, David and his family moved to Singapore to develop a new pre-evangelism paradigm for
Christians in the East.
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Please send feedback to dg@meeknessand truth.org and check out the resources at

www.meeknessandtruth.org
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Words of Wisdom # &2 =

Personal evangelism should be characterized by sensitivity. One is talking to another person, not into a
tape recorder. ---Jerram Barrs and Ranald MacCaulay
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UNCOVERING BARRIERS
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How can we get below the surface and speak to pre-believers' true objections?
BATINFTEEBERIRIEZ T, XERGEE N EIERBUIE?

BY REV DR DAVID GEISLER
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It is important that we also learn to uncover the emotional and spiritual barriers that keep someone
from placing their faith in Christ. Sometimes we need to go below the surface of people’s stated
concerns and get to the real issues.
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Our approach to communicating the truth must be coupled with a meek and humble disposition.
FN T ZH PRI 77 2B AT — TN eI DA 6o

The first instalment of this series on Conversational Evangelism dealt with the need to earnestly listen
in order understand our pre-believing friends’ viewpoints. The second instalment addressed step two
of the process: helping them to surface the truth by asking probing questions that surface uncertainty
while minimizing defensiveness and creating a curiosity to want to hear more. This third instalment
addresses step three of the process: helping to uncover the real barriers people have to embracing the
gospel.
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Just as it may be not enough for us just to “proclaim” the Gospel to those around us to successfully
reach people today, in the area of pre-evangelism we must, likewise, do more than just deconstruct
someone’s beliefs. A deconstructive approach alone is inadequate when there is emotional or
intellectual baggage that is keeping someone from even hearing what we are saying to them about
Christ. On many occasions I have found that the troubling questions people raise about the Christian
faith are often not the real barriers that are keeping them from trusting Christ. Jeremiah 17:9 says that
the heart of man is deceitful and wicked, which makes uncovering his hidden barriers diJcult.
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Furthermore, pre-evangelism must not be limited to surfacing discrepancies in others’ beliefs since
post-modern people have lived very comfortably with discrepancies in their beliefs for a long time and
may not desire to change how they live. Many times they would prefer to live with distorted beliefs
rather than live what they consider an uncomfortable lifestyle.
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Like an archaeologist, then, we want to carefully uncover their history to discover their real barriers
and how they came to be on their current path. Proverbs 20:5 says, “The [unseen] purpose in a man’s
mind is like deep water, but a man of understanding will draw it out.” Consequently, e[Jective pre-
evangelism involves people with the foresight and wisdom necessary, not only to deal with people’s
stated questions or objections, but also to go below the surface and speak to their true objections.

As caring individuals sensitive to the Holy Spirit, we want to discern what unspoken issues are
keeping a person from seriously considering a relationship with God and help remove the baggage that
people are carrying that keeps them from seeing the truth of Christ.
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In order to do this, we need to keep at least six steps in mind as we ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom to
guide us in this process (Jas 1:5).
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First, we must determine whether their issue is a legitimate question or a smoke screen. Sometimes,
questions can be just a diversion to avoid the truth. To remove the smoke we need to ask questions such
as, “If I could answer your questions in a way that would make sense to you, would that help you more
seriously consider a belief in God and Christianity?” If they answer this question by saying no, we then
know that their barriers are really not intellectual. Then, for clarity, we may say, “It seems like your
barriers are not intellectual but are emotional, spiritual or some kind of other barrier.” Then we follow
up with the direct question, “Am I right?” In asking this specific question, you are providing them an
opportunity to “come clean” with you and share what is really getting in the way of trusting in Christ.
Asking these kinds of questions will determine whether the question or issue is legitimate, saving a lot
of time in discussions with people who do not want to know the truth.
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The second step to uncovering hidden barriers is to determine whether the barrier is intellectual,
emotional or a combination of both. For example, if someone asks me a question about the problem of
evil, I do not automatically assume their question is totally of an intellectual nature. Many who struggle
with this question do so because of emotional issues. Perhaps someone they know and love suffered
some kind of painful experience. So, I will ask them, “Why is this question so important to you?”

This exposes possible emotional issues that may be helpful to discuss with them. Here are some other
examples of questions that could possibly indicate emotional baggage: “How could a good God allow
so much suffering and evil in the world?”” Another one is, “If God is real, how come there are so many



hypocrites in the church?”
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Other questions may indicate intellectual baggage such as: “It’s been too long since Christ lived, so
how can we really know what He said?” or “How can there be absolute truth when so many people
disagree on so many things?”” Another question could be “Since the Bible has been mistranslated so
many times, how can we be sure what it originally said?”” One approach to handling the tough
intellectual questions is to learn how to reverse the burden of proof. For example, if someone questions
the reliability of the Bible, you might ask, “Why would you reject the Bible when other books of
antiquity are accepted without question?”
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Now, it is not easy to discern whether someone has such baggage. It is more of an art than a science,
and requires much practice and a lot of wisdom from God to discern. The bottom line is we must not
speak to perceived intellectual barriers when answering questions when the real problem is the
emotional baggage that is weighing them down. This leads to the next important step.
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The third step to uncovering hidden barriers is to uncover the specific type of emotional baggage
people may have. Some people carry a lot of emotional baggage, which makes it dilIcult for them to
understand the Christian message. For example, I remember a time I had a conversation with a college
student about Jesus in which I was making little progress. Something seemed to be blocking him from
hearing what I was trying to say about Jesus. Finally, he confessed to me that the last Christian who
talked to him had said that “AIDS is God’s punishment for homosexuals.” Well, that explained to me
clearly why I was not connecting with him. He could not hear what I was trying to say because he was
emotionally hurt by this comment. Our pre-believing friends may carry emotional baggage that is
keeping them from hearing us and “seeing” who Jesus is. Other examples of baggage are negative
childhood experiences or overbearing religious parents that have turned people o[ from Christianity.
The most common complaint I hear from pre-believers concerns all the hypocrites in the church.
Because emotional baggage can be a real hindrance to people hearing the truth of the gospel message,
we need to develop a strategy for dealing with this issue when we encounter it in our witness to others.
Consider the following suggestions. First, when we discover some kind of emotional baggage, invite
them to share their story with us. Furthermore, we need to show transparency and sympathize with
their pain. Also, if a brother or sister in Christ said or did something that is obviously wrong and caused



some kind of pain, we need to acknowledge this wrong and seek their forgiveness on behalf of that
Christian brother or sister. This may help them to see the reality of sin, which could help them consider
why we feel the need for Christ in our lives. We also need to allrm God’s love for that person. They
may also be willing to allow us to pray for them. In fact sometimes telling people you are praying for
them when they share a dillcult struggle can play an important part in helping them to see Christianity
in a more true light and open the door to future conversations of a spiritual nature. Caring is more
effective than convincing.
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The fourth step to uncovering hidden barriers is to determine whether there is an underlying issue
behind the questions or concerns that people raise. Sometimes this can be accomplished by asking for
clarification why this particular question or concern is important. We should probe to see if it reveals
any biases. For example, pre-believers may make the following statement, “I think Christians are
arrogant for claiming that Jesus is the only way to God.” Because they may think that Christians feel
they are better than other people, we must clarify that we are not arrogant or prejudiced in making this
statement but are only stating what we believe to be true. Therefore, our approach to communicating
the truth must be coupled with a meek and humble disposition.

KR BB AT S DU2E, R PEAE NIRRT T 5, 2 S A AR R AL ] R
TE: A IR PR 7 — AP ) 8 — — DA XA ) O R R A B ? |, AT DLk
Ko AR 28R T 1% 0] 2 75 S AR TR AL . 9100, RAEE AT RESR LU R Rt THIAA
SRR R, PR S AR ES SR 2 2 AR B A ) o R AT AT e DU E AR N ARAT]
PR AN TEOCE, BRATLIEE, 5 AN IFAZ D B ey B KA i W AR HEX R R
%, FATAA R B EATVOD R B Sk, pril, 310 =51 Ep 7 s s — AN iR 6k
HROASEE .

Jesus is a good example of Someone who always seemed to know how to get to the heart of the matter
in discussions with people. When a rich man asked Him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit
eternal life?”” Jesus asked, “Why do you call me good?” (Mark 10:17-18) to help him wrestle with
who Jesus really was. When the rich man saw himself as living up to the measurement of the Law
(Mark 10:20), Jesus revealed to him where his heart loyalties really were (Mark 10:22). In the same



way, in our desire to share the good news with others, we must prepare to dig below the surface to find
the true objections to the gospel whether they are stated or not.
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The fifth step to uncovering hidden barriers is to discover their biggest barrier to embracing
Christianity. This is important because you will hear people raise all kinds of objections to Christianity,
yet we may have diffculty discerning the crucial one. By asking questions that pinpoint the most
important barrier, pre-believers can search their hearts to discover what is really holding them back.
This also helps them to identify what kinds of doubts, if any, they may have about the Christian faith
and determine if those doubts are a result of intellectual or emotional barriers. For example, when I
asked an Asian student what his biggest barrier was to accepting Christ he confessed, “One of my
biggest barriers to belief in God or Christianity is that I am not brave enough to consider religious
issues solely without considering the consequences of what other people think.” I think he was
referring to what his parents would think or say if he ever became a Christian. A while back I learned
that one of my former students here in Singapore (based on what I taught her) asked her seeking friend
this question: “What is keeping you from making a decision to accept Christ now?”” The friend then
realized there was nothing keeping her from making that decision and so right there and then prayed to
receive Christ into her life.
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Other students I talked to indicated there were intellectual questions that they needed answered. For
example, one student said to me, “It has been 2000 years since Jesus lived so we can’t really know
what he did or said.” So I gave him an article by William Lane Craig on the evidence for the
resurrection of Jesus Christ and this seemed to help with his intellectual doubts. Removing intellectual
barriers can play a very important role in helping our friends to be honest with themselves and us about
what is really keeping them from putting their trust in Christ (Jer 17:9).
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The sixth and final step is to find out what would motivate non-believers to get answers to their



questions about Christ. Discovering their motivation for exploring Christianity can help you to know
how to dialogue with them over a period of time, and could suggest the most effective focus of your
conversation. One person answered this question by saying, “My mother committed suicide three
years ago and I do not believe in God or Christianity. However I realize if there is no God there is
ultimately no meaning or purpose to life, but [ am not willing to accept that yet.” Another person |
talked to told me his mother died a few years ago and he believed that she was in heaven. His
motivation in talking with me was he wanted to see his mum again. So, discovering the motivational
factors is an important part in removing the obstacles and may clear the way for us to build a bridge to
the gospel.
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These six factors can play an important role in helping us to surface the real barriers that are keeping
others from trusting Christ. Consequently, we need to be looking continually for signs of unstated
issues or concerns below the surface of the conversation. By looking honestly at these six factors we
may help others to discover what is really getting in the way of them putting their trust in Christ. While
focusing on these issues alone may not lead to an immediate decision to accept Christ, they could play
an important part and help someone to take one step closer to Jesus Christ.
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Please send feedback to dg@meeknessandtruth.org and check out the resources at
www.meeknessandtruth.org
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Rev. Dr. David Geisler is President of Meekness and Truth Ministries and Adjunct Professor at
Singapore Bible College, Trinity Theological College and East Asia School of Theology. Three years
ago, David and his family moved to Singapore to develop a new pre-evangelism paradigm for
Christians in the East.
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Effective evangelism starts where people are not where we would like them to be. --- Anonymous
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BUILDING BRIDGES

Moving from pre-evangelism to sharing the Gospel
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BY REV DR DAVID GEISLER
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Sometimes merely taking the time to hear what someone believes and genuinely showing interest in
them may create the kind of common ground that will make it easier for us to pursue further spiritual
dialogue.
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“Heart bridges’ help people to understand how Jesus speaks to the very concerns of people’s lives:
that Jesus satisfies the longings of people’s hearts and helps them to realise their hopes. Meaning in
life can truly only be found in having a personal relationship with God.

T RFFZE) TEIINAAMN T E1 A 117 )] 5 AT i T2 KT D 1 e A2 FS B AN T R TR TF7
I TET I L PRI e X BTGP A KR 1A BEELIE 175

Not only are Christ's claims totally unique compared to other major religious leaders', but the proof of
His claims have no parallel among other religious leaders.
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The first installment of this series on Conversational Evangelism dealt with the need to earnestly listen
in order to understand our pre-believing friends' viewpoints. The second installment addressed Step
Two of the process: helping them to surface the truth by asking probing questions that surface
uncertainty while minimizing defensiveness and creating a curiosity to want to hear more. The third
installment addressed Step Three: helping to uncover the real barriers people have to embracing the
Gospel. This fourth instaliment deals with developing a strategy for building a bridge to the Gospel
with our pre-believing friends.
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In a "building" conversation, we are attempting to build a positive case for Christ and look for
opportunities to transition from pre-evangelism to evangelism. But building a bridge to the Gospel is
not always easy in the world we live in today because there is a deep skepticism and indifference, or
even outright rejection of truth and moral absolutes. Consequently, there has been such an erosion of
truth that there is no longer a clear pathway for some to take steps towards the Gospel. In order then to
build a bridge to the Gospel, it is helpful to keep four steps in mind.
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1. Find Common Ground
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First, we need to find "common ground" with those we are trying to reach. The apostle Paul said, "To
the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible
means [ might save some" (1 Cor. 9:22, NIV). This means finding that point of intersection between
our beliefs and those of our pre-believing friends. Let me illustrate. One day I had a conversation with a
Jewish agnostic on a college campus. He told me how angry he was at the Christians who tried to
witness to him using the Bible when he did not believe that the Bible was reliable. He was not even
certain that God existed. So I sought to find common ground by talking about the issue of truth. At the
end of our long conversation, the last thing he said to me was, “You are going to have me up all night
trying to figure this out.” He responded directly to me because I had sought to find that common ground
before I attempted to share with him about Christ.
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In order to discover these areas of common ground, we can ask low-key spiritual questions like, “Does
it matter what you believe?” or “Can everyone be right?” or “Is there any difference between Jesus and
other religious leaders?” This certainly is not a novel approach. Paul’s approach in the New Testament
was different depending on the audience to whom he was speaking. He always sought to find common
ground with those he was trying to reach. In Acts 28, he showed the Jews that Jesus was the fulfillment
of the Old Testament prophecies written about Him, because they accepted the authority of the Old
Testament and had some ideas about the Messiah, and also shared the common ground of the idea of a
monotheistic God. But in Acts 17:23-31, when Paul was speaking to polytheists who did not accept the
Old Testament, he started talking about the unknown God that they worshipped, and in the process
introduced them to the Christian God, who made the universe.
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Sometimes finding common ground can earn us the right to be heard. One of my former students shared
his experience in finding common ground: I got into a taxi where the driver was playing some Buddhist
mantras over his sound system. He asked me politely if I minded and offered to turn it off if I did.
Actually I did mind, but I decided to use the opportunity to ask him what he was playing. He told me



what it was and asked if he could explain it to me.... I agreed to hear his explanation with the caveat
that he also hear my side. He then began an exposition of his Buddhist faith.... At the same time, he
declared he was open to other faiths as well. So I asked him if I could share why I felt Christianity was
different....By the time we reached my destination, I had taken the opportunity to invite him to my
church....I realised what had made him open up to me was the fact that I had been open to him to start
with.... I had ‘heard’ his desire to continue listening to his mantras, following which I heard about his
faith. By allowing him that, the common ground of understanding was laid and he was open to listen to
my view.
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Sometimes merely taking the time to hear what someone believes and genuinely showing interest in
them may create the kind of common ground that will make it easier for us to pursue further spiritual
dialogue.
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2. Build on Planks of Common Understanding
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We can construct a bridge from a point of shared beliefs by building on planks of common
understanding. These common understandings may be things that our pre-believing friends may not be
quite aware of unless we help them to surface them by asking probing questions, or unless there is
some crisis in their world that makes it more diffcult for them to suppress the truth (hold it down - Rom
1:18). For example, many pre-believers in Asia don’t realize that there is something wrong with calling
themselves devout Buddhists and yet desiring to win the lottery until you gently point out the problem
with this perspective.
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Furthermore, if they develop a new perspective on an issue that you did not agree on in the past, that
new understanding can be used as a foundation to build common understandings in other areas. For
example, if someone acknowledges that “Not every view can be right,” then the next question to ask is,
“Would you agree then that someone or some view of religion must be wrong?” If they accept this also
as a common plank, the next question you can ask is, “Then how do you personally decide who is right



and who is wrong?” At this point you might have laid down enough planks in your bridge that you can
talk about the person of Christ and discuss what makes Him so unique. Another approach that is
especially helpful in building bridges to the gospel in Asia is to find those trans-cultural markers that
point to Christ and build our bridge to the Gospel from that point. For example, one day I was trying to
explain to a taxi driver how Christianity is different from other religions in that Christians believe that
there is nothing that we have to do to earn our way to heaven because it has already been done for us.
His response was, “Well, we Chinese don’t believe such things.” After studying more on traditional
Chinese folk beliefs subsequently, I realised that I could have said, “But don’t some Chinese believe
that during the Hungry Ghost Festival that there are some things we can do for our dead ancestors that
they cannot do for themselves? Now if this is true, could it not also be true that Jesus may have to do
some things for us that we cannot do for ourselves?” This is one transcultural marker we can use as we
attempt to build pre-evangelistic bridges to the Gospel with those with Chinese folk beliefs.(1)
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It is also important to remember that these bridges can either be “head bridges” or “heart
bridges”. Heart bridges help people to understand how Jesus speaks to the very concerns of
people’s lives: that Jesus satisfies the longings of people’s hearts and helps them to realise their
hopes. Meaning in life can truly only be found in having a personal relationship with God.
Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias points out, “Jesus stated without a doubt that God is the author
of life and that meaning in life is found in knowing Him. This idea would be totally denied by
Buddhism, which either ignores God or rules out His existence altogether.”(2) In building bridges
with others, heart bridges seem to be most important to build first. In a world that has bought into
postmodern thinking and consequently has begun to give up on the idea of reason and rationality,
to reach people today the Holy Spirit needs to break through their walls and penetrate their hearts.
We need to be able to help people understand first how Jesus can make a real dilJerence, and
explain all those things that Jesus stood for that are attractive to a postmodern mindset. For
example, I recently asked a Christian missionary with a Hindu background what the turning point
was that had led to his conversion. He said that the heart bridge that had had the biggest impact
on him was the realisation that when Jesus died on the cross, He said, “Father, forgive them for
they know not what they do.” In an age which equates forced obedience with fundamentalist
beliefs, this is an important heart bridge: to remind our seeking friends that Jesus did not teach us
to hate our enemies but to love them and pray for those who persecute us (Matt 5:44). This is a
refreshing truth about Christianity that we need to share with others.
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While constructing heart bridges may be our first step in reaching people today, it is also important to
construct “head bridges” by using “planks of common understanding”. One of the most important head
bridges to establish is the understanding that “Faith must have an object to be valid”. It is not faith that
is important, but the object of our faith that is important.(3) While other religious founders may be
excluded from the religions they founded without much effect on the belief system, we can’t take
Christ out of Christianity and still have Christianity. Similarly, we cannot take out the resurrection and
still have Christianity. Our faith is in Christ Himself, proven to be the Son of God by the historical fact
of His resurrection from the dead. Some planks one may use to build both head bridges and heart
bridges are: “What you believe will alJect how you live”; “Not all religious viewpoints can be right”;
“Faith must have an object to have merit”; “Jesus’ claims are unique compared to those of any other
major religious leader” (Jn 10:30; Jn 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 Tim 2:5). One important truth that we need to
communicate is that not only are Christ’s claims totally unique compared to other major religious
leaders, but the proof of His claims have no parallel among other religious leaders. For example, one of
the frequent questions I’ll ask a pre-believer is, “Are you aware of the major differences between
Christianity and all other major religions?”” I will then point out that Jesus Christ is the only major
religious leader that ever claimed to be God, who lived a sinless life, who fulfilled prophecy written
hundreds of years before He was born, and then died on the cross and rose from the dead. This helps
them to begin to see just how unique Jesus really is.
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3. Remember the Goal
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We need to remember not to get so caught up in pre-evangelism that we forget the goal (2 Tim 4:2),
which is to remove the obstacles so that we can help people take one step closer to Jesus Christ each
day (1 Cor 3:6). If we only deal with pre-evangelistic issues and never get around to evangelism, we
are not fulfilling God’s mandate to be salt and light (Matt 5:13-15)! But if we keep sight of our goal we
will know that it is not so important that someone agrees with us but rather that others will see the truth
about the Christian message so they cry out “Abba Father” (Rom 8:15).
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4. Seek Opportunities to Transition to the Gospel
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The fourth and final step in building a bridge to the Gospel is to actively seek for opportunities to
transition to the Gospel. For example, we can use the question, “Has anyone ever explained to you the
dilJerence between Christianity and all other religions?” to raise pre-believers’ curiosity about what we
believe. Then we could also say, “I can explain the difference between Christianity and all other
religions by using just two words, ‘do’ versus ‘done’.”’(4) We can go on to explain that all the religions
in the world say “do this” to get to heaven or the equivalent. For example, Muslims say “your good
deeds have to outweigh your bad deeds”. Hindus say “you have to overcome karma and reincarnations
by doing good works.”
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Buddhists say you need to “get rid of desire through an eight-fold path.” Christianity, on the other
hand, is not about “doing” something but about what has already been “done”. The Bible teaches
us that there is nothing we can do to earn a relationship with God. The fact is, no matter how
good I am or what I “do” for God, it will never be enough to earn the right to have a relationship
with Him (Eph 2:8-9; Tit 3:5). That is why the focus in Christianity is not on “do” but “done”.
Jesus provided the sacrifice to atone for my sins (Rom 5:8). My responsibility is to accept what
God has done for me and allow God to come into my life (Jn 1:12) and change me from the
inside out, not in my own power, but in His strength (Php 2:13; 4:13).
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To sum up then, practising the Conversational Evangelism Model involves hearing the discrepancies in
other’s views and then illuminating those discrepancies by asking questions to help clarify their
religious terminology and reveal the weaknesses of their perspective. Subsequently, we explore their
history and uncover their underlying barriers and then build a bridge to the Gospel (1 Cor 3:6).
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We must always begin with hearing conversations. Yet knowing what to do next is more of an art than
a science. We may want to ask illuminating questions about the discrepancies we hear in their
perspective or we may want to dig a little into their history to find out how they came to be on their
current path before we ask any questions that help them to surface the truth for themselves. Each
situation is different and one approach may not work as well as another. We need to be sensitive to how
the Holy Spirit wants us to proceed in the situation (Jas 1:5).
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The most important thing is that pre-evangelism should involve at least four different aspects: hearing,
illuminating, uncovering, and building. Understanding how to integrate these aspects of pre-evangelism
into our evangelism training can play an important part in helping us to more effectively reach the
skeptics, pluralists and postmodernists of our day.
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May God help us all to understand, like the men of Issachar, the times in which we live and therefore
know what we should do (1 Chr 12:32).

JEAR A TN B, AR CABEAI N, BATFT A R, AR IRA TS a0 £ (X
+12:32) .

Send feedback to dg@meeknessandtruth.org and check out the resources at
www.meeknessandtruth.org and the blog at www.meeknessandtruth.org/blog
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Words of Wisdom EHEZE

We shall have all eternity in which to celebrate our victories, but we have only one swift hour before
the sunset in which to win them. --- Robert Moffatt
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Endnotes FHii

1. For a good reference book on understanding traditional Chinese beliefs see Rev Daniel Tong, A
Biblical Approach to Chinese Traditions & Beliefs (Singapore: Armour Publishing, 2003).
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2. Ravi Zacharias, Jesus Among Other Gods (USA:Thomas Nelson Inc, 2001), p. 12.

3. Christian researcher George Barna points out that “About one out of four born again Christians (in
the West) believe that it doesn’t matter what faith you follow because they all teach the same lessons.”
George Barna, Born Again Christians, 2000, Barna Web-site.
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4. See Bill Hybels & Mark Mittelberg, Becoming a Contagious Christian (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1994) for further information on “do” versus “done”.
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