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​Introduction
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In his first epistle, Peter admonished Christians to be ready to give unbelievers the reason for their hope in Jesus Christ. In order to do so, they would have to be able to articulate and then defend their faith. The defense that they give would have to be reasonable and sustainable. This was an early call for Christians to be defenders or apologists of the Christian faith. 

​In this publication:

In this third book of the apologetic discipline series, we will examine the early advancements of apologetics. A brief overview and analysis will be given of the councils and emerging doctrines contrary to Christian orthodoxy. It is our prayer that this information will strengthen the modern apologist.****
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Apologetics in the Early Centuries
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The documents of the New Testament demonstrate the necessity of apologetics and how it developed as new issues and concerns arose. The disciples and followers of the apostles continued the work of Christ providing oversight for the churches and Christian groups. 

The Early Apologists

They discovered in a more acute manner that the preaching of the gospel had to be consistently accompanied with an apologetic element. History demonstrates that members of the Christian community took responsibility for providing a defense of the faith, as well as those called to ministry. 

As Christianity gradually separated from Judaism and came to feel its own character as a new faith, competing with various ethnic, philosophic, and mysterious religions in the Roman world and facing objections and persecution, it began to be conscious of itself and its responsibility to give answers to the criticisms and attacks that were made against it. Moreover, educated men and scholars were converted to Christianity in great numbers. They found that truth compelled them quite naturally to enter in discussion with pagan philosophers. This was the beginning of the Christian apologetic literature that soon took shape in a series of apologies and dialogues in defense of the new religion. (The Early Apologists, 1998-2014)

The early apologists were not afraid to purge the Church of false beliefs, but also confront the philosophies that surrounded them. This showed a significant expansion of apologetics by incorporating a polemic dimension. 

The Apologists did not hesitate to use technical philosophic terms which were the current stock-in-trade of educated pagans. It is however; an error to believe that in doing this they so Hellenized Christianity as to dilute central doctrines. They were first and foremost churchmen and their object was to Christianize Hellenism, not to Hellenize Christianity... We should not, therefore, expect in their writings a full exposition of the Christian Faith such  as would be given to Christians. Their purpose was apologetic, and we cannot therefore reconstruct from their writings, with the possible exception of Justin Martyr, a systematic statement of their beliefs. (The Apologies, Leslie W. Barnard)

Second Generation Apologists

The next generation had an increasing number of issues to address. In the 1st Century, it is understood that the main areas of concern were the influence of Judaism, the prevailing philosophy of Gnosticism, and the meaning of grace and its implications of the lifestyle of the believers. 

The believers of the 2nd and 3rd centuries inherited these oppositions, as well as new threats. They had to consistently defend the right of Christianity as a religion within the Roman Empire. They had to address the doctrinal threats proposed by philosophers and philosophies which were seen as dogmatic. And finally, they had to combat the perversion of Christian thought which developed from within the Church itself. The Christian community participated in confronting these issues.

The defense of Christianity was not only undertaken by clergy men but also by laymen. It was not part of the official preaching of the Church. (The Early Apologists 1998-2014)

Modern apologists must realize that Christians of the 2nd through 4th Centuries had numerous opponents and philosophies of the faith that need to be addressed. The multiplicity of adversaries of the Christian faith were significant in the earliest centuries of the Church. Many of the philosophies and ideologies of these opponents persist today in with new names and methods of propagation. Attention should be given  to  some  of  the  prevalent apologetic opponents of the early Christians.
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Philosophical Schools
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In the 2nd – 4th Centuries, ancient philosophies resurfaced, and schools dedicated to these philosophies flourished and abounded. The burgeoning New Testament church fought for its place within the Roman Empire amidst these schools. Devotees to these schools did become believers, but some still wanted to synthesize these beliefs with the Christian faith. These schools and their beliefs became thorns in the Christian assembly.

Peripatetic School

This school was started in the early 4th century by Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) The name of group was based upon the practice of members walking from place to place (derived from the Greek term, peripatētikós, which means walking or to those who walk about), as they discussed their particular brand of philosophy. 

This philosophy was based on following the “why” and “what is” of all things. It focused on finding out the meaning of all things through scientific analysis. A primary doctrine of life is that it is in “virtuous” actions that true happiness is found. This school of thought influenced Greek philosophy well into the 3rd Century A.D.). It is evident that some of these beliefs find expression in some of the Easter philosophies.

Neoplatanism

This school of thought was founded and developed by Plotinus (204-270 A.D.) This complex form of Greek philosophy is based upon certain precepts. All things are derived from the supreme principle which was called the One or the Good. The highest goal of this philosophy is to raise the intellect to a mystical union with the Good. The person transcends reality and becomes one with the Good. 

There was no room for special revelation or external religious rites. Union with the Good was the objective of this philosophy which could only be achieved through moral purification and  intellectual enlightenment. It is interesting to note that this philosophy  resembles  aspect  of  the modern New Age Movement.

Cynicism

This belief system is believed to founded by Antisthenes (445 -365 BC), who was a disciple of Socrates. This system renounced cultural inventions, deeming that the goal of life was to be virtuous. Viewing society as corrupt, this school distanced itself from cities, forming vagabond groups while denouncing the corruptions and injustices they say in society.  The goal of life was to achieve moral virtue through moral teachings. Socialism seems to be a vehicle of this thought. Organized societies are viewed as corrupt through indulgence and “modern” vices.

Pythagorean Philosophy 

This system of philosophy was derived from the Greek philosopher Pythagoras (570-490 BC). This system was an amalgamation of various ideas. However, it can be primarily based upon the following; 1) Mathematics (namely, numbers) is the basis for metaphysics and reality, 2) Philosophy is the key to spiritual purification, 3) The soul’s ultimate destination is “heaven” or the union with the divine, 4) The mystical nature of symbols, 5) Secrecy and discretion of members and 6) The Pythagorean theorem, supposed to have mystical properties with other numbers. This system seems to find expression in the Masonic movement with the exaltation of the man through personal righteousness. Also, masons rely upon secrecy and the use of hidden codes, emblems, and rituals which have power attached to them. It, too, is fiercely secretive.

Middle Platonist

A system of thought which lasted from 90 B.C. well into the 3rd Century A.D. It proposed that God created the world and matter to be the receptacle of evil. Hence, the natural world had a soul and was the source of evil. God was a supremely transcendent being, hence, man could only come into contact with Him through intermediaries, which could be called lesser gods and daemons (Greek, daimon), which referred to beings that were godlike. 

This philosophy advocated the freedom of the will and the immortality of the soul. The Jewish Greek philosopher Philo is said to have been influenced by this system. This philosophy seems to be the precursor to the New Age movement which denounces the flesh and elevates the mind and spirit.

Stoicism

This system was rooted in belief in the order of all material things. For humankind, life was to be governed by the tranquility of mind. They believed that all creatures had a moral worth. The human existence was not the expression of something divine or cosmic, but was based solely upon logic, reality, and the laws of nature. Hence, a singleness of mind and sternness was to be held in one’s approach to life. It emphasized the inherit good moral nature of man and the “brotherhood” of all man.

The world
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