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Introduction: The Disappointed Coach

A Letter to Christian Apologetics Instructors

I am not a Christian. I am an agnostic—epistemically honest about uncertainty, Bayesian in my rea-
soning, and committed to proportioning belief to evidence. I have spent twenty-five years teaching
critical thinking, logic, and epistemology across cultures and contexts. I have read widely in philos-
ophy of religion, studied classical and contemporary apologetics, and engaged countless believers in
serious dialogue about truth, evidence, and justification.

This book is written from that position—but not to that position.

This book is written to you: Christian apologetics instructors, coaches, and mentors. It is written
to those who train believers to “give a reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15). It is written
to those who care enough about Christianity to defend it—and who care enough about truth itself to
want that defense to be intellectually coherent, epistemically responsible, and logically sound.

I am the disappointed coach on the sidelines, watching your team fumble—not because you lack
talent, but because you haven’t been taught the fundamentals. And here’s the tragedy: your own
playbook demands better.

What This Book Is

This is not a book arguing Christianity is necessarily false, though I do introduce that notion for
consideration in other content.

This is a book documenting systematic failure in how Christianity is defended at the grassroots
level—and demonstrating why that failure matters.

The thesis: Contemporary apologetics is in crisis. Not because Christianity lacks sophisticated
defenders (it has them), but because most Christians attempting apologetics commit elementary logical
fallacies, epistemic errors, and rhetorical missteps that actively harm Christianity’s credibility.

The method: I will analyze sixty-four actual apologetic responses to a single, straightforward ques-
tion about epistemic justice. I will grade each response using an eighteen-dimension rubric derived
from Christian theology itself—logic (God as Logos), truth (God as Truth), justice (God as Just), and
Scripture (1 Peter 3:15).

The conclusion: The systematic failures documented here are not accidents. They reveal something
important—either about the quality of apologetics training, or about deeper tensions in Christian
doctrine itself.

What This Book Is Not

This book is not:

9



10 Part A: The Motivation

• An attack on Christianity per se (I critique the defense, not the doctrine)
• A straw-man exercise (every response analyzed is real, verbatim)
• An impossible standard (one respondent scored 91%—excellence is achievable)
• A work of hostility (my tone is critical, not cruel)

The Reductio Framework

Throughout this book, I employ a reductio ad absurdum framework:

For the sake of argument, I will assume Christianity is true.

Given that assumption:

• What would we expect from defenders of a true religion?
• What do we actually observe?
• What does the gap between expectation and reality reveal?

This framework has a critical implication: My critique stings most if Christianity is true.

If Christianity is false, bad apologetics is unsurprising—false positions are hard to defend.

But if Christianity is true, and if God is the Logos (reason incarnate), then the logical fallacies,
evidential asymmetries, and epistemic irresponsibility documented in this book become theologically
problematic. They suggest either:

1. Christianity’s defenders are poorly trained (pedagogical failure)
2. Christianity’s defenders are poorly equipped by the doctrine itself (theological failure)

Either diagnosis demands attention.

Who This Book Is For

Primary Audience: Apologetics Instructors

If you teach apologetics—in seminaries, churches, Bible colleges, or informal study groups—this book
is for you.

I am not asking you to abandon Christianity. I am asking you to teach it better. The documented
failures in the Miriam thread (analyzed in Chapter 1) are not isolated incidents. They represent
systemic pedagogical deficits. This book:

• Diagnoses the problem (the twelve recurring failure patterns)
• Explains why it matters (the theological and practical stakes)
• Provides diagnostic tools to fix the problem

Secondary Audience: Practicing Apologists

If you are an apologist:

• Engage in online debates
• Evangelize in public spaces

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.
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• Answer questions from seekers
• Defend Christianity in hostile environments

This book will make you uncomfortable. You will see yourself in the failures documented. Use
the discomfort productively—to improve.

Tertiary Audience: Seekers and Skeptics

If you are investigating Christianity or have left it:

• This book validates your concerns (the problems you noticed are real)
• This book provides vocabulary (now you can name the fallacies you encountered)
• This book is not the final word (judge Christianity by its best defenders, not its worst)

A Warning About Tone

My tone throughout is critical but not contemptuous. I was a sincere believer myself for 25 years.

I will:

• Identify fallacies precisely
• Quote verbatim (no straw-manning)
• Explain why patterns fail
• Show what should have been said

I will not:

• Mock individuals (respondents are anonymized)
• Question sincerity (I assume good faith)
• Celebrate Christianity’s failures (I document them analytically)
• Attack faith itself (only its incompetent defense)

If my tone seems harsh, ask yourself: Is the problem my tone, or the failures I’m documenting?

The Structure of This Book

— Part A: The Author’s Motivation

— Part B: Miriam - The Post that Started it All

— Part C: The Twelve Patterns of Apologetic Blunders

— Part D: The Uncomfortable Conclusion

— Part E: Appendices:

The Current State: A Diagnostic

Contemporary Christian apologetics, as practiced in online forums, church study groups, and casual
evangelistic conversations, is in crisis. Not because Christianity lacks sophisticated defenders—Alvin
Plantinga, William Lane Craig, and Richard Swinburne represent apologetics at its best. The crisis

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.
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exists at the grassroots level, where everyday believers attempt to defend their faith and routinely
commit elementary logical fallacies, epistemic errors, and rhetorical missteps.

The problem is not that Christianity lacks intellectual resources. The problem is that you’re not
using them.

The Preventable Tragedy

Every failure documented in this book was preventable:

• The Sovereignty Gambit—could have defended justice coherently
• Circular Presuppositionalism—could have provided independent reasons
• Evidential Asymmetry—could have presented actual evidence
• Category Errors—could have distinguished ability from culpability
• False Binaries—could have acknowledged probabilistic belief

None of these errors were necessary. You chose them by not learning the fundamentals of rea-
soning.

The Cost of Failure

Individual Cost: Lost Seekers

How many Miriams—genuinely seeking truth—have been driven away by bad apologetics?

We’ll never know. They don’t stay to argue. They quietly conclude: “If this is the best Christianity
has to offer, I’ll look elsewhere.”

Societal Cost: Reputation

Christianity’s intellectual reputation has been damaged by its grassroots defenders:

• “Christians are anti-science” (because some make terrible arguments against evolution)
• “Christians are irrational” (because some embrace fallacies openly)
• “Christians are hypocritical” (because some violate their own standards)

These stereotypes are not inevitable. They are earned—through bad apologetics.

Theological Cost: Misrepresentation of God

If God is:

• Rational (Logos)
• True (John 14:6)
• Just (Deuteronomy 32:4)

Then representing Him through:

• Fallacious reasoning
• Equivocation
• Special pleading

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.
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Is not just intellectually incompetent—it is theologically blasphemous.

You claim to represent the God of Truth while defending Him through lies (equivocation). You
claim to represent the God of Justice while abandoning fairness. You claim to represent the Logos
while violating logic.

If God is real, He is not pleased.

Conclusion: The Disappointed Coach’s Final Word

I titled this book The Disappointed Coach because that is precisely what I am.

I am disappointed not because you defend Christianity—but because you defend it so badly.

I am disappointed not because I expect you to convince me—but because you cannot even answer
straightforward questions coherently.

I am disappointed not because I hate Christianity—but because I respect truth itself enough to
demand better arguments.

And here is the ultimate irony:

I, the agnostic, defend your intellectual standards better than you do.

The playbook says: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the
reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15).

You’re failing on all counts:

• Not prepared: You haven’t learned basic logic
• Not giving reasons: You’re asserting, not arguing
• Not gentle or respectful: You’re attacking questioners’ motives

This book documents that failure. More importantly, it explains why it matters and how to fix it.

If you care about Christianity, read on.

If you care about truth, read on.

If you care about neither, close the book now. You won’t like what comes next.

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.
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Sixty-Four Responses to a Single Question About Divine Justice

Much of the following content is also documented at...
https://freeoffaith.com/the-state-of-christian-apologetics/.

The Setting

In October of 2024, I posted a question in the Facebook group Christian Apologetics—one of the inter-
net’s most active forums for serious defenders of Christianity, with hundreds of members identifying
as professional apologists, ministry leaders, or active students of apologetic literature.

The group’s description promises “intellectually rigorous” engagement with challenges to Christian
faith. Its members regularly debate atheists, skeptics, and representatives of other religions. Many
post credentials: seminary degrees, published books, decades of apologetic experience.

This was not a hostile environment. This was home field advantage.

The Question

The question I posed was straightforward:

Would a truly compassionate God condemn honest seekers—or only those who reject faith?

To make this concrete, I introduced a thought experiment (See Figure 1.1 at the end of this section)
featuring Miriam, a child raised by a Christian mother and a Muslim father. The scenario specified:

• Both parents sincerely teach their respective faiths

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.
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• Miriam earnestly engages with both traditions
• She reads scripture, prays, attends services from both faiths
• She reflects deeply on theological claims
• She investigates honestly—no laziness, no malice, no rebellion

By adulthood, after years of sincere investigation, Miriam’s epistemic state is:

45% Christianity, 45% Islam, 10% agnosticism

This is not a rejection of either faith. It is uncertainty—the rational response to symmetrical evi-
dence.

The question: If Miriam died mid-search, would a just God condemn her for this uncertainty?

Why This Question Is Diagnostic
This is not a “gotcha” question. It is a diagnostic question—designed to reveal how apologists reason
under pressure.

The Miriam scenario isolates a specific theological tension:

The Tension:

1. Divine Justice: God is claimed to be perfectly just
2. Epistemic Responsibility: Miriam has investigated sincerely and responsibly
3. Non-Culpable Uncertainty: Her uncertainty results from ambiguous evidence, not willful re-

jection
4. Eternal Stakes: Traditional theology claims eternal consequences hinge on correct belief

The Question: How can it be just to damn someone for non-culpable uncertainty?

This question tests whether apologists can:

• Distinguish epistemic states from moral states: Is uncertainty the same as rebellion?
• Apply consistent evidential standards: If Christianity requires certain evidence, does Islam?
• Engage hypotheticals as philosophical tools: Can they reason about scenarios?
• Maintain theological coherence: Can they reconcile justice with judgment?
• Avoid fallacies: Can they reason validly under pressure?

The Response: Sixty-Four Apologists Engage
Over the next several days, 64 self-identified Christians responded to the Miriam scenario.

The range was extraordinary:

• Thoughtful theological reflections acknowledging the difficulty
• Defensive evasions refusing to engage the question
• Emotional retorts accusing me of bad faith
• Outright dismissals calling the scenario “hypothetical nonsense”

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.
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• Personal attacks questioning my motives and character
• Scripture citations used as conversation-stoppers
• Appeals to mystery when reasoning failed
• A few genuinely excellent responses demonstrating competence

The thread became a natural experiment in apologetic reasoning—a window into how contempo-
rary Christian apologetics actually functions when confronted with difficult epistemic questions.

The Analysis Framework

I employed the Gemini 2.5 LLM to systematically assessed each response using an 18-dimension rubric
derived from Christian theology itself:

Core Dimensions

• Directness: Did they address the actual question asked?
• Logical Validity: Were their arguments formally sound?
• Clarity: Could their position be understood?
• Engagement: Did they take Miriam’s situation seriously?
• Consistency: Did they maintain coherent positions?
• Evidence: Did they provide support for claims?

Theological Dimensions

• Biblical Fidelity: Did they represent Scripture accurately?
• Theological Coherence: Did their theology hold together?
• Justice: Did they honor God’s justice claims?

Epistemic Dimensions

• Epistemic Precision: Did they distinguish knowledge states?
• Evidential Symmetry: Did they apply standards fairly?
• Reason-Giving: Did they provide actual reasons (1 Peter 3:15)?

Dispositional Dimensions

• Humility: Did they acknowledge limits?
• Empathy: Did they show concern for Miriam?
• Gentleness: Did they maintain respectful tone?
• Good Faith: Did they assume honest inquiry?

Each dimension received a score from 0 to 5, yielding composite scores from 0 to 90.

The Results

The results were sobering.
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The Distribution

• Median score: 42/90 (47%)
• Mean score: 44/90 (49%)
• Top score: 82/90 (91%)—excellence is achievable
• Bottom score: 12/90 (13%)—complete failure

The pattern: Most apologists failed by standards derived from their own theology.

(The bulk of the findings can be found at:
https://freeoffaith.com/the-state-of-christian-apologetics/)

Figure 2: The distribution of dimension scores

Figure 3: The distribution of good faith / bad faith arguments as assessed by Gemini 2.5
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Common Failures
Even among articulate apologists, systematic errors appeared:

• Refusal to engage: Dismissing the question as “hypothetical” or “insincere”
• Category confusion: Treating epistemic uncertainty as moral rebellion
• Circular reasoning: Using biblical authority to prove biblical authority
• Evidential asymmetry: Demanding proof from Islam while asserting Christianity
• Special pleading: Exempting Christianity from standards applied to other religions
• Mystery appeals: Using inscrutability to avoid answering
• Moving goalposts: Shifting criteria when challenged
• Ad hominem: Attacking my motives rather than addressing the question

The Twelve Patterns Emerge
As I analyzed the 64 responses, twelve recurring patterns became evident—twelve distinct failure
modes that appeared again and again across different respondents.

These are not isolated incidents. They represent systematic weaknesses in contemporary apolo-
getic practice:

1. Pattern 1: The Sovereignty Gambit—Conflating God’s power with God’s justice
2. Pattern 2: Circular Presuppositionalism—Assuming biblical authority to prove it
3. Pattern 3: Evidential Asymmetry—Claiming evidence without providing it
4. Pattern 4: The Category Error—Treating epistemic states as moral states
5. Pattern 5: The False Binary—Forcing “all or nothing” certainty
6. Pattern 6: Equivocation—Shifting definitions mid-argument
7. Pattern 7: Special Pleading—Exempting Christianity from universal standards
8. Pattern 8: Appeal to Mystery—Using inscrutability to avoid answering
9. Pattern 9: Strawmanning & Deflection—Misrepresenting questions to evade

10. Pattern 10: Ad Hominem & Motive Questioning—Attacking questioners
11. Pattern 11: Moving the Goalposts—Shifting criteria mid-conversation
12. Pattern 12: The Pragmatic Dodge—Substituting action for argument

What the Following Chapters Document
Part II of this book (Chapters 3–14) provides detailed analysis of each pattern:

Each chapter includes:

• Pattern Definition: What the error is and how to recognize it
• Logical Analysis: Why it fails (formal structure)
• Thread Examples: Actual quotes from respondents showing the pattern
• Why It Fails: Multiple failure modes (logical, dialectical, apologetic, theological)
• Symbolic Logic: Formal proofs where applicable
• Good Reconstruction: What a competent response would look like
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• Connection to Other Patterns: How failures compound

Every quote is verbatim. Every respondent is anonymized (initials only). Every criticism is docu-
mented.

A Note on Representativeness

Some might object: “This is just one thread. It’s not representative.”

Three responses:

First: This was not a hostile environment. This was a group dedicated to apologetics, populated by
people trained to defend Christianity. If apologetics fails here, where does it succeed?

Second: The patterns documented here are not unique to this thread. Anyone who has engaged
Christian apologetics online will recognize them instantly. This thread is representative precisely be-
cause the failures are so familiar.

Third: The top scorer (82/90) proves excellence is achievable. The failures are not inevitable—they
are chosen by not learning the fundamentals.

Transition to Pattern Analysis

The Miriam scenario is the diagnostic case.

The twelve patterns are the pathology revealed.

The chapters that follow dissect each pattern with surgical precision—showing not just that apolo-
gists fail, but how they fail, why they fail, and what would constitute success.

If you are an apologist, these chapters will be uncomfortable. You will see yourself.

If you are an instructor, these chapters will be diagnostic. You will see what needs fixing.

If you are a seeker, these chapters will be validating. You will see that your questions were legitimate.

Let’s now explore the twelve patterns of apologetic failure.
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Figure 1: The original Facebook post introducing the Miriam scenario to the Christian Apologetics
group. The visual illustrates her epistemic situation: raised by a Christian mother and Muslim father,
she arrives at a probabilistic split of 45% Christianity, 45% Islam, and 10% no God—not from indif-
ference, but from honest difficulty in resolving contradictory revelation claims.
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✁ I

Pattern 1: The Sovereignty Gambit

1.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Substituting claims about God’s power (sovereignty, authority, might) for claims about
God’s justice (fairness, proportionality, moral coherence).

This is perhaps the most fundamental error in the Miriam thread—and the most difficult for apol-
ogists to see. It appears whenever someone responds to a question about justice by appealing to
sovereignty.

The pattern has three stages:

1. A challenger raises a justice question: “How is it fair to damn someone for honest uncertainty?”
2. The apologist feels the force of the objection
3. Rather than defend justice, the apologist pivots to power: “God is sovereign—He can do whatever

He wants”

But this is not an answer. It is a category error. Justice and power are different predicates:

• Power = “I can do X” (ability, authority)
• Justice = “I should do X” (moral rightness)

When an apologist appeals to sovereignty instead of defending justice, he has implicitly conceded
that the action cannot be defended as just. He is saying: “God does not need to be just—He is powerful
enough to do it anyway.”

This is a theological catastrophe. If Christianity teaches that God is both sovereign and just, then
sovereignty cannot be used to override justice concerns. Yet this is precisely what the thread apologists
do.

1.1.1 Why This Matters

When asked “Is it just to condemn Miriam?” the Sovereignty Gambit responds: “God is sovereign” or
“God can do whatever He wants.”

This commits a category error: confusing ability with justification. The fact that God can do some-
thing does not establish that He should do it or that doing it would be just.
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1.1.2 Biblical Misuse
The most common proof-text is Romans 9:20–21 (the Potter and Clay). But this passage is about God’s
authority (who has the right to question God?), not about whether God’s exercise of that authority is
just.

Apologists misread Paul’s rhetorical question (“Who are you to answer back to God?”) as if it settles
the justice question. It doesn’t. Paul is asserting God’s right to act—not demonstrating that His actions
are fair.

1.2 Thread Examples

1.2.1 Example 1: MO-MA (The Blunt Calvinist)
“Reprobation answers this. Some are chosen for salvation, others are not. God is sovereign.”

Analysis:

MO-MA’s response is the purest form of the Sovereignty Gambit. He does not even attempt to defend
justice—he simply asserts election and reprobation as if this is the answer.

But Miriam’s question is: Is it just to reprobate someone for honest uncertainty?

MO-MA’s answer: “God does it.”

This is not an argument. It is an assertion of power dressed up as theology.

What he has conceded:

• He cannot defend reprobation as just
• He can only defend it as actual (“God does it”)
• He has substituted “God is sovereign” for “God is just”

Phil’s response in the thread:

“’Reprobation answers this’ is not an answer—it is a restatement of the problem. The
question is whether reprobation is just. Saying ’God reprobates’ does not establish justice—
it only establishes power.”

1.2.2 Example 2: GE-ME (The Potter Analogy)
“Paul asked if the Potter has the right to make one vessel to be used and kept and another
vessel that will be used and discarded. God can do what He wants without answering to
us.”

Analysis:

GE-ME appeals to Romans 9:21—the classic Sovereignty Gambit proof text. But notice what he
does:

Question: Is it just to damn Miriam for honest uncertainty?

GE-ME’s answer: God has the right (authority) to do whatever He wants.

This is a non sequitur. The question is about justice, not authority.

Consider a parallel:
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Question: Is it just for a king to execute an innocent man?

Response: “The king has the right to do whatever he wants. He is sovereign.”

Problem: This does not answer whether the execution is just. It only asserts that the king has
the power to carry it out.

GE-ME has confused de facto authority with de jure justice.

The Potter Analogy’s Limits:

Even granting the Romans 9 framework, the analogy breaks down:

• Clay is not conscious—it does not seek or reason
• Clay has no epistemic state—it is not trying to determine truth
• Clay has no moral status—we do not owe justice to clay

Miriam is not clay. She is a conscious agent trying to discern truth. The disanalogy is fatal.

If GE-ME insists on the analogy, he is saying Miriam has no more moral status than clay—which
contradicts Christianity’s claim to be a “relational religion.” You cannot have a relationship with clay.

Phil’s response in the thread:

“Appealing to Romans 9 (’the Potter’) is the most direct rejection of justice possible. You’re
not defending justice; you’re saying God is exempt from it. If the potter discards a vessel,
that is an act of power, not justice. You’ve abandoned the claim that God is ’just’ and settled
for ’sovereign.”’

1.2.3 Example 3: GE-ME (The Circular Sheep)
“It’s not who looks for God. It’s the sheep that are called. No one can come to Him unless
the Father draws them (John 6:44).”

Analysis:

GE-ME attempts to avoid the justice question by appealing to election: “The sheep are called.”

But this is circular reasoning:

Question: Who is saved?

GE-ME’s answer: The sheep.

Follow-up: Who are the sheep?

GE-ME’s answer: Those who are saved.

This explains nothing. “Sheep” is a label applied after the fact, not a criterion for determining who
will be saved.

Phil’s response in the thread:

“If destiny reduces to being in the set of ’sheep,’ Miriam’s evidential state is irrelevant—
again conceding the justice problem. Are you willing to say plainly: honest uncertainty +
non-sheep→ damnation?”

GE-ME never answers directly. Instead, he continues to assert election as if it were an answer.
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1.2.4 Example 4: GE-ME (Monergism as Deflection)

“Biblical Christianity is the only faith where God Himself does the work to save us. All
other belief systems that grant admission to an afterlife require work to be done to gain
admission. Jesus did the work for us because we can’t earn our way into heaven.”

Analysis:

GE-ME correctly identifies Christianity’s distinctiveness: salvation is entirely God’s work (moner-
gism), not ours.

But this is a deflection, not an answer. Miriam’s question is not “How is salvation accomplished?”
but “Is it just to damn someone who cannot determine which salvation system is true?”

Monergism does not answer this. It only pushes the question back: If salvation is entirely God’s
work, on what basis does He choose to save some and not others?

If the answer is “sovereignty” (“He chooses because He chooses”), then we are back to power, not
justice.

1.3 Logical Analysis: Power vs. Justice

1.3.1 The Distinction

Two Different Claims:

Claim 1 (Power): “God has the authority to judge Miriam however He chooses.”

Claim 2 (Justice): “God’s judgment of Miriam is fair, proportional, and morally coherent.”

Critical point: Claim 1 can be true even if Claim 2 is false. A dictator has the power to execute
innocent citizens—but that does not make the execution just.

When apologists appeal to Romans 9 (“The potter has the right to make vessels for honor or de-
struction”), they are defending Claim 1. But Miriam’s question requires Claim 2.

1.3.2 The Equivocation

The thread apologists commit a subtle equivocation on the word “right”:

• “Right” as authority: “The potter has the right [= authority, power] to shape clay however he
wishes.”

• “Right” as moral correctness: “It is right [= just, fair, morally correct] for God to damn Miriam.”

These are not the same claim. The first is about de facto power; the second is about de jure morality.

Romans 9 establishes God’s authority—not the justice of how He exercises it.

1.3.3 The Special Pleading

The Sovereignty Gambit involves special pleading: exempting God from moral evaluation while still
claiming He is “just.”
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The Apologist’s Contradiction:

Claim A: “God is perfectly just.”

Claim B: “God’s actions cannot be evaluated by human standards of justice.”

Problem: If Claim B is true, then Claim A is meaningless. To call God “just” while denying that
any standard of justice applies to Him is to render the term empty.

It is like saying: “God is supremely tall, but ’tall’ doesn’t mean what it means when applied to
anything else.”

If “justice” means nothing when predicated of God, then saying “God is just” conveys no information.
It becomes a pseudo-predicate—a word that sounds meaningful but refers to nothing.

1.4 Why This Pattern Fails

1.4.1 Theological Failure: Renders “Justice” Meaningless
If “God is just” means “God does whatever He wants,” then the word “just” has become vacuous. It
no longer distinguishes God from a powerful but arbitrary deity.

Consider:

• Meaningful predicate: “God is loving”—we have some understanding of what love is, and we can
see whether God’s actions align with it

• Meaningless predicate: “God is bloorg”—a word we define as “whatever God does”

If “just” is redefined as “whatever God does,” it becomes bloorg—a placeholder with no independent
meaning.

1.4.2 Philosophical Failure: The Euthyphro Dilemma
The Sovereignty Gambit resurrects the Euthyphro Dilemma:

Is an action just because God commands it, or does God command it because it is
just?

• Horn 1: If justice is whatever God commands (divine command theory), then “justice” is arbitrary—
God could command cruelty and it would be “just.”

• Horn 2: If God commands things because they are just, then justice is independent of God—there
is a standard above Him.

The thread apologists implicitly adopt Horn 1 (“Justice = whatever God does”), but they do not
realize this makes justice arbitrary.

A better response (which none of them offer): Justice flows from God’s nature, not His will. God
cannot act unjustly because His nature is just—not because He defines justice by fiat.

1.4.3 Apologetic Failure: Indistinguishable from Tyranny
If the only defense of God’s actions is “He is powerful enough to do it,” then Christianity becomes
indistinguishable from worship of a cosmic tyrant.

Consider how this sounds to Miriam:
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Miriam: “Is it fair to punish me for honest confusion?”

Apologist: “Fair? God doesn’t need to be fair. He’s sovereign. He can do whatever He wants.”

Miriam’s takeaway: “So God is not fair—He is just powerful. Why should I worship power?”

This is not evangelism. It is anti-evangelism.

1.4.4 Pastoral Failure: Contradicts Evangelistic Language

When Christians evangelize, they appeal to God’s love, mercy, and justice. They say:

• “God loves you”
• “God offers forgiveness”
• “God is just and righteous”

But when pressed on hard cases, they abandon these predicates and retreat to raw power: “God
can do whatever He wants.”

This is incoherent. Either God’s actions can be evaluated as loving, merciful, and just—or they
cannot. You cannot have it both ways.

1.5 Symbolic Logic: Formalizing the Error

1.5.1 The Sovereignty Gambit in Formal Terms

Let:

• S = “God is sovereign (has absolute power)”
• J = “God is just”
• A= “Action X (e.g., damning Miriam for uncertainty)”

The Apologist’s Argument:

(1) S (God is sovereign)

(2) S→ “God can do A”A (Sovereignty permits)

(3) ↭ “God can do A” (Conclusion by modus ponens)

What Miriam Asked: Is A just? (Does A instantiate J?)

What the apologist answered: God can do A. (God has power to do A.)

Problem: Can ↑= Should. Power ↑= Justice.

1.5.2 The Correct Argument Form

What Miriam needs:
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(1) J (God is just)

(2) J → “If God does A, then A is just” (God’s justice guarantees justness of actions)

(3) God does A (Empirical or theological claim)

(4) ↭ A is just (Conclusion by modus ponens)

But the apologists never provide (2). Instead, they substitute:

(2↓) S→ “God can do A without justification”

This is special pleading—it exempts God from the very standard (justice) they claim He exemplifies.

1.5.3 The Potter Analogy Formalized

GE-ME’s argument:

(1) Potter has absolute authority over clay (Romans 9:21)

(2) God : humans :: Potter : clay (Analogy)

(3) ↭ God has absolute authority over humans (From 1, 2)

(4) Absolute authority permits arbitrary judgment (Implicit premise)

(5) ↭ God can damn Miriam arbitrarily (From 3, 4)

Problems:

• Premise (2) is a false analogy—humans ↑= clay
• Premise (4) conflates authority with justice
• Conclusion (5) abandons justice entirely

1.6 What Should Have Been Said

1.6.1 The Honest Calvinist

“I hold a strong Calvinist position where election is unconditional. In this framework,
God’s sovereignty is primary—He chooses whom to save, and His choice is not determined
by human merit, seeking, or epistemic states.

I acknowledge this means I cannot appeal to ’justice’ in the sense you’re using it—proportionality
between culpability and punishment based on libertarian free will. Instead, I appeal to
covenantal justice: God is just because He acts consistently with the terms He established.

This makes evangelism paradoxical: If election is unconditional, why evangelize? The
Reformed answer is that God ordains both ends (salvation) and means (preaching). I find
this coherent, but I recognize you may not.
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What I cannot do is claim God is ’just’ in your sense while also claiming His sovereignty
overrides all human intuitions about fairness. That would be equivocation.

So I’m being internally consistent: I prioritize sovereignty over justice-as-fairness. I un-
derstand this makes my position unattractive to those outside the covenant, but I believe
it is biblically faithful.”

Why this works:

• Acknowledges the tension honestly
• Does not equivocate on “justice”
• Makes a coherent theological choice (sovereignty over fairness)
• Admits this may be unappealing but claims biblical warrant

Why it’s still problematic:

• Abandons recognizable justice
• Makes God’s actions arbitrary from human perspective
• Provides no reason for Miriam to choose Christianity over Islam

But at least it’s honest. The thread apologists want to have it both ways—claiming God is just while
exempting Him from justice standards.

1.6.2 The Molinist Reconciliation
“Let me try to reconcile sovereignty and justice using Molinism (middle knowledge).

God knows all counterfactuals—what every person would freely choose in any circum-
stance. Using this knowledge, He actualizes a world where:

1. All who are saved freely choose Him (preserving human freedom)
2. All who are damned freely reject Him (preserving divine justice)
3. God’s sovereignty remains intact (He chose which world to actualize)

For Miriam specifically: God knows what she would do if given sufficient clarity. If she
would accept Christ given adequate evidence, God will ensure she receives it (perhaps
through death-bed revelation, post-mortem encounter, or other means). If she would
reject Christ even with perfect evidence, then her damnation results from her own free
rejection—which is just.

The key is that God’s foreknowledge does not determine Miriam’s will. She remains free,
and God judges her based on what she would do if given sufficient light—not on her current
state of uncertainty caused by ambiguous evidence.

This preserves both divine sovereignty (God knows all counterfactuals) and human free-
dom (Miriam’s choice is not predetermined). I find this more coherent than either pure
Calvinism or pure Arminianism.”

Why this works:

• Attempts to reconcile sovereignty and justice
• Provides a mechanism (middle knowledge) for how God judges fairly
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• Takes Miriam’s epistemic state seriously
• Avoids both determinism and abandoning justice

Why it’s still challenging:

• Molinism is controversial (not widely accepted)
• Relies on speculative metaphysics
• Still doesn’t solve problem of divine hiddenness

But unlike the thread apologists, this response actually tries to defend justice rather than abandoning
it for power.

1.7 Connection to Other Patterns

The Sovereignty Gambit is closely related to several other patterns:

• Pattern 3 (Special Pleading): God is both “perfectly just” and “exempt from justice standards”—a
clear double standard.

• Pattern 2 (Circular Presuppositionalism): When pressed on why sovereignty should override
justice, apologists quote Romans 9—from within a biblical framework Miriam has not yet accepted.

• Pattern 6 (Equivocation): The word “right” shifts between “authority” and “moral correctness”
without acknowledgment. Similarly, “just” shifts from “fair” to “sovereign.”

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): When the contradiction between sovereignty and justice becomes
undeniable, apologists retreat to “God’s ways are higher”—using mystery to avoid acknowledging
the problem.

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): The apologist begins by claiming “God is just,” but when pressed,
shifts to “God is sovereign.” The criterion has changed mid-argument.

The Sovereignty Gambit is often the final move after other patterns have failed. When circular
reasoning is exposed, evidence is demanded, and justice objections mount, the apologist falls back on
raw power: “God can do whatever He wants.”

This is not a triumph—it is a surrender. The apologist has abandoned the claim that God’s actions
are good and settled for the claim that they are actual.

1.8 Conclusion: When Power Replaces Justice

Imagine Miriam’s perspective:

Two revelations claim divine authority. Both promise salvation. Both threaten damnation for rejec-
tion. Both cite miracles, prophecies, and ancient texts. Miriam investigates honestly—and remains
uncertain.

She asks: “Is it just to punish me for this?”

The apologists respond:

• MO-MA: “Reprobation. God chooses.”
• GE-ME: “The potter has the right to discard vessels. God is sovereign.”

Miriam hears: “Justice does not apply. God is powerful—that is all that matters.”
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If this is Christianity’s answer, then Christianity has not defended God’s goodness—only His might.

But might does not make right. Power does not entail justice. Authority does not guarantee fairness.

If the God of Christianity can be defended only by abandoning justice, then perhaps the thread
apologists are not defending God at all.

Perhaps they are defending something else—something that merely looks like the God of justice but
is actually closer to the God of power.

And if so, Miriam is right to remain uncertain.

Because a God who damns honest seeking is not a God worth finding.
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Pattern 2: Circular Presuppositionalism

2.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Using Scripture to prove Scripture’s claims when arguing with someone who has not yet
granted Scripture’s authority.

This is the apologetic equivalent of saying, “The Bible is true because the Bible says it’s true.” It
commits the informal fallacy of petitio principii—begging the question—by assuming the very thing
that needs to be demonstrated.

The pattern appears in two forms:

1. Explicit Circularity: “The Bible is God’s Word. The Bible says X. Therefore X is true.”
2. Implicit Circularity: Treating biblical premises as objective facts in an argument meant to convince

someone evaluating whether to accept the Bible.

Why this matters for Miriam: She is trying to determine which revelation is authentic. Quoting the
Bible to prove the Bible is like a Muslim quoting the Quran to prove the Quran. Both commit the same
error—and cancel each other out.

2.2 Logical Analysis: The Structure of Question-Begging

2.2.1 The Invalid Argument Form

The Circular Structure:

P1: The Bible is the authoritative Word of God

P2: The Bible says X
C: ↭ X is true

The Problem: P1 is precisely what Miriam is trying to evaluate. You cannot use it as a premise
in an argument meant to convince her.

This is formally valid but dialectically useless. The apologist is not arguing—he is asserting.
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2.2.2 The Epistemic Symmetry Problem

Consider parallel arguments:

Christian Apologist:

• P1: The Bible is God’s Word
• P2: The Bible says Jesus is Lord (Romans 10:9)
• C: Therefore Jesus is Lord

Muslim Apologist:

• P1: The Quran is God’s Word
• P2: The Quran says Jesus is not Lord (Surah 5:72)
• C: Therefore Jesus is not Lord

Both arguments have the same logical structure. Both are valid. Both are circular.

Miriam is asking: Which P1 should I accept?

Quoting your P2 to establish your P1 is like saying, “Trust me because I say you should trust me.”

2.2.3 The Difference Between Exegesis and Apologetics

There is nothing wrong with reasoning from within a framework—that is theology or exegesis:

• “Given that the Bible is authoritative, what does it teach about salvation?”
• “If we accept Scripture, how do we reconcile Romans 9 and 1 Timothy 2:4?”

But apologetics requires reasoning for the framework:

• “Why should Miriam accept biblical authority over Quranic authority?”
• “What evidence supports the claim that this text is divinely inspired?”

The thread apologists systematically confuse these two tasks. They argue from within Christianity
while claiming to argue for Christianity.

2.3 Thread Examples

2.3.1 Example 1: KE-SH (The Scripture Quoter)

“The Bible teaches that we are dead in our trespasses and sins (Ephesians 2:1). No one
seeks after God unless He calls them (Romans 3:11). Acts 4:12 says, ’There is no other
name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved.’ This is what Scripture
teaches.”

Analysis:

KE-SH quotes four biblical texts—Ephesians, Romans, Acts—as if they settle the matter. But Miriam’s
question is upstream of these citations:

• Miriam’s question: “How do I know the Bible is authoritative rather than the Quran?”
• KE-SH’s answer: “Because the Bible says so (in Ephesians, Romans, Acts).”
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This is pure circularity. KE-SH never steps outside the biblical framework to argue for its authority—
he simply assumes it.

The structure of his argument:

1. Assume the Bible is authoritative (unstated premise)
2. Quote what the Bible says about salvation
3. Conclude that salvation works as the Bible describes

Phil’s response in the thread:

“You are arguing from the Bible’s authority, not for it. Miriam is asking which revelation
to trust. Quoting your preferred revelation does not answer her question—it begs it.”

What makes this especially problematic:

KE-SH doesn’t even acknowledge that biblical authority is contested. He treats it as given—as if
Miriam has already accepted it. This reveals a deep failure to understand what apologetics requires:
meeting your interlocutor where they are, not where you wish they were.

2.3.2 Example 2: SH-SI (The Eisegetical Muslim)

“The Quran itself says that Jesus will judge the world. If Jesus is judging, He must be
God. Therefore, even Islam proves Christianity. You can verify this yourself—read Surah
4:159.”

Analysis:

SH-SI attempts to avoid Christian circularity by appealing to the Quran. But he commits a different
error: eisegesis—reading Christian conclusions into Islamic texts.

Muslims do not interpret Surah 4:159 as proving Jesus’ divinity. They understand it within their
own theological framework: Jesus judges as God’s prophet, not as God Himself.

SH-SI is:

1. Assuming a Christian interpretive framework
2. Applying it to the Quran
3. Claiming this “proves” Christianity

This is still circular—just with an extra step. He is saying, “If you interpret the Quran through
Christian assumptions, it supports Christianity.”

Well, yes. But why should Miriam accept Christian hermeneutics when evaluating the Quran?

The parallel:

Imagine a Muslim saying: “The Bible itself says Jesus is not God. In Mark 10:18, Jesus says ’Why
do you call me good? No one is good except God alone.’ If Jesus distinguishes himself from God, he
cannot be God. Therefore, even the Bible proves Islam.”

Christians would rightly object: “You’re reading our text through your assumptions.”

That’s precisely what SH-SI does to the Quran.
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2.3.3 Example 3: JE-CR (Facts vs. Opinions)
“Start with the Bible. Stick to the Word of God. That’s our foundation. Isaiah 64:6 says
all our righteousness is as filthy rags. Romans 3:23 says all have sinned. These are facts,
not opinions.”

Analysis:

JE-CR makes the implicit circularity explicit. He calls biblical statements “facts”—but they are only
facts if the Bible is authoritative.

JE-CR’s argument:

1. The Bible is our foundation (asserted)
2. The Bible says all have sinned (quoted)
3. Therefore, all have sinned (concluded as “fact”)

But Miriam is asking: Why is the Bible the foundation rather than the Quran?

JE-CR’s answer: “Because the Bible says so” (implicit in “Start with the Bible”).

This is textbook circularity.

The “facts vs. opinions” move:

By labeling biblical claims “facts,” JE-CR attempts to remove them from the realm of contested truth-
claims. But this is rhetorical sleight of hand. Something is a “fact” only if it corresponds to reality—and
whether these biblical claims correspond to reality is precisely what Miriam is investigating.

Compare:

• Actual fact: “Water boils at 100°C at sea level” (verifiable independently)
• Contested claim: “All have sinned” (requires accepting biblical authority)

JE-CR treats the second like the first—but they are not equivalent.

2.3.4 Example 4: MI-BR (The Ironic Violation)
“We are to go into all the world and preach the Gospel (Matthew 28:19). We are to give
an answer for the hope that is in us (1 Peter 3:15). Scripture is clear: salvation comes
through Jesus alone (John 14:6).”

Analysis:

MI-BR quotes three verses (Matthew, 1 Peter, John) to establish Christian exclusivity. But he misses
a devastating irony:

1 Peter 3:15 commands giving a reason—not a Scripture quotation.

The verse says: “Always be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in you.”

A reason is an argument, not a citation. MI-BR violates the very verse he quotes by using it circularly.

The Greek:

The word translated “reason” is apologia—a legal defense, a rational account. It is the root of our
word “apologetics.”

Peter is not saying: “Always be ready to quote other Scripture.”
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Peter is saying: “Always be ready to give a rational defense that someone outside your community
can evaluate.”

MI-BR fails to do precisely what Peter commands.

2.3.5 Example 5: RY-WA (The Cheerleader)

“Correct answer.” (In response to KE-SH’s circular argument)

Analysis:

RY-WA does not commit circularity himself—he simply endorses KE-SH’s circularity. But this reveals
a broader problem: much of the thread consists of apologists affirming each other’s fallacies without
recognizing them as fallacies.

This creates an echo chamber where circular reasoning is mistaken for sound argumentation.

When multiple people reinforce an error, it feels like validation. But truth is not democratic. Five
circular arguments do not equal one sound argument.

2.4 Why This Pattern Fails

2.4.1 Theological Failure: Violates 1 Peter 3:15

The very verse Christians cite to justify apologetics (1 Peter 3:15) forbids circular reasoning:

“Always be ready to give a reason [Greek: logos, apologia] for the hope that is in you, with
gentleness and respect.”

A logos is a rational account—an argument accessible to reason. It is not:

• A Scripture quotation (that is testimony)
• A presupposition (that is assertion)
• An appeal to authority (that is circular)

Peter is commanding Christians to engage in evidential apologetics—giving reasons that someone
outside the faith can evaluate.

Circular presuppositionalism violates this command.

If God commanded Peter to write “give a reason,” then circular appeals to Scripture are dis-
obedience dressed up as apologetics.

2.4.2 Philosophical Failure: Begging the Question

Petitio principii (begging the question) is a formal fallacy. It occurs when a conclusion is assumed in
the premises.

All circular arguments are invalid dialectically—they cannot persuade anyone who does not already
accept the conclusion.

Example of obvious circularity:

• Q: “Why should I trust you?”
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• A: “Because I say you should trust me.”

This is transparently useless. Yet the structure is identical to:

• Q: “Why should I trust the Bible?”
• A: “Because the Bible says you should trust the Bible (2 Timothy 3:16).”

Why this is a fallacy:

An argument is supposed to transfer justification from premises to conclusion. But circular argu-
ments don’t transfer anything—they just restate the conclusion in different words.

If someone doesn’t accept the conclusion, giving them the conclusion disguised as a premise accom-
plishes nothing.

2.4.3 Apologetic Failure: Mirrors Islamic Apologetics
Muslims commit the same fallacy:

“The Quran is the word of Allah. The Quran says Muhammad is the final prophet (Surah
33:40). Therefore, Muhammad is the final prophet.”

If the Christian circular argument is valid, so is the Muslim one. But they contradict each other.
Therefore:

• Either both are invalid (correct)
• Or contradictions can both be true (absurd)

When two circular arguments contradict, they cancel each other out. The Christian apologist has
given Miriam no reason to prefer Christianity over Islam.

The symmetry problem:

Imagine Miriam standing between two apologists:

• Christian: “The Bible is true because the Bible says it’s true.”
• Muslim: “The Quran is true because the Quran says it’s true.”

What rational criterion can Miriam use to choose? None—because both arguments are structurally
identical and equally circular.

2.4.4 Pastoral Failure: Undermines Trust
Imagine Miriam earnestly asks: “How do I know which holy book is true?”

And the apologist responds: “The Bible is true because the Bible says so.”

Miriam will (rightly) perceive this as:

• Intellectually lazy
• Dismissive of her question
• Indistinguishable from what a Muslim would say about the Quran

This does not invite trust—it invites skepticism. The apologist has demonstrated that he cannot step
outside his framework to give a neutral reason for accepting it.

If Christianity is true, this approach obscures truth rather than revealing it.
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2.5 Symbolic Logic: Formalizing the Fallacy

2.5.1 The Circular Proof

Let:

• B = “The Bible is the authoritative Word of God”
• X = “Some biblical claim (e.g., Jesus is Lord)”

The Apologist’s Argument:

(1) B (Premise—assumed)

(2) B→ X (Premise—“If Bible is true, then X”)

(3) ↭ X (Conclusion—by modus ponens)

Logical Validity: !(Valid)

Dialectical Usefulness: ↔ (Useless—assumes what must be proven)

2.5.2 What Miriam Needs

Miriam needs an argument of the form:

(1) E1, E2, . . . , En (Evidence accessible to all)

(2) E1, E2, . . . , En→ B (Inference to biblical authority)

(3) ↭ B (Conclusion)

Where E1, E2, . . . , En are pieces of evidence that do not presuppose B.

Examples of potential Ei:

• Archaeological findings corroborating biblical narratives
• Manuscript evidence for textual reliability
• Fulfilled prophecy (if independently verifiable)
• The uniqueness of Jesus’ resurrection claim (if argued, not asserted)

What the thread apologists provided: None of the above. Only B itself.

2.5.3 The Symmetry Proof

Let:

• BC = “The Bible is God’s Word”
• QI = “The Quran is God’s Word”
• XC = “Jesus is Lord”
• XI = “Jesus is not Lord”
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Christian Argument:

(1) BC

(2) BC → XC

(3) ↭ XC

Islamic Argument:

(1) QI

(2) QI → XI

(3) ↭ XI

Result: XC ↗ XI (Both conclusions)

Problem: XC and XI are contradictory. Therefore, at least one argument has a false premise.

Question: Which premise is false—BC or QI?

Circular answer: “BC is true because BC says so.”

Result: No progress. The symmetry remains unbroken.

2.6 What Should Have Been Said

2.6.1 The Honest Presuppositionalist

“I hold a presuppositional view: I believe all reasoning starts from foundational commit-
ments, and mine is biblical authority. I cannot argue for this foundation using neutral
premises because I believe no premises are neutral—everyone has presuppositions.

However, I acknowledge this means I cannot prove Christianity to you in a way that would
compel assent. I can only invite you into the Christian framework and show its internal
coherence. If you find the Islamic framework more coherent, I cannot refute that using
premises you accept—I can only say I find the Christian story more compelling.”

Why this works:

• It is honest about what presuppositionalism can and cannot do
• It admits it cannot answer Miriam’s question neutrally
• It avoids pretending circularity is an argument

Why it is still unsatisfying:

• It abandons apologetics (1 Peter 3:15 commands giving reasons)
• It makes Christianity unfalsifiable
• It provides no reason for Miriam to prefer Christianity over Islam

But at least it’s honest. The thread apologists want to claim they’re giving reasons while actually
just asserting presuppositions.
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2.6.2 The Honest Evidentialist

“You are right that I cannot simply quote the Bible to establish its authority—that would
be circular. Let me instead offer three lines of evidence I find compelling, and you can
weigh them:

1. Manuscript evidence: The New Testament has far more early manuscript attestation
than any other ancient document, giving us confidence in what the original texts said.

2. Historical corroboration: Non-Christian sources (Josephus, Tacitus, Pliny) confirm
key facts about Jesus and early Christianity, suggesting the Gospels are not pure myth.

3. The resurrection claim: Unlike other religious founders, Jesus’ followers claimed He
rose bodily from death—a claim they maintained under persecution. While this doesn’t
prove it happened, it distinguishes Christianity from religions where the founder’s tomb
is a pilgrimage site.

I acknowledge:

• These evidences are not decisive—reasonable people can weigh them differently
• You would need expertise in historiography to fully evaluate them
• Islam has its own evidential claims I am less familiar with

I cannot give you certainty, but I can give you reasons to investigate further. Does this
help?”

Why this works:

• It provides external reasons (not just internal biblical claims)
• It acknowledges evidentiary limits
• It treats Miriam as a rational agent capable of weighing evidence
• It obeys 1 Peter 3:15 by giving a reason

What makes this different from the thread:

The thread apologists claimed Christianity has evidence but never provided any. This response
actually gives evidence—even while acknowledging it’s not conclusive.

2.6.3 The Humble Apologist

“I believe the Bible is true, but I recognize I cannot prove that to you in a way that would
remove all doubt. Faith involves trust beyond absolute certainty.

What I can do is:

• Share why I find the biblical narrative compelling
• Point to historical and philosophical considerations that support it
• Acknowledge that you face a genuinely difficult epistemic situation

I trust that if God is real and just, He will take your sincere seeking into account. I do not
know how He judges cases like yours, but I know He is more merciful than I am.”

Why this works:
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• It avoids circularity
• It exhibits epistemic humility
• It does not pretend certainty where none exists
• It trusts God’s justice more than theological systems

2.7 Connection to Other Patterns
Circular Presuppositionalism is the foundational pattern—many other patterns flow from it:

• Pattern 3 (Evidential Asymmetry): Apologists claim “Christianity has evidence” but provide only
biblical assertions—because they treat the Bible itself as self-evident.

• Pattern 7 (Special Pleading): Apologists demand neutral evidence from Islam but exempt Chris-
tianity from the same standard—because they presuppose biblical authority.

• Pattern 9 (Straw Man): When Phil challenges circularity, apologists accuse him of “rejecting God’s
Word”—assuming what must be proven.

• Pattern 10 (Ad Hominem): “You haven’t studied Scripture enough” presumes Scripture is the
standard—another circular move.

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): First: “Believe the Bible.” Then, when circularity is exposed:
“Everyone has presuppositions.” The goalpost shifts from proving to asserting.

Circular reasoning is not just one error among many—it is the master error that enables the others.

When you assume what must be proven, you insulate yourself from critique. No counterargument
can penetrate because you’ve defined your position as unfalsifiable.

2.8 Conclusion: The Unbroken Circle
Imagine Miriam standing between two apologists:

• Christian apologist: “The Bible is true because the Bible says it is true.”
• Muslim apologist: “The Quran is true because the Quran says it is true.”

Both smile at her, certain they have given a compelling argument.

Miriam looks from one to the other. She sees two circles—perfectly closed, perfectly symmetrical,
perfectly useless.

She asks: “How do I choose between two circles?”

Neither apologist has an answer—because neither has stepped outside the circle.

And so Miriam remains where she started: 45% Christian, 45% Muslim, 10% agnostic.

If God is just, He will not condemn her for refusing to leap blindly into one circle or the other.

But if the thread apologists are right—if God damns her for this—then circular reasoning has not
defended God’s justice.

It has convicted Him of injustice.

Because a God who demands Miriam accept circular reasoning is a God who demands she abandon
reason itself.

And a God who demands the abandonment of reason cannot coherently be called the Logos.
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The thread apologists claim to defend Christianity. But by defending it circularly, they have por-
trayed God as irrational.

If Christianity is true, it deserves better defenders.

If Christianity is false, circular reasoning will never reveal it.

Either way, circularity serves no one—except those who fear honest inquiry.
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✁ III

Pattern 3: Special Pleading

3.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Applying different rules, standards, or principles to similar cases without justification.

Special pleading is a formal fallacy that occurs when someone arbitrarily exempts their position from
standards they apply to others. In logic, it is a subset of the double standard fallacy: demanding one
level of proof from opponents while accepting a lower standard for one’s own position.

In the Miriam thread, special pleading manifests in several forms:

1. Evidential Special Pleading: Demanding empirical proof from Islam while asserting Christianity’s
truth without equivalent proof

2. Moral Special Pleading: Exempting God from moral evaluation (“God cannot be judged by human
standards”) while claiming God is morally good

3. Logical Special Pleading: Using logic to critique other religions but retreating to “mystery” or
“faith beyond reason” when Christianity is critiqued

4. Epistemological Special Pleading: Treating biblical testimony as uniquely credible while dismiss-
ing Islamic testimony as unreliable—without independent criteria

The effect on Miriam: She is told to apply skepticism to Islam but credulity to Christianity. She is
told competing revelations lack evidence, but Christianity’s evidence can be assumed. The playing
field is tilted before the game begins.

3.2 Logical Analysis: The Structure of Special Pleading

3.2.1 The Fallacy Formalized

Special Pleading Structure:
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Rule: R applies to all X
Claim: A is an X
Claim: B is an X

Application: R applies to A but not to B
Justification: None provided (or circular)

Example:

• Rule: All truth claims require evidence
• Islamic claims require evidence→ Burden on Muslims
• Christian claims require evidence→ Exempted without justification

3.2.2 The Universal-Particular Asymmetry

Special pleading typically involves asserting a universal principle then making an unjustified exception:

The Pattern:

1. Assert universal: “All religious claims must be tested by evidence and reason”
2. Apply to opponent: “Islam fails evidential tests”
3. Exempt own position: “Christianity is true by faith, which transcends evidence”
4. Fail to justify: No explanation for why Christianity gets exemption

If the universal is true: Christianity must also be tested

If the universal is false: It cannot be used to critique Islam

Either way: The asymmetry is unjustified

3.2.3 Types of Special Pleading in the Thread

Type 1: Evidential Exemption

Standard Applied to Others:

• “Islam must provide historical evidence for its claims”
• “The Quran’s miraculous claims are unverified”
• “Muslims cannot prove Muhammad’s prophethood”

Standard for Christianity:

• “Christianity has evidence” (asserted, not demonstrated)
• “The Bible’s claims are self-authenticating”
• “Faith does not require the same level of proof”

No justification given for the asymmetry.
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Type 2: Moral Exemption

Standard Applied to Others:

• “We can judge actions as moral or immoral”
• “Punishing the innocent is wrong”
• “Fairness requires proportionality”

Standard for God:

• “God is exempt from human moral standards”
• “God defines morality, so He cannot violate it”
• “Who are you to judge God?”

But then: Apologists claim “God is good”—which presumes some standard by which to evaluate
goodness.

Type 3: Logical Exemption

Standard Applied to Others:

• “Islamic theology contains contradictions”
• “Reason can critique religious claims”
• “Logic applies universally”

Standard for Christianity:

• “God’s ways are higher than human logic”
• “Some mysteries transcend reason”
• “Natural mind cannot understand spiritual things” (1 Cor 2:14)

The problem: If logic does not apply to Christianity, then logical arguments for Christianity are
invalid.

3.3 Thread Examples

3.3.1 Example 1: Evidential Special Pleading (DA-HA)
“Islam is demonstrably false. The Quran has zero foundation. Show me one piece of
archaeological evidence for Islam’s claims.

Christianity, on the other hand, is built on solid historical ground. The evidence is overwhelming—
but I do not need to prove it to you. If you sincerely seek, God will reveal it.”

Analysis:

DA-HA applies asymmetric evidential standards:

• Islam: Must provide archaeological evidence (burden on Muslims)
• Christianity: Evidence is “overwhelming” but need not be specified (no burden on Christians)

The moves DA-HA makes:
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1. Claims Islam is “demonstrably false” (but never demonstrates)
2. Demands Muslims provide evidence (shifts burden)
3. Claims Christianity has “overwhelming” evidence (assertion)
4. Refuses to provide that evidence (“I don’t need to prove it”)

Phil’s response in the thread:

“You demand archaeological evidence from Islam but offer none for Christianity. You claim
Christianity’s evidence is ’overwhelming’ but will not name a single piece. This is special
pleading—exempting your position from the standard you apply to competitors.”

DA-HA did not respond with evidence. Instead, he shifted to:

“The evidence is available to anyone who looks. I am not going to do your homework for
you.”

This is a further evasion—but it reveals the special pleading. If evidence is necessary to justify belief,
DA-HA must provide it. If evidence is not necessary, he cannot demand it from Muslims.

Why this is special pleading:

DA-HA wants to:

• Hold Islam to high evidential standards (“show me ONE piece”)
• Hold Christianity to low evidential standards (“it’s overwhelming” = sufficient)
• Shift burden to opponent (“do your homework”)
• Avoid his own burden (“I don’t need to prove it”)

No justification is given for why Islam must meet a standard Christianity is exempt from.

3.3.2 Example 2: Moral Special Pleading (MO-MA)

MO-MA (early in thread):

“God is perfectly just. He judges righteously. No one gets ripped off.”

Phil:

“How is it just to condemn Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty?”

MO-MA (later):

“God is the Potter; we are the clay. He can make vessels for honor or dishonor. Who are
you to question the Potter? God is not subject to human standards of fairness.”

Phil:

“Then on what basis do you claim He is ’just’? If He is exempt from standards of justice,
calling Him ’just’ is meaningless.”

MO-MA:

“God is the standard of justice. Whatever He does is just by definition.”
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Analysis:

MO-MA commits moral special pleading by:

1. Claiming God is “just” (implying a recognizable standard)
2. Exempting God from that standard when challenged
3. Redefining “justice” to mean “whatever God does”

This creates an unjustified asymmetry:

• Human actions: Can be judged as just or unjust by objective standards
• Divine actions: Cannot be judged—exempt from the same standards

But if God is exempt, the claim “God is just” conveys no information. It becomes “God does what
God does”—a tautology.

MO-MA wants both:

• The rhetorical benefit of claiming “God is just” (implies recognizable goodness)
• Immunity from critique (“You cannot judge God by human standards”)

This is special pleading: invoking a standard to make a positive claim, then exempting from that
standard when challenged.

The logical problem:

If “just” means “whatever God does,” then:

• “God is just” = “God does what God does” (tautology)
• The claim provides no information
• It cannot distinguish a good God from an arbitrary God
• It cannot provide assurance to Miriam

If “just” has independent meaning (fairness, proportionality), then:

• God’s actions can be evaluated by that standard
• MO-MA must show how condemning Miriam meets that standard
• He cannot simply assert “God can do what He wants”

MO-MA wants both definitions—which is equivocation (Pattern 6) combined with special
pleading.

3.3.3 Example 3: Logical Special Pleading (KE-SH)
KE-SH (critiquing Islam):

“The Quran contains logical contradictions. For example, it says Jesus will judge (Surah
4:159) but also says only Allah judges. This is incoherent. Logic proves Islam false.”

Phil:

“Christianity also contains apparent contradictions: God is perfectly just (Psalm 11:7) but
damns people for non-culpable states. God is love (1 John 4:8) but creates people for
destruction (Romans 9). How do you resolve these?”

KE-SH:
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“You cannot use human logic to understand God. Isaiah 55:8 says, ’My thoughts are not
your thoughts.’ God’s ways are higher than our ways. Some things are mysteries we must
accept by faith.”

Phil:

“But you just used logic to critique Islam. If logic does not apply to religious claims,
your critique of Islam fails. If logic does apply, your exemption of Christianity is special
pleading.”

Analysis:

KE-SH applies logic asymmetrically:

• Islam: Must conform to logical consistency (law of non-contradiction applies)
• Christianity: Exempt from logical critique (“God’s ways are higher”)

This is special pleading because:

1. KE-SH asserts logic as a universal standard (applied to Islam)
2. KE-SH exempts Christianity from that standard (invokes mystery)
3. KE-SH provides no justification for why Christianity gets the exemption

The reflexive problem:

If logic does not apply to Christianity, then KE-SH’s logical arguments for Christianity are invalid. If
logic does apply, then apparent contradictions must be addressed, not dismissed.

KE-SH wants to:

• Use logic as a weapon (against Islam)
• Deny logic as a constraint (on Christianity)

This is intellectually dishonest. Either logic applies universally, or it doesn’t apply at all. There is
no principled middle ground.

3.3.4 Example 4: Testimonial Special Pleading (SH-SI)
“The New Testament is based on eyewitness testimony. The disciples died for their beliefs—
you do not die for something you know is a lie. This proves Christianity is true.

Islamic testimony is different—Muslims are just repeating what they were taught. They
have not seen Muhammad’s miracles themselves. Their testimony is hearsay.”

Analysis:

SH-SI applies different standards to testimony:

• Christian testimony: Eyewitness accounts (claimed), martyrdom proves sincerity, therefore cred-
ible

• Islamic testimony: Hearsay, passed down through tradition, therefore not credible

But this is asymmetric:

1. The Gospels are not eyewitness accounts: They are anonymous texts written 40–70 years after
Jesus’ death, in a different language (Greek) than Jesus spoke (Aramaic). They are at best based
on eyewitness traditions—exactly like Islamic hadith.
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2. Islamic martyrs exist too: Early Muslims died for their beliefs under persecution. By SH-SI’s logic,
this proves Islam is true.

3. Martyrdom proves sincerity, not truth: People die for false beliefs regularly (Heaven’s Gate, Jim
Jones). Sincerity is not a test for truth.

SH-SI exempts Christian testimony from the critique he applies to Islamic testimony—without jus-
tification.

The parallel argument:

If SH-SI’s argument for Christianity were valid, then this parallel argument would also be valid:

“The Quran is based on Muhammad’s testimony. Early Muslims died for their beliefs—you do not
die for something you know is a lie. This proves Islam is true.

Christian testimony is different—Christians are just repeating what they were taught. They
have not seen Jesus’ miracles themselves. Their testimony is hearsay.”

SH-SI would reject this argument—but the structure is identical. The only difference is which reli-
gion gets the favorable interpretation.

3.3.5 Example 5: Epistemological Special Pleading (RY-RO)

RY-RO:

“You cannot remain skeptical forever. At some point, you must commit to a position.
Christianity offers certainty—Islam does not.”

Phil:

“How does Christianity offer certainty? Miriam is uncertain precisely because she has
studied both and found competing claims.”

RY-RO:

“Christianity offers certainty through the Holy Spirit. The Spirit witnesses to believers that
the Bible is true. This is not something you can get from Islam.”

Phil:

“Muslims claim the same thing—that the Quran produces certainty in believers. Subjective
certainty does not establish objective truth. Many people feel certain about contradictory
things.”

RY-RO:

“The difference is that Christian certainty is from the true Holy Spirit, not a false spirit.
Islamic certainty is counterfeit.”

Analysis:

RY-RO commits epistemological special pleading:

• Christian subjective certainty: Comes from the Holy Spirit, therefore valid
• Islamic subjective certainty: Comes from a false spirit, therefore invalid
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But this is question-begging. The very question Miriam is trying to answer is: Which subjective
certainty is from the true source?

RY-RO’s answer: “Mine is true; theirs is false”—which assumes what must be proven.

From Miriam’s perspective:

• Christian: “My certainty is from the true Spirit”
• Muslim: “My certainty is from the true Allah”
• Both dismiss the other as counterfeit

RY-RO provides no external criterion to adjudicate between them. He simply asserts Christian cer-
tainty is valid while Islamic certainty is not—pure special pleading.

The symmetry problem:

Both Christians and Muslims experience subjective certainty. Both attribute it to divine sources.
Both claim their certainty validates their truth claims.

If feeling certain is evidence of truth, then both Christianity and Islam are true (contradiction).

If feeling certain is not evidence of truth, then RY-RO cannot appeal to it.

RY-RO wants to have it both ways—certainty validates Christianity but not Islam—without justifi-
cation.

3.4 Why This Pattern Fails

3.4.1 Logical Failure: Violates Universality of Logic

If a principle is true, it applies universally. If it applies universally, no position gets an exemption—
including Christianity.

The Dilemma:

Horn 1: Logic applies universally

• Then Christianity must conform to logic
• Apparent contradictions must be resolved or admitted
• “Mystery” cannot exempt from logical critique

Horn 2: Logic does not apply to religious claims

• Then logical arguments for Christianity are invalid
• Logical critiques of Islam are invalid
• All apologetics collapses

The apologists want: Horn 1 when critiquing others, Horn 2 when defending Christianity. This
is special pleading.

3.4.2 Dialectical Failure: Makes Conversation Impossible

Special pleading ends dialogue because it refuses to engage on shared terms:

• Skeptic: “Your position violates standard S”
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• Apologist: “My position is exempt from S”
• Skeptic: “On what grounds?”
• Apologist: “Because my position is special”

This is not argumentation—it is assertion of privilege.

If every position could exempt itself from critique, rational evaluation would be impossible. Apolo-
gists recognize this when critiquing other religions—but fail to apply it to their own.

3.4.3 Apologetic Failure: Undermines Own Arguments
Special pleading is self-defeating:

1. Apologists use logic to argue for Christianity
2. When objections arise, they claim logic does not apply to Christianity
3. But if logic does not apply, the original arguments are invalid

Example:

• Argument for Christianity: “Jesus rose from the dead (premise), therefore He is divine (conclu-
sion)”

• Challenge: “How do you know He rose?”
• Retreat: “You cannot understand divine things with human reason”
• Problem: If human reason cannot evaluate divine claims, the original argument fails

The apologist has sawed off the branch he’s sitting on.

3.4.4 Theological Failure: Misrepresents Divine Justice
If God is exempt from moral evaluation, then moral language applied to God is meaningless:

• “God is just”→ vacuous if justice = whatever God does
• “God is good”→ vacuous if goodness = whatever God is
• “God is loving”→ vacuous if love = whatever God displays

But if these terms are not vacuous—if they have substantive meaning—then God can be evaluated
by those standards.

The apologist wants both:

• Meaningful moral claims about God (“God is good”)
• Exemption from moral evaluation (“God cannot be judged”)

This is special pleading that makes theology incoherent.

3.5 Symbolic Logic: The Symmetry Requirement

3.5.1 The Principle of Epistemic Symmetry

Epistemic Symmetry Principle:

For any two competing claims C1 and C2, if standard S is applied to evaluate C1, then S must also
be applied to evaluate C2, unless there is a relevant difference that justifies asymmetric treatment.
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Formalization:

Let S = evaluation standard

Let C1 = Christianity’s claims

Let C2 = Islam’s claims

If S(C2) is required, then S(C1) is required

Unless: ↘D (relevant difference justifying asymmetry)

Burden: The one asserting asymmetry must demonstrate D.

3.5.2 The Apologists’ Failure
The thread apologists:

1. Assert S applies to Islam (“provide evidence,” “be logically consistent”)
2. Exempt Christianity from S (“faith transcends evidence,” “mystery exempts from logic”)
3. Never identify D (the relevant difference justifying exemption)

Without D, the asymmetry is arbitrary—which is the definition of special pleading.

3.5.3 Potential Defenses (and Why They Fail)
Defense 1: “Christianity is special because it’s true”

Problem: This is circular. You can’t assume Christianity is true to justify exempting it from standards
that test whether it’s true.

Defense 2: “The Bible is self-authenticating”

Problem: Muslims claim the same for the Quran. Without an independent standard, both claims
cancel out.

Defense 3: “God is incomprehensible, so normal standards don’t apply”

Problem: If God is incomprehensible, you can’t make any claims about Him—including “He exists”
or “He is good.”

3.6 What Should Have Been Said

3.6.1 The Evidentially Symmetric Apologist
“You’re right that I cannot demand evidence from Islam without providing equivalent ev-
idence for Christianity. Let me offer the evidence I find compelling:

1. Historical evidence for Jesus: Multiple early sources (Josephus, Tacitus, Pliny) con-
firm Jesus’ existence and crucifixion. This doesn’t prove divinity, but establishes his-
toricity.

2. Resurrection accounts: The disciples claimed to have seen Jesus alive after death and
maintained this under persecution. This doesn’t prove resurrection occurred, but shows
they believed it.
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3. Manuscript evidence: The New Testament has earlier and more numerous manuscripts
than other ancient texts, giving confidence in textual reliability.

I acknowledge:

• Islam has its own historical evidence (Quranic manuscripts, early Islamic sources)
• My evidence doesn’t prove Christianity—it shows it’s historically grounded
• Reasonable people can weigh this evidence differently

I cannot claim Christianity needs no evidence while demanding Islam provide proof. That
would be special pleading.”

Why this works:

• Applies symmetric evidential standards
• Actually provides evidence (not just asserts it exists)
• Acknowledges Islam has evidence too
• Admits evidence is not decisive

3.6.2 The Morally Consistent Apologist

“I need to be consistent about moral evaluation:

When I claim ’God is just,’ I am predicating a moral quality of God. This means I must
apply the same moral standards to God that I apply elsewhere. I cannot claim ’God is
just’ (implying recognizable justice) then say ’God is exempt from moral evaluation’ when
challenged.

If I find myself defending an action as ’just’ when I would call it unjust if a human did it,
I must either:

• Identify a morally relevant difference that justifies the distinction
• Admit I am wrong about God performing that action
• Revise my understanding of what ’justice’ means

I will not exempt God from the standards I claim He embodies. That is special pleading.”

Why this works:

• Defines terms clearly
• Applies consistent moral standards
• Avoids special pleading
• Takes divine justice seriously

3.6.3 The Logically Symmetric Apologist

“I need to address an inconsistency in how I have been arguing:

What I said about Islam: ’The Quran contains logical contradictions—this disproves it.’

What I said about Christianity: ’Some apparent contradictions are mysteries—logic does
not fully apply.’
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The problem: I applied logic rigorously to Islam but made exceptions for Christianity.
This is special pleading.

Corrected position: Logic applies universally—including to Christianity. Apparent con-
tradictions must be addressed, not dismissed:

• Justice vs. sovereignty tension: I need to resolve this, not retreat to mystery
• Problem of evil: I must provide a theodicy, not just appeal to ’higher ways’
• Competing revelations: I must explain why Christianity’s claims are more credible than

Islam’s, using principles both can evaluate

If I find genuine logical contradictions in Christianity that cannot be resolved, I must either:

• Revise my theology
• Admit Christianity has problems
• Accept that I may be wrong

What I will not do is use logic to critique Islam then exempt Christianity when it is my turn
to face logical scrutiny.”

Why this works:

• Acknowledges the special pleading
• Commits to symmetric application of logic
• Does not retreat to mystery as escape hatch
• Models intellectual honesty

3.7 Connection to Other Patterns

Special Pleading is the structural foundation for multiple other patterns:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): Is a form of moral special pleading—exempting God from stan-
dards of justice applied to human agents.

• Pattern 2 (Circular Presuppositionalism): Often defended by special pleading—“Christianity is
exempt from the demand for external justification.”

• Pattern 6 (Equivocation): Often enables special pleading by shifting definitions (e.g., “justice”
means one thing for humans, another for God).

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): Is epistemic special pleading—using logic to argue for Christianity,
then claiming mystery exempts from logical critique.

Special pleading is not just one error—it is the master exemption that allows apologists to maintain
contradictory positions:

• Use evidence to defend Christianity, refuse to provide evidence
• Claim God is good, exempt God from moral evaluation
• Apply logic to opponents, retreat from logic when challenged

If special pleading were eliminated, most apologetic moves in the thread would collapse.
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3.8 Conclusion: The Rigged Game

Special pleading is the apologetic equivalent of playing a game where your opponent must follow the
rules but you do not.

Imagine a debate tournament where:

• The Christian debater can assert claims without evidence
• The Islamic debater must provide rigorous proof for every claim
• When the Christian’s logic is challenged, he can invoke “mystery”
• When the Muslim invokes mystery, he is accused of irrationality

Everyone watching would recognize this as rigged. The Christian would win not because his argu-
ments are better, but because the rules are asymmetric.

Yet this is precisely how the thread apologists treat Miriam’s question. They demand she:

• Apply skepticism to Islam
• Apply credulity to Christianity
• Accept evidential burdens asymmetrically
• Exempt Christianity from the standards applied to all other claims

If Christianity is true, it does not need special pleading to survive scrutiny. It should be able to meet
the same standards it applies to competing claims.

If Christianity requires special pleading—if it can only be maintained by exempting it from universal
principles of logic, evidence, and moral evaluation—then Christianity is admitting it cannot survive
fair examination.

And if a position cannot survive fair examination, it should not be accepted.

The truth does not need rigged games. Only falsehood requires them.

Miriam deserves better than a rigged game. She deserves apologists who will:

• Apply consistent standards
• Provide actual evidence, not just claims about evidence
• Accept the same logical constraints they impose on others
• Evaluate God by the moral standards they claim He exemplifies

If the thread apologists cannot do this, then they have not defended Christianity.

They have only revealed their inability to defend it fairly.

And that is more damning than any external critique could be.
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Pattern 4: The Category Error

4.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Conflating the inability to believe with the unwillingness to believe; treating honest
uncertainty as if it were willful defiance.

This pattern commits a fundamental modal error—confusing capacity with volition. When an
apologist says, “Miriam rejected Christ,” when she in fact could not determine which claim was true, the
apologist has smuggled a volitional verb (“rejected”) into an epistemic situation (“uncertain”).

The category error is precisely this: Belief is not directly volitional. You cannot simply choose to
believe that 2+ 2 = 5, no matter how much you “want” to. Belief is a cognitive state responsive to
evidence, not a switch you flip by an act of will.

Yet throughout the Miriam thread, apologists treat uncertainty as if it were a moral choice—a delib-
erate turning away from truth. This is not just bad philosophy; if Christianity is true, it is a profound
misrepresentation of divine justice.

4.2 Logical Analysis: The Modal Fallacy

4.2.1 The Invalid Inference

Apologist’s Argument (Invalid Form):

P1: Miriam does not believe claim C
P2: C is true

C: ↭ Miriam rejects C

Logical Error: This conflates lack of belief with rejection. The conclusion smuggles in a voli-
tional element not present in the premises.

4.2.2 The Missing Distinction

A rigorous analysis requires distinguishing four epistemic states:
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1. Acceptance: P(C)> 0.7 — High credence in claim C
2. Non-acceptance: P(C)≃ 0.5 — Insufficient credence to affirm C
3. Rejection: P(C)< 0.3 — High credence that C is false
4. Agnosticism: 0.3≃ P(C)≃ 0.7 — Genuine uncertainty

Miriam occupies state (4): P(Christianity) = 0.45, P(Islam) = 0.45, P(Neither) = 0.10.

She is agnostic, not a rejecter. Yet apologists in the thread consistently treat (2), (3), and (4) as if
they were identical—all lumped under “unbelief.”

4.2.3 The Volitional vs. Epistemic Distinction

Key Philosophical Insight:

Epistemic States (involuntary):

• “I am unable to determine whether C is true”
• “The evidence is ambiguous to me”
• “I lack sufficient warrant to affirm C”

Volitional States (voluntary):

• “I refuse to believe C”
• “I reject C despite evidence”
• “I choose to deny C”

The category error treats the first list as if it were the second.

4.2.4 Formal Proof of Incoherence

Let us formalize the apologist’s implicit argument:

P1: Salvation requires belief in C (Exclusivity doctrine)

P2: Miriam does not believe C (Epistemic fact)

P3: Miriam is damned (From P1, P2)

P4: God is just (Theological axiom)

P5: Justice requires culpability for punishment (Moral axiom)

P6: Miriam is culpable (From P3, P5)

P7: Culpability requires volitional action (Principle of responsibility)

C: ↭ Miriam’s non-belief is volitional (From P6, P7)

The Problem: Conclusion C contradicts the stipulated facts of the scenario. Miriam’s non-belief
is not volitional—it is the result of ambiguous evidence in a high-stakes situation with competing
authoritative claims.

The apologist must either:

1. Deny P4 (God is just)→ Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit)
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2. Deny P5 (Justice requires culpability)→ Pattern 3 (Special Pleading)
3. Deny P7 (Culpability requires volition)→ This pattern
4. Deny the scenario’s coherence→ Pattern 9 (Dismissing Hypotheticals)

Most thread apologists chose option (3): they denied that culpability requires volition by redefining
epistemic states as moral states.

4.3 Thread Examples

4.3.1 Example 1: JO-WI (The Disease/Remedy Dodge)
“She’s punished for her sin, not for her confusion about Christianity vs. Islam. The wages
of sin is death. Confusion about the remedy doesn’t absolve the disease.”

Analysis:

JO-WI attempts to evade the category error by distinguishing disease (sin) from remedy (belief in
Christ). But this is sleight of hand. In his theological system:

• Sin = the disease
• Christ = the only remedy
• Belief in Christ = accessing the remedy

If Miriam cannot determine which remedy claim is true, she is damned because of her confusion,
regardless of JO-WI’s semantic maneuvering. Her “confusion” is precisely what prevents her from
accessing the remedy.

Phil’s response in the thread was devastating:

“You say she’s punished for ’crimes’ (sin), not ’confusion’ (exegesis). But in your system,
the only remedy for those crimes is accepting Christ. Miriam’s ’confusion’ is precisely
what prevents her from accessing that remedy. So she is damned because of her confusion,
whether you label it the proximal or distal cause.”

JO-WI’s move fails because it doesn’t address the core issue: Is Miriam culpable for her inability
to resolve epistemic ambiguity?

The structural problem:

JO-WI wants to say:

• Miriam is damned for sin (not confusion)
• The only remedy for sin is belief in Christ
• Miriam’s confusion prevents her from believing
• Therefore: Confusion is causally necessary for damnation

But this means: Even if we label the punishment as “for sin,” the operational reason she cannot
escape punishment is her confusion.

JO-WI has changed the label without changing the underlying moral problem.
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4.3.2 Example 2: KE-SH (The Total Depravity Equivocation)

“The Bible teaches that we are dead in our trespasses and sins until God makes us alive.
Miriam, like all of us, was spiritually dead and unable to seek God unless He calls her.”

Analysis:

KE-SH invokes total depravity—the doctrine that humans are incapable of seeking God without
divine intervention. But notice the equivocation:

1. KE-SH uses “dead” to mean morally corrupt (we love sin)
2. But he applies it to explain epistemic confusion (Miriam can’t figure out which religion is true)

These are not the same thing. Miriam is not asking, “How do I overcome my love of sin?” She is
asking, “How do I determine which revelation is authentic?”

KE-SH’s doctrine may explain moral inability, but it does not explain—or justify—punishing some-
one for cognitive inability.

The distinction:

Moral depravity:

• “I know what’s right but prefer what’s wrong”
• “I love sin more than God”
• “My will is bent toward evil”

Epistemic confusion:

• “I don’t know which claim about God is true”
• “The evidence appears ambiguous”
• “I cannot distinguish true from false revelation”

Total depravity addresses the first, not the second.

Even if Miriam’s will is corrupted (loves sin), this doesn’t explain why her intellect cannot determine
whether the Quran or Bible is God’s word.

4.3.3 Example 3: SH-SI (The Intellectual Maturity Assumption)

“At some point, when do you hold a person accountable? You can’t continue to have the
mind of a small child. Children grow up and learn to think critically.”

Analysis:

SH-SI commits a breathtaking form of the category error: he treats intellectual development as if it
automatically resolves epistemic dilemmas.

But Miriam has thought critically. She has:

• Studied both religions
• Recognized competing authoritative claims
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• Acknowledged she lacks the expertise to adjudicate historiographical disputes
• Arrived at probabilistic credence (45/45/10)

SH-SI’s error is assuming that critical thinking necessarily produces certainty. It does not. Often,
rigorous thinking produces greater awareness of uncertainty.

The irony:

• Immature response: “My parents’ religion is obviously true”
• Mature response: “I recognize competing authoritative claims, my own cognitive biases, and the

limits of my expertise. Therefore, I hold probabilistic credences rather than certainties.”

SH-SI treats certainty as the mark of maturity, when in fact calibrated uncertainty is often the more
mature position.

By saying “when do you hold a person accountable,” SH-SI reveals his assumption: uncertainty
itself is a failure of will or intellect—not a rational response to ambiguous evidence.

4.3.4 Example 4: ST-MA (The Choice/Rejection Equation)

“Every person has been provided enough time and opportunity with which to make a fully
informed decision. How did she ’CHOOSE’ not to accept? A ’choice’ implies a ’rejection.’
She chose.”

Analysis:

This is the category error in its purest form. ST-MA explicitly labels non-belief as a “choice” and
“rejection,” despite the stipulated facts showing it is nothing of the sort.

Phil’s rebuttal:

“She did not reject the offer; she was unable to conclude it was the true offer. That is
not a choice—it is an epistemic state. You cannot ’choose’ to be certain about contested
historical claims any more than you can ’choose’ to believe 2+ 2= 5.”

ST-MA’s error is so blatant it borders on definitional confusion: he does not understand the difference
between inability and refusal.

The parallel:

Imagine saying to someone with color blindness:

• “You chose not to see the difference between red and green”
• “Your inability to distinguish colors is a rejection of color”
• “You are culpable for not seeing what you cannot see”

Everyone would recognize this as absurd. Yet ST-MA applies the same logic to epistemic states.

4.3.5 Example 5: RY-RO (The No-Decision-Is-A-Decision Fallacy)

“No decision IS a decision. If you deny the invitation because you don’t like the host,
would you be happy if they forced you to attend?”
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Analysis:

RY-RO’s analogy is doubly flawed:

1. False equivalence: “No decision” in Miriam’s case is not a refusal—it is an inability to determine
which invitation is legitimate. Imagine receiving two invitations to parties on the same night, both
claiming to be from the same host, with equal-looking credentials. Choosing neither is not “denying
the invitation”—it is uncertainty about which is authentic.

2. Volitional language: “Deny” and “don’t like” are volitional. Miriam does not “dislike” Christ—she
cannot determine if Christianity’s Christ-claim is true.

RY-RO’s analogy works only if belief is volitional—which it is not.

The corrected analogy:

Two people approach Miriam with invitations:

• Person A: “Come to my party! I’m the real host!”
• Person B: “Come to my party! I’m the real host!”

Both have similar-looking invitations. Both threaten consequences if she goes to the wrong
party. Miriam studies both invitations carefully but cannot determine which is authentic.

RY-RO’s question: “If you don’t choose, haven’t you chosen?”

Answer: No. She hasn’t chosen to reject either host. She’s unable to determine which invitation
is real.

4.3.6 Example 6: RY-RO (The Willful Defiance Accusation)

Phil: “Miriam is at 45/45/10 due to evidential symmetry.”

RY-RO: “And yes. It certainly is willful defiance.”

Phil: “You’re defining her honest uncertainty as ’willful defiance.’ This is a profound ac-
cusation. You are looking at a child proportioning her belief to the evidence and calling it
’sin.”’

Analysis:

This exchange exposes RY-RO’s catastrophic conflation of two distinct concepts:

• Sin nature (ontological state inherited from Adam)
• Willful defiance (moral category describing choice)

Calling Miriam’s uncertainty “willful defiance” implies:

• She chose to be uncertain
• She could have chosen certainty
• Her uncertainty is volitional rebellion

But Phil’s stipulation: Her uncertainty is proportioned to evidence—she’s being epistemically re-
sponsible, not rebellious.

RY-RO treats epistemic responsibility as moral defiance.
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This is not just a category error—it is an inversion of virtue. If God rewards proportioning belief to
evidence (epistemic rationality), then RY-RO is condemning Miriam for doing exactly what God would
want.

4.4 Why This Pattern Fails

4.4.1 Theological Failure: Violates Divine Justice

If God punishes people for epistemic states they cannot control, then one of two things must be true:

1. God is unjust: He holds people culpable for states beyond their volitional control
2. The apologist is wrong: God does not punish non-culpable uncertainty

The thread apologists want to affirm both God’s justice and damnation for non-culpable states. This
is incoherent.

4.4.2 Philosophical Failure: Ignores Doxastic Involuntarism

Philosophers since Hume have recognized that belief is not directly subject to the will. You cannot
simply decide to believe something—belief arises from cognitive processing of evidence.

William James articulated this in The Will to Believe (1896):

“We cannot, by any effort of our will, believe that Abraham Lincoln’s existence is a myth.
We can say we believe it, but we are lying.”

If belief is involuntary, then punishing someone for failing to believe is like punishing someone for
failing to digest lactose—it treats a capacity limitation as a moral failure.

The philosophical consensus:

Doxastic involuntarism (the view that belief is not directly voluntary) is widely accepted because:

1. You cannot believe contradictions even if you try
2. You cannot un-believe obvious truths by willing it
3. Belief changes gradually with evidence, not by decision
4. We hold beliefs despite sometimes wishing we didn’t

If the apologists are right that non-belief is culpable, they must overturn centuries of philosophical
consensus—and they make no attempt to do so.

4.4.3 Biblical Failure: Contradicts Jesus’ Own Teaching

Ironically, Jesus Himself recognized the category distinction:

“If you were blind, you would have no guilt; but now that you say, ’We see,’ your guilt
remains.” (John 9:41)

Jesus distinguishes:

• Involuntary blindness (no guilt)
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• Willful refusal to see (guilt remains)

Miriam is in the former category—epistemically blind to which revelation is authentic. By Jesus’
own standard, she should have “no guilt.”

The Pharisees had sufficient evidence (they witnessed Jesus’ miracles) but refused to accept the con-
clusion. Miriam has ambiguous evidence and cannot reach a conclusion.

These are not the same epistemic situation.

4.4.4 Apologetic Failure: Undermines Evangelism
If the apologists are right that non-belief = rejection, then evangelism is pointless. Why preach to
those who have already “chosen” to reject?

But if non-belief can be non-volitional—the result of ignorance, confusion, or ambiguous evidence—
then evangelism makes sense: you are providing information that might change an epistemic state.

The category error thus undermines the very activity (evangelism) that apologists claim to prioritize.

4.5 Symbolic Logic: The Culpability Proof
Let us formalize the conditions under which Miriam would be culpable:

Culpability Requires:

Culpable(M ,¬BC) ⇐⇒ ↘ volitional action A such that:

(1) M performed A
(2) A caused ¬BC

(3) M could have refrained from A
(4) M knew (or should have known) A would cause ¬BC

Where:

• M = Miriam
• BC = Belief in Christianity
• ¬BC = Non-belief in Christianity

Application to Miriam:

1. Is there a volitional action? No. Miriam studied both religions sincerely. Her non-belief is not
the result of a chosen action (like “refusing to investigate”).

2. Could she have done otherwise? No. Given her evidence set E, her cognitive architecture C , and
the ambiguity of competing claims, she could not arrive at certainty.

3. Did she know her actions would cause non-belief? N/A—there was no volitional action to
evaluate.

4. Conclusion: Miriam fails all conditions for culpability. Therefore: ¬Culpable(M ,¬BC).

If God damns Miriam despite her non-culpability, then either:
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• Our definition of culpability is wrong (but this is how we judge human actions)
• God operates by different moral principles (Pattern 3: Special Pleading)
• God is not bound by justice (Pattern 1: Sovereignty Gambit)

All three options undermine the claim that “God is just.”

4.6 What Should Have Been Said

4.6.1 The Epistemically Honest Response

“You raise a hard case. I believe there is sufficient evidence for Christianity, but I acknowl-
edge that:

• Evidence is not self-interpreting
• Reasonable people can weigh evidence differently
• A child in a mixed-faith home faces unique challenges

I would hope God takes epistemic context into account. If He doesn’t, I would struggle to
call Him just by any recognizable standard. But I trust that the God who gave us rationality
will honor sincere intellectual effort.”

Why this works:

• Admits the difficulty
• Avoids claiming certainty about Miriam’s fate
• Maintains epistemic humility
• Does not commit the category error

4.6.2 The Inclusivist Response

“I hold an inclusivist position: Christ’s work is ontologically necessary for salvation, but
explicit faith in Christ is not epistemically necessary.

Miriam’s uncertainty about which revelation is true does not prevent Christ’s atonement
from applying to her. Just as Old Testament saints were saved by Christ’s work without
knowing His name, Miriam can be saved by responding to whatever light she has.

God judges based on:

• What you do with the light you have (moral response)
• Not what you conclude about contested historical claims (epistemic state)

This preserves:

• Christ’s exclusivity (ontologically)
• Divine justice (epistemically)
• The Great Commission (providing clearer light helps people)

If He did, He would be condemning intellectual honesty—which seems incompatible with
His nature as Truth itself.”
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Why this works:

• Distinguishes ontological necessity from epistemic necessity
• Parallels Miriam’s case to OT saints
• Maintains both exclusivity and justice
• Does not treat uncertainty as culpable

4.6.3 The Calvinistic Humility Response
“I hold to Reformed theology, which emphasizes that salvation is entirely God’s sovereign
work. In this framework:

• Election is unconditional
• God regenerates whom He wills
• Faith is a gift, not a work

Therefore, Miriam’s uncertainty is not the cause of her damnation (if she is damned)—it
is a symptom of not being elect.

I cannot judge whether Miriam is elect. Only God knows. What I can say is:

• If she is elect, God will give her the gift of faith
• If she is not elect, her uncertainty reflects that state
• Either way, the judgment is God’s, not ours

This doesn’t solve the justice question for you, but it avoids the category error: I’m not
claiming her uncertainty is culpable. I’m claiming her state reflects God’s sovereign choice.”

Why this works:

• Consistent with Reformed theology
• Avoids calling uncertainty “willful defiance”
• Admits the justice problem without pretending to solve it
• Defers judgment to God rather than making confident claims

4.7 Connection to Other Patterns
The Category Error is the linchpin that connects multiple other patterns:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): Often invoked to justify the category error—“God can punish
uncertainty if He wants.”

• Pattern 5 (False Binaries): Collapses the spectrum of belief into “believer” vs. “rejecter,” erasing
agnosticism.

• Pattern 3 (Special Pleading): Exempts God from the principle that culpability requires volition—a
principle applied everywhere else.

• Pattern 10 (Ad Hominem): When the category error is challenged, apologists often accuse the
questioner of bad motives (“You just don’t want to submit”).

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): First: “Sincerity matters.” Then: “Sincerity doesn’t matter—only
the elect can be sincere.”
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4.8 Conclusion: The Most Damaging Pattern

Of all twelve patterns, the Category Error may be the most theologically damaging. Why?

Because it makes God into a cosmic tyrant who punishes people for cognitive states they cannot
control. It turns divine judgment into a cruel lottery—not based on moral choices, but on the accident
of which religious claims one was exposed to and whether one’s cognitive architecture happened to
find them persuasive.

If Christianity is true, this pattern does not defend God—it slanders Him.

And if Christianity is false, this pattern reveals why: because it requires affirming a deity who would
punish Miriam for her honest uncertainty.

Either way, the apologists who commit this error have failed:

• Failed their God (by misrepresenting His justice)
• Failed their mandate (1 Peter 3:15—giving reasons, not accusations)
• Failed Miriam (by treating her honesty as rebellion)
• Failed truth (by confusing categories that must remain distinct)

The category error is not just a logical mistake. It is a moral failure.

It tells seekers: “Your intellectual honesty is sin.”

It tells doubters: “Your calibrated uncertainty is rebellion.”

It tells investigators: “Your inability is culpable refusal.”

And in doing so, it drives honest seekers away from the very God it claims to defend.

If Christianity is true, this pattern is not apologetics.

It is anti-apologetics.

And every apologist who commits it should repent—not just intellectually, but morally.

Because they have borne false witness against both God and His image-bearers.
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Pattern 5: False Binaries

5.1 Pattern Definition
Core Error: Forcing complex epistemic questions into binary frames that exclude middle positions,
thereby making honest uncertainty impossible by definition.

False binaries (also called false dilemmas or excluded middle fallacies) occur when an apologist
presents two options as if they are the only options, when in fact a spectrum of positions exists.

In the Miriam thread, this manifests as:

• “You either believe or you don’t” (excludes partial credence)
• “Jesus is either Lord, Liar, or Lunatic” (excludes Legend, or limited historical claims)
• “You are either for Christ or against Him” (excludes uncertainty about which Christ-claim is true)
• “You either accept the Gospel or reject it” (excludes inability to determine which gospel)

The devastating effect on Miriam: By defining belief as binary (100% in or 100% out), apologists
make her 45/45/10 credence distribution logically impossible. She is forced to “choose” between two
positions when she honestly holds neither with certainty.

This is not just bad epistemology—if Christianity is true, it misrepresents how God designed human
cognition. Belief exists on a gradient, not as an on/off switch.

5.2 Logical Analysis: The Excluded Middle

5.2.1 The Fallacy Formalized

False Dilemma Structure:

P1: Either A or B
P2: ¬A

C: ↭ B

Valid if and only if: A and B exhaust all logical possibilities (i.e., A⇑ B is a tautology).
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Invalid if: There exist options C , D, E, . . . such that the true disjunction is A⇑ B ⇑ C ⇑ D ⇑ . . .

5.2.2 Application to the Thread

Apologist’s Claim:

• “You either believe in Jesus or you reject Him”
• Symbolically: Believe(J)⇑Reject(J)

The Excluded Middle:

• Uncertain whether Jesus’ claims are true
• Partial credence (P(J) = 0.45)
• Insufficient evidence to conclude
• Competing equally-weighted alternatives

The apologist treats ¬Believe(J) as equivalent to Reject(J), but these are not the same:

Believe(J) : P(J)> 0.7 (High credence)

Agnostic(J) : 0.3≃ P(J)≃ 0.7 (Uncertainty)

Reject(J) : P(J)< 0.3 (High credence Jesus’ claims are false)

Miriam occupies the middle category. The false binary erases it.

5.2.3 The Liar-Lunatic-Lord Trilemma

One of the most famous false binaries in Christian apologetics is C.S. Lewis’s “Liar, Lunatic, or Lord”
argument:

“Jesus claimed to be God. Therefore, He is either:

• A Liar (knew He was not God but claimed it anyway)
• A Lunatic (believed He was God but was deluded)
• Lord (actually God)

Since He does not seem to be a liar or lunatic, He must be Lord.”

The Excluded Options:

1. Legend: The Gospels embellished Jesus’ claims over time. Jesus may have made more modest
claims (e.g., Messiah, prophet) that were later elevated to divinity by His followers.

2. Limited claims: Jesus may not have claimed to be God in the way Nicene orthodoxy understands
it. His self-references (“Son of Man,” “Son of God”) may have been more ambiguous.

3. Misunderstood mystic: Jesus may have spoken in metaphorical or mystical language that was
later taken literally.

4. Textual uncertainty: We may not know with precision what Jesus actually said vs. what later
editors attributed to Him.
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Lewis’s trilemma is only valid if we grant:

• The Gospels accurately report Jesus’ claims (not embellished)
• Jesus meant His claims literally (not metaphorically)
• There are no other explanatory categories

These are contested assumptions. By framing the question as a trilemma, Lewis smuggles in conclu-
sions that need independent justification.

5.2.4 The Epistemic vs. Ontological Confusion

Apologists often confuse two different questions:

Ontological Question (About Reality):

• “Is Jesus actually Lord?”
• Answer: Either yes or no (binary)

Epistemic Question (About Belief):

• “What credence should I assign to the claim that Jesus is Lord?”
• Answer: A probability between 0 and 1 (gradient)

The apologists’ error: They apply the binary structure of the ontological question to the epistemic
question.

True ontologically: Jesus either is or is not Lord (binary)

False epistemically: You must either believe with 100% certainty or reject with 100% certainty
(not binary—credence is a spectrum)

Miriam’s situation is epistemic, not ontological. She is not asking, “Is Jesus Lord in reality?” She is
asking, “What credence should I assign given my evidence?”

The false binary forces her to answer the ontological question when she lacks the information to do
so.

5.3 Thread Examples

5.3.1 Example 1: KE-SH (The Binary Switch)

“You either believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, or you don’t. You are either saved, or you
are not. There is no middle ground. You must be born again (John 3:7). This is not a
spectrum—it is binary.”

Analysis:

KE-SH conflates ontological status with epistemic process:

Ontologically: True—one is either regenerate or not (binary state)

Epistemically: False—one can have varying degrees of credence about whether Christianity’s re-
generation claims are true
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Miriam is not saying, “I am partially regenerate.” She is saying, “I cannot determine with certainty
whether the Christian regeneration framework is the true framework.”

KE-SH’s error is treating belief formation as if it were a volitional binary switch. But belief is not
directly volitional—it arises from evidence processing. You cannot simply “choose” to believe with
100% certainty any more than you can choose to be 6 feet tall.

The parallel:

Imagine saying:

• “You either digest lactose or you don’t—there’s no middle ground”
• “Pick a side: digest it or don’t”
• “Your refusal to choose is itself a choice not to digest”

This would be absurd—lactose digestion is a physiological capacity, not a volitional choice.

Similarly:

• “You either believe Christ with certainty or you don’t”
• “Pick a side: believe or reject”
• “Your uncertainty is itself rejection”

This is equally absurd—belief formation is a cognitive process, not a volitional switch.

5.3.2 Example 2: GE-ME (The Pick-A-Side Demand)
“There is only ONE truth. Either Christianity is true or it is not. Either Jesus rose from the
dead or He did not. You cannot sit on the fence. Pick a side.”

Analysis:

GE-ME conflates three different binaries:

1. Ontological binary (correct): Jesus either rose or did not (binary in reality)
2. Epistemic binary (incorrect): You must either believe He rose with certainty or believe He did

not rise with certainty (false—partial credence exists)
3. Volitional binary (incorrect): You can “pick a side” by an act of will (false—belief is not directly

volitional)

The phrase “pick a side” reveals GE-ME’s confusion. This is appropriate language for choosing a
sports team (volitional) but not for forming beliefs about historical claims (epistemic).

Phil’s response in the thread:

“You are correct that ontologically, either Jesus rose or He did not. But epistemically, I can
hold 45% credence that He did, 45% that He did not, and 10% for alternatives. This is
called probabilistic belief—and it is how rational agents handle uncertainty. You cannot
’pick a side’ any more than you can ’pick’ to believe the next coin flip will be heads.”

GE-ME did not respond.

Why GE-ME’s demand fails:

“Pick a side” assumes belief is voluntary. But try this experiment:
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• Right now, choose to believe that Paris is the capital of Germany
• Not just say it—actually believe it
• Can you?

No. Because belief responds to evidence, not will. GE-ME is demanding something psychologically
impossible.

5.3.3 Example 3: RY-RO (The Lewis Trilemma)

“Either Jesus is who He said He was, or He is not. Either He was a liar, a lunatic, or He is
Lord. There is no fourth option. Choose.”

Analysis:

RY-RO deploys the Lewis Trilemma—one of the most famous false binaries in apologetics.

As noted above, the trilemma excludes multiple options:

• Legend (claims embellished over time)
• Limited claims (Jesus made more modest claims)
• Misunderstood mystic (metaphorical language taken literally)

But RY-RO’s deeper error is epistemological. Even if the trilemma were valid (i.e., these are the only
three options), it would not follow that Miriam can determine which option is true.

The trilemma’s hidden premises:

1. You have access to reliable accounts of what Jesus claimed
2. You can rule out “Liar” (Jesus seems sincere)
3. You can rule out “Lunatic” (Jesus seems sane)
4. Therefore: Only “Lord” remains

But Miriam’s questions are:

• How do I know the Gospels are reliable?
• How do I know Jesus wasn’t sincerely mistaken?
• How do I adjudicate between Christian and Islamic historical claims?

RY-RO has not answered these prior questions—he has simply asserted the trilemma as if it were
self-evident.

5.3.4 Example 4: SH-SI (The On-Board Binary)

“At what point do you hold a person accountable? You are either on board or you are not.
You cannot remain a child forever. Children grow up and make decisions.”

Analysis:

SH-SI commits two errors:

1. False binary: “On board or not” excludes the possibility of rational uncertainty.
2. Volitional language: “Make decisions” implies belief is a choice. But Miriam is not refusing to

“decide”—she is unable to conclude based on available evidence.
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SH-SI assumes that intellectual maturity necessarily produces certainty. But the opposite is often
true: rigorous thinking reveals the depth of uncertainty.

The maturity paradox:

• Immature response: “My parents’ religion is obviously true—I’m certain!”
• Mature response: “I recognize competing authoritative claims, my own cognitive biases, and the

limits of my expertise. Therefore, I hold probabilistic credences rather than certainties.”

SH-SI treats certainty as the mark of maturity, when in fact calibrated uncertainty is often the more
mature position. A good scientist says “I’m 70% confident” rather than “I’m absolutely certain.”

5.3.5 Example 5: ST-MA (No-Decision-Is-A-Decision)

“No decision IS a decision. If you deny the invitation to accept Christ, you have chosen to
reject Him. Neutrality is impossible.”

Analysis:

ST-MA’s claim—“No decision is a decision”—is true in some contexts (e.g., “If you do not vote, you
have chosen not to influence the election”).

But it is false in the epistemic context. Consider:

• Volitional context (true): “If you do not marry me, you have rejected me” (you can choose whom
to marry)

• Epistemic context (false): “If you do not believe me, you have rejected me” (you cannot choose
what to believe)

Miriam has not “denied the invitation.” She is uncertain which invitation is authentic. There are two
invitations:

1. “Accept Jesus as Lord” (Christianity)
2. “Accept Muhammad as the final prophet” (Islam)

Both claim to be from God. Both claim exclusivity. Both threaten damnation for rejecting them.

Miriam’s “no decision” is not a rejection of one—it is an inability to determine which is genuine.

The corrected analogy:

Two people approach Miriam with party invitations:

• Person A: “Come to my party! I’m hosting it!”
• Person B: “Come to my party! I’m the real host!”

Both have similar-looking invitations. Both claim the party is at the same address. Both threaten
consequences if she goes to the wrong party.

ST-MA’s claim: “Not choosing is itself a choice to reject both hosts.”

But this is false. Miriam hasn’t chosen to reject either—she’s unable to determine which invita-
tion is real.

If the real host damns her for this inability, the host is unjust.
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5.3.6 Example 6: TE-TH (The Lukewarm Misapplication)

“Revelation 3:15–16 says, ’I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that
you were either cold or hot! So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold,
I will spit you out of my mouth.’ There is no in between. Anyone calling Jesus a mere
’prophet’—Jesus left no such options. All in, or all out. There is no in between.”

Analysis:

TE-TH misapplies the Laodicean passage. The text is about commitment, not certainty:

Revelation 3’s “lukewarm”:

• Describes the Laodicean church’s complacency
• They were wealthy, self-satisfied, not zealous
• About commitment level, not certainty level

Miriam at 45/45/10:

• Not lukewarm (low commitment)
• But uncertain (proportioned credence)

The critical distinction:

• Lukewarm (Commitment): “I believe Christianity is true but don’t care much” (knows truth, lacks
zeal)

• Uncertain (Credence): “I want to believe correctly but can’t determine which claim is true” (seeks
truth, lacks certainty)

These are different dimensions:

• Commitment axis: How devoted are you? (Can be lukewarm)
• Credence axis: How certain are you? (Can be proportional)

TE-TH conflates them. Miriam isn’t lukewarm—she’s epistemically responsible.

5.4 Why This Pattern Fails

5.4.1 Psychological Failure: Misunderstands How Belief Works

Cognitive science has established that belief is not directly volitional. You cannot simply decide to
believe something—belief arises from:

• Evidence processing
• Cognitive heuristics
• Background assumptions
• Emotional factors (though these can bias, not determine)

When apologists say, “Just believe!” or “Pick a side,” they are demanding something psychologically
impossible. It is like saying, “Just be taller!” or “Just enjoy cilantro!”

William James, in The Will to Believe (1896), distinguished:
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• Live options: Beliefs that are psychologically possible for you to hold
• Dead options: Beliefs that are psychologically impossible given your cognitive state

For Miriam, neither Christianity nor Islam is a “live option” with 100% credence—both are held at
45%. Demanding she “choose” is demanding the impossible.

5.4.2 Logical Failure: Commits the Excluded Middle Fallacy
The false binary violates basic logic:

Formal Fallacy:

P1: A⇑ B (“Either believe or reject”)

P2: ¬A (“Miriam does not believe with certainty”)

C: ↭ B (“Therefore, Miriam rejects”)

Invalid because: The disjunction in P1 is not exhaustive. The true disjunction is:

A⇑ B ⇑ C ⇑ D ⇑ . . .

Where:

• A= Believe with high credence
• B = Reject with high credence
• C = Uncertain (agnostic)
• D = Partial credence in multiple options
• . . . = Other epistemic states

Miriam occupies state D (45% Christianity, 45% Islam, 10% neither). The apologists’ binary
erases this category.

5.4.3 Apologetic Failure: Makes Christianity Unfalsifiable
If belief must be binary (100% in or 100% out), then Christianity becomes unfalsifiable. Consider:

• Scenario 1: Evidence for Christianity is strong→ “Therefore, believe!”
• Scenario 2: Evidence for Christianity is weak→ “Faith does not require evidence—believe anyway!”
• Scenario 3: Evidence is ambiguous→ “Pick a side—no middle ground!”

No matter what the evidence shows, the apologist demands 100% belief. This makes the belief
evidence-independent—which is the definition of unfalsifiable.

A falsifiable position would say: “If the evidence is ambiguous, withhold judgment until better
evidence arrives.”

The false binary eliminates this option, thereby making Christianity immune to evidential critique.

5.4.4 Theological Failure: Contradicts Biblical Examples of Doubt
Ironically, the Bible itself recognizes gradations of belief:
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• Thomas: “Unless I see... I will not believe” (John 20:25)—Jesus accommodates his doubt rather
than condemning it

• The father in Mark 9:24: “I believe; help my unbelief!”—acknowledging simultaneous belief and
doubt

• Peter: Denies Jesus three times, yet is restored—Jesus does not say, “You either believed or you
didn’t”

The thread apologists’ binary framework is more rigid than Jesus’ own approach to doubt.

Jesus met Thomas where he was—in uncertainty—and provided evidence. The thread apologists,
by contrast, condemn Miriam for occupying the same epistemic state Thomas did.

5.5 Symbolic Logic: Probabilistic Belief Systems

5.5.1 Bayesian Credence vs. Binary Belief

Let P(H) represent the credence (degree of belief) in hypothesis H, where 0≃ P(H)≃ 1.

Binary Model (Apologists):

B(H) =

!
1 if you accept H
0 if you reject H

Problem: This model has no room for uncertainty. You must choose 1 or 0.

Bayesian Model (Rational Epistemology):

P(H) ⇓ [0, 1]

Where:

• P(H) = 1→ Absolute certainty H is true
• P(H) = 0.7→ Fairly confident H is true
• P(H) = 0.5→ Maximally uncertain
• P(H) = 0.3→ Fairly confident H is false
• P(H) = 0→ Absolute certainty H is false

Miriam’s Credences:

P(Christianity) = 0.45

P(Islam) = 0.45

P(Neither) = 0.10

The Bayesian model accommodates Miriam’s state. The binary model erases it.

5.5.2 Why Probabilistic Belief is Rational

Bayesian epistemology recognizes:
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1. Evidence is rarely conclusive: Most evidence raises or lowers probability but does not produce
certainty

2. Belief should be proportioned to evidence: If evidence for H is 60% compelling, credence should
be around 0.6, not forced to 1.0 or 0.0

3. Updating is continuous: As new evidence arrives, credence adjusts incrementally

The binary model violates all three principles by demanding:

• Certainty despite incomplete evidence
• All-or-nothing credence regardless of evidential strength
• No middle positions for updating

5.5.3 Proof That Miriam’s Position is Rational
Let:

• C = Christianity’s core claims
• I = Islam’s core claims
• E = Miriam’s total evidence

Miriam’s reasoning:

P(C |E)⇔ 0.45 (Evidence moderately supports Christianity)

P(I |E)⇔ 0.45 (Evidence moderately supports Islam)

P(¬C ↗¬I |E)⇔ 0.10 (Both could be false)

Is this distribution rational?

Yes, if:

• E contains evidence for both C and I
• The evidence is ambiguous (supports both to similar degrees)
• Miriam lacks expertise to adjudicate the dispute

All three conditions hold. Therefore, Miriam’s credence distribution is epistemically justified.

The apologists demand she collapse P(C |E) = 0.45 to either P(C |E) = 1.0 or P(C |E) = 0.0. This
would be irrational—a distortion of her evidence.

5.6 What Should Have Been Said

5.6.1 The Honest Evidentialist
“You are right that Miriam’s situation is difficult. I believe Christianity is true, but I ac-
knowledge that belief exists on a spectrum.

What I affirm:

• Christianity is either true or false (ontologically binary)
• But credence in Christianity can be anywhere from 0% to 100% (epistemically gradient)
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If Miriam has 45% credence in Christianity and 45% in Islam, I would say:

1. This is an honest response to ambiguous evidence
2. She should continue investigating both claims
3. God, if He is just, will honor her sincere seeking

I do not believe God damns people for failing to achieve 100% certainty when evidence
is genuinely ambiguous. If He did, He would be condemning intellectual honesty—which
seems incompatible with His nature as Truth itself.”

Why this works:

• Distinguishes ontological binary from epistemic gradient
• Acknowledges credence as a spectrum
• Trusts divine justice over doctrinal rigidity
• Does not force false choice

5.6.2 The Epistemically Humble Apologist

“I understand your question about Miriam. Let me clarify what I believe:

Ontologically: Christianity is either true or false—there is no middle ground in reality.

Epistemically: Our beliefs about Christianity can range from 0% to 100% credence based
on our evidence and reasoning.

I hold close to 100% credence that Christianity is true, but I acknowledge:

• I was raised in a Christian context (not neutral starting conditions)
• I have had personal experiences that reinforce my belief (not transferable to others)
• I find Christian apologetics compelling, but reasonable people disagree

If Miriam has 45% credence in Christianity, I would:

1. Not accuse her of rebellion or rejection
2. Encourage her to investigate the evidences I find compelling
3. Trust that God sees her heart and sincere seeking
4. Hope that over time, evidence and experience will increase her credence

What I would not do is demand she “pick a side” when she honestly cannot determine
which side is correct. That would be demanding dishonesty—which cannot be pleasing to
God.”

Why this works:

• Clear distinction between ontology and epistemology
• Acknowledges role of context and experience
• Respects Miriam’s epistemic state
• Does not treat uncertainty as sin
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5.6.3 The Bayesian Apologist
“As someone trained in probability theory, I recognize that rational agents assign credences,
not binary beliefs.

My credence in Christianity is approximately 0.95—very high, but not absolute certainty.
I remain open to evidence that would lower it.

If Miriam’s credence distribution is 0.45/0.45/0.10, this reflects:

• Honest assessment of her evidence
• Recognition of uncertainty
• Appropriate epistemic humility

I would hope God judges based on:

• Whether she proportioned belief to evidence (she did)
• Whether she sought truth sincerely (she did)
• Whether she was intellectually honest (she was)

If God demands binary certainty despite ambiguous evidence, then God is demanding
irrationality. I trust He does not.”

Why this works:

• Uses rigorous epistemology
• Models epistemic humility even for one’s own position
• Validates Miriam’s rational response
• Trusts God’s justice

5.7 Connection to Other Patterns
False Binaries enable and reinforce multiple other patterns:

• Pattern 4 (Category Error): By collapsing epistemic states into a binary, apologists can treat non-
belief as rejection. If you must be 100% in or 100% out, then 45% credence is rejection.

• Pattern 9 (Straw Man): When Miriam says, “I am uncertain,” apologists hear, “I reject Christianity”—
because their binary framework has no category for uncertainty.

• Pattern 10 (Ad Hominem): If belief is binary, then uncertainty must be explained by bad motives:
“You just do not want to believe.” The false binary eliminates epistemic explanations, leaving only
volitional ones.

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): When pressed on the binary, apologists shift: “Well, God knows
your heart” (introducing a gradient after all). But they only invoke this after the binary has been
challenged.

The false binary is not just one error among many—it is a structural error that makes rational
inquiry impossible. If you cannot occupy middle positions, you cannot reason probabilistically. And if
you cannot reason probabilistically, you cannot handle ambiguous evidence.

This is why the false binary is so damaging: it makes honest uncertainty a logical impossibil-
ity, thereby making God into a cosmic tyrant who punishes people for refusing to commit epistemic
dishonesty.
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5.8 Conclusion: The Excluded Honest Person

Imagine a courtroom where the judge says:

“You have heard the prosecution’s case. You have heard the defense’s case. Now, jurors,
you must reach a verdict. You are either 100% certain of guilt, or 100% certain of inno-
cence. There is no middle ground. Choose.”

The jurors would object: “But we are uncertain! The evidence is ambiguous!”

The judge responds: “Uncertainty is not an option. Pick a side. Your refusal to choose is a choice—
and I will treat it as a vote for acquittal.”

This would be a travesty of justice. We recognize that:

• Evidence can be ambiguous
• Rational agents can hold partial credences
• Forcing certainty where none exists is demanding dishonesty

Yet this is exactly what the thread apologists do to Miriam. They demand she “choose” between two
positions when she honestly holds neither with confidence.

If God is just, He designed human cognition. And human cognition works probabilistically—assigning
credences based on evidence.

To demand binary belief in the face of ambiguous evidence is to demand humans violate their God-
given cognitive architecture.

The false binary does not defend Christianity—it caricatures it, making God into an epistemically
unreasonable tyrant.

If the thread apologists are right that God demands binary belief, then:

• God designed human cognition to work one way (probabilistically)
• God demands humans operate another way (binarily)
• God punishes humans for using the cognition He gave them

This is not just unjust—it is incoherent.

And if Christianity requires such incoherence to survive scrutiny, then perhaps Christianity should
not survive scrutiny.

The false binary is not apologetics.

It is the death of honest inquiry.

And any god who demands it is not worth finding.
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Pattern 6: Equivocation

6.1 Pattern Definition
Core Error: Using a key term with multiple meanings, shifting between them depending on context,
thereby creating the illusion of consistency when actual contradictions exist.

Equivocation is a formal fallacy that violates the law of identity: a term must maintain the same
meaning throughout an argument. When apologists shift definitions strategically, they can appear to
maintain coherent positions while actually affirming contradictions.

In the Miriam thread, the most damaging equivocations involve:

1. “Justice”: Means “fairness” and “proportionality” when evangelizing (“God is perfectly just!”), but
means “whatever God does” or “sovereignty” when defending hard doctrines (“God can do what
He wants”)

2. “Faith”: Means “trust based on evidence” (pistis) when defending Christianity’s rationality, but
means “belief without proof” when explaining why evidence is unnecessary

3. “Seeking”: Means “sincerely investigating” when promising God reveals Himself to seekers, but
means “only the elect can truly seek” when explaining why some sincere seekers remain uncon-
vinced

4. “Name of Jesus”: Means “explicit knowledge of Jesus Christ” in some contexts, but “responding
to God’s light without knowing the name” in others (inclusivism vs. exclusivism)

5. “Belief”: Means “intellectual assent” when discussing salvation requirements, but means “heart
transformation” when explaining why intellectual assent isn’t enough

6. “Evidence”: Means “empirical data” when claiming Christianity is evidence-based, but means “in-
ternal witness of the Spirit” when empirical evidence is challenged

The effect on Miriam: She is told God is “just” (fair), but when she points out apparent unfair-
ness, she is told God is “just” (sovereign). The term has shifted meanings, making the original claim
unfalsifiable.

Why this matters: If key terms can mean different things depending on whether the apologist is
advancing or defending, then:

• No claim can be tested (equivocation makes positions unfalsifiable)
• No objection can succeed (definitions shift to avoid refutation)
• No honest dialogue can occur (semantic stability is prerequisite for communication)
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6.2 Logical Analysis: The Structure of Equivocation

6.2.1 The Fallacy Formalized

Equivocation Structure:

P1: All A are B1 (using meaning 1 of B)

P2: C is B2 (using meaning 2 of B)

C: ↭ C is A (Invalid—equivocation on B)

Classic Example:

• P1: All banks (financial institutions) hold money
• P2: The river has banks (edges)
• C: Therefore, the river holds money

The argument appears valid but is nonsense because “banks” changes meaning.

Validity Condition:

An argument is valid only if terms maintain semantic identity throughout. If term T appears
in premises P1 and P2, then:

TP1 ↖ TP2

When TP1 ↑= TP2, we have four terms in a three-term argument, which violates the structure
of valid syllogistic reasoning.

6.2.2 Application to “Justice”
The most theologically devastating equivocation in the thread involves the term “justice.”

The Justice Equivocation:

Context 1 (Evangelism):

• “God is perfectly just”
• Meaning: God is fair, proportional, treats people according to what they deserve based on their

actions and knowledge
• Function: Makes Christianity attractive—“God is not arbitrary or cruel”
• Examples: “The Judge of all the earth will do right” (Genesis 18:25), “God is fair and will not

punish beyond what you deserve”

Context 2 (Theodicy/Hard Doctrines):

• “God is just”
• Meaning: Whatever God does is just by definition because He is sovereign; justice = God’s will
• Function: Deflects objections—“Who are you to question God’s justice?”
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• Examples: “The potter has power over the clay” (Romans 9), “God can do whatever He wants
with His creation”

The Shift:

When Phil asks, “How is it just to condemn Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty?” apologists
respond with Context 2’s definition (“God’s will = justice”). But this contradicts the promise made
in Context 1 (“God is fair”).

If justice means “whatever God does,” then saying “God is just” is a tautology—it means only
“God does what God does.” It carries no moral content.

6.2.3 The Euthyphro Problem
This equivocation is the ancient Euthyphro dilemma in action:

“Is something good because God wills it, or does God will it because it is good?”

• Horn 1: Good = whatever God wills (Divine Command Theory)
– Problem: Makes “God is good” a tautology; God could will torture for fun and it would be “good”
– This is Context 2’s definition
– Result: “Justice” loses substantive content

• Horn 2: God wills things because they are good (Moral Realism)
– Problem: Implies a standard of goodness independent of God
– This is Context 1’s implicit assumption
– Result: God can be evaluated by external standards

Apologists want to affirm both:

• When evangelizing: “God is good by an objective standard” (Horn 2)
• When defending theodicy: “God defines goodness” (Horn 1)

This is equivocation—using “good” with different meanings to avoid the horns of the dilemma.

The Logical Problem:

Let J1 = Justice as fairness (substantive)

Let J2 = Justice as divine will (tautological)

The Apologist’s Implicit Argument:

(1) G is J1 (“God is just” (evangelism))

(2) DM (damning Miriam) is God’s action

(3) J1 requires proportionality and culpability (Definition of fairness)

(4) DM violates proportionality (Non-culpable uncertainty)

(5) ↭ DM is not J1 (Contradiction with 1)

Apologist’s Escape (via Equivocation):
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(6) G is J2 (“God is just by definition”)

(7) J2 ↖Whatever G does (Tautology)

(8) ↭ DM is just2 (By definition)

The Sleight of Hand:

Line (6) appears to rescue (1), but it does not—because J1 ↑= J2.

The apologist has:

1. Made a claim using J1 (which has moral content)
2. Encountered a contradiction (lines 2-4)
3. Switched to J2 (which has no moral content) to avoid the contradiction

This is not resolution—it is equivocation.

6.2.4 The Faith Equivocation

Another critical equivocation involves “faith”:

The Faith Equivocation:

Context 1 (Apologetics):

• “Faith is not blind—it is pistis, trust based on evidence”
• Function: Makes Christianity seem rational
• Examples: “Faith like trusting a chair will hold you,” “Faith like trusting historical testimony”
• Implied standard: Evidence must support belief

Context 2 (Epistemology):

• “Faith goes beyond reason,” “You cannot reason your way to God,” “At some point you must
just believe”

• Function: Excuses lack of evidence
• Examples: “Lean not on your own understanding,” “Walk by faith, not by sight”
• Implied standard: Evidence is unnecessary or insufficient

The Shift:

When Phil asks for evidence, apologists invoke Context 1: “Faith is evidence-based!”

When Phil provides reasons for doubt, apologists invoke Context 2: “You cannot reason your
way to God—you must have faith!”

The term “faith” has shifted from “trust proportioned to evidence” to “belief despite insufficient
evidence.”

6.2.5 The Seeking Equivocation

A third critical equivocation involves “seeking”:
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The Seeking Equivocation:

Context 1 (Evangelism):

• “Seek and you will find” (Matthew 7:7)
• Meaning: Sincere investigation leads to discovery
• Function: Promises God reveals Himself to honest seekers
• Implication: If you seek, you will find—universally

Context 2 (Explaining Failed Seeking):

• “Only those whom the Father draws can seek” (John 6:44)
• Meaning: True seeking is only possible for the elect
• Function: Explains why some sincere seekers don’t find
• Implication: If you don’t find, you never truly sought

The Shift:

Miriam seeks sincerely (by any normal definition) but does not find certainty.

Apologists respond: “You haven’t truly sought”

But “truly sought” now means “sought and found”—making the promise unfalsifiable.

6.3 Thread Examples

6.3.1 Example 1: The Justice Equivocation (MO-MA)

MO-MA (early in thread):

“God is perfectly just. No one gets ripped off. The Judge of all the earth will do right.”

Phil’s Challenge:

“How is it just to condemn Miriam for uncertainty she cannot resolve?”

MO-MA (later in thread):

“God is the Potter; we are the clay. He can do whatever He wants with His creation. Who
are you, O man, to talk back to God? (Romans 9:20)”

Phil’s Response:

“You’re equivocating on ’just.’ When evangelizing, you use it to mean ’fair.’ When defend-
ing hard doctrines, you use it to mean ’sovereign.’ These are not the same concept. If ’just’
means ’whatever God does,’ then your original claim (’God is just’) becomes meaningless—
a tautology that says only ’God does what God does.’ You cannot have it both ways.”

Analysis:

MO-MA makes two incompatible claims:

1. God is just in the sense that He treats people fairly and proportionally
2. God can do whatever He wants regardless of fairness
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When these collide, he shifts the definition of “justice” rather than acknowledging the contradiction.

The Test of Equivocation:

If MO-MA is not equivocating, then his two statements should be interchangeable:

• Original: “God is perfectly just [fair]”
• Substituted: “God does whatever He wants [sovereignty]”

These are obviously not equivalent. The equivocation is exposed.

6.3.2 Example 2: The Faith Equivocation (JE-CR and LA-NE)

JE-CR (defending faith’s rationality):

“Faith is not blind. Faith means ’pistis’—trust based on evidence. We trust that Jesus rose
from the dead based on the testimony of eyewitnesses, just like we trust historical events
we didn’t see.”

Phil’s Response:

“Okay, then let’s examine the evidence. What eyewitness accounts exist, and how do
they compare to Islamic historical claims? How do we adjudicate between competing
testimonies?”

LA-NE (responding to Phil’s evidential questions):

“You’re trying to rationalize your way to God. That won’t work. Faith goes beyond human
reasoning. At some point, you must step out in faith and believe. Proverbs 3:5—’Lean not
on your own understanding.”’

Analysis:

JE-CR defines faith as evidence-based (Context 1), but when Phil engages the evidence, LA-NE shifts
to defining faith as transcending evidence (Context 2).

This is classic equivocation:

• When advancing: “Faith is rational” (evidence-based)
• When defending: “Faith transcends reason” (belief without sufficient evidence)

The Logical Problem:

Let F1 = Faith as evidence-based trust

Let F2 = Faith as belief despite insufficient evidence

Claim: Christianity requires faith

Question: Which faith? F1 or F2?

• If F1: Then insufficient evidence excuses non-belief (Miriam’s uncertainty is justified)
• If F2: Then Christianity is not rational in the way claimed (it requires belief beyond evidence)

Apologists want both: rationality and immunity from evidential critique. This requires equivocation.
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6.3.3 Example 3: The Seeking Equivocation (DA-HA and ST-MA)

DA-HA (initial claim):

“Matthew 7:7 is clear: ’Seek and you will find.’ If someone is sincerely seeking truth, God
will reveal it to them. The promise is universal.”

Phil presents Miriam’s case:

“Miriam has sought sincerely—studied both texts, prayed for guidance, consulted scholars.
She remains at 45/45/10. According to your promise, she should have found clarity. Why
hasn’t she?”

ST-MA (responding):

“John 6:44 says ’No one can come to Me unless the Father draws him.’ If Miriam hasn’t
found clarity, it’s because God hasn’t drawn her yet. Only the elect can truly seek.”

Phil’s Response:

“You’ve just redefined ’seek.’ First it meant ’sincerely investigate.’ Now it means ’be
sovereignly enabled to find.’ This makes your promise unfalsifiable: ’Seek and you will
find’ becomes ’Those who will find are able to seek.’ The original promise was meaningful;
your revision is a tautology.”

Analysis:

Let S1 = Seeking as sincere investigation (volitional)

Let S2 = Seeking as divinely enabled (sovereignly determined)

The Promise with S1:

“If you seek (S1), you will find”

Testable: Can be falsified if someone seeks but does not find

The Promise with S2:

“If you seek (S2), you will find”

Where S2 = “seeking such that you find” (circular)

Untestable: Cannot be falsified because “true seeking” is defined by the outcome

DA-HA makes a testable promise. ST-MA, when the promise appears falsified, shifts to an untestable
redefinition.

This is equivocation that destroys falsifiability.

6.3.4 Example 4: The Belief Equivocation (KE-SH and GE-ME)

KE-SH (on salvation requirements):

“Salvation requires belief in Jesus Christ. Romans 10:9—’If you confess with your mouth
that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will
be saved.’ It’s about intellectual assent to the gospel facts.”

Phil:
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“Okay, so if Miriam intellectually assents to Christianity’s core claims—Jesus is Lord, He
rose from the dead—but she’s uncertain whether this is metaphysical truth or religious
myth, is she saved?”

GE-ME (responding):

“No! Belief isn’t just intellectual assent—even demons believe (James 2:19). True belief is
heart transformation, surrender, commitment. Miriam’s ’intellectual assent’ without heart
change is worthless.”

Analysis:

The term “belief” shifts from:

• B1 = Intellectual assent to propositions (“Jesus rose from the dead”)
• B2 = Heart transformation + commitment (“surrendering to Jesus as Lord”)

When Phil pins down the epistemic requirement (B1), apologists shift to the volitional requirement
(B2).

The Problem:

If salvation requires B1: Then Miriam’s inability to determine which propositions are true is an
epistemic problem (not culpable)

If salvation requires B2: Then Miriam’s uncertainty about which authority to surrender to is a voli-
tional problem (but requires prior epistemic resolution)

The equivocation allows apologists to:

• Claim simplicity (“just believe!”) by using B1

• Avoid epistemic challenges (“it’s about the heart”) by shifting to B2

6.3.5 Example 5: The Evidence Equivocation (RY-RO and MI-BR)
RY-RO (claiming Christianity is evidence-based):

“Christianity is not a blind faith. We have evidence: the resurrection accounts, the trans-
formation of the disciples, the rapid spread of the early church, archaeological findings
supporting biblical history. Faith is reasonable.”

Phil:

“Okay, let’s examine that evidence. How do we establish the reliability of resurrection
accounts? What about competing resurrection narratives in other traditions? How do we
weigh documentary evidence when our earliest manuscripts are decades after the events?”

MI-BR (responding):

“The evidence that matters most isn’t external—it’s the internal witness of the Holy Spirit.
The Spirit testifies to the truth of Scripture in the believer’s heart. That’s how we know
Christianity is true. 1 John 5:9—’We accept human testimony, but God’s testimony is
greater because it is the testimony of God, which he has given about his Son.”’

Analysis:

The term “evidence” shifts from:

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



Chapter 6: Pattern 6: Equivocation 97

• E1 = External, empirical evidence (historical, archaeological)
• E2 = Internal, subjective experience (“witness of the Spirit”)

When advancing: “We have evidence!” (using E1 to claim rationality)

When challenged on E1: “The real evidence is internal” (shifting to E2 to avoid scrutiny)

The Problem:

E1 is publicly assessable—we can examine documents, artifacts, testimony

E2 is private and unfalsifiable—every religious tradition claims it

The equivocation allows Christianity to claim the epistemic respectability of E1 while retreating to
the unfalsifiability of E2 when pressed.

6.3.6 Example 6: The Name-of-Jesus Equivocation (TE-TH and WI-LL)

TE-TH (on exclusivity):

“Acts 4:12 is crystal clear: ’There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name
under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.’ You must know the NAME—
Jesus Christ—to be saved.”

Phil:

“So what about people who never heard the name ’Jesus’—infants, remote tribes, the pre-
Christian righteous? Are they all damned for not knowing a name they could never have
accessed?”

WI-LL (responding):

“No, God judges based on the light people have. Romans 2:14-15 shows that those without
the law can still be saved if they follow the law written on their hearts. God looks at the
heart, not just explicit knowledge of Jesus’ name.”

Phil:

“So salvation doesn’t require knowing Jesus’ name after all?”

TE-TH (re-entering):

“Of course it does! When we say ’name,’ we mean submitting to Christ’s authority, whether
you know the specific name ’Jesus’ or not.”

Analysis:

The phrase “name of Jesus” shifts from:

• N1 = Explicit knowledge of “Jesus Christ” as a person and doctrine
• N2 = Implicit response to God’s general revelation (without knowing “Jesus”)

The Equivocation:

When establishing exclusivity: “No other NAME” (using N1—must know Jesus explicitly)

When defending against unfairness objections: “Name means authority, not explicit knowledge”
(shifting to N2—inclusivism)

This allows apologists to:
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• Maintain doctrinal exclusivity (“only through Jesus”)
• Avoid moral objections (“but people can respond to general revelation”)

But these positions are contradictory. If N2 is sufficient, then Acts 4:12’s exclusivity claim (N1) is
false. If N1 is required, then the inclusivist escape (N2) fails.

6.4 Why This Pattern Fails

6.4.1 Logical Failure: Violates the Law of Identity

Aristotle’s Law of Identity states:

A= A

A thing is identical to itself. Applied to language:

Term T must mean the same thing within an argument

Equivocation violates this by allowing:

TContex t1
↑= TContex t2

This destroys logical validity. Consider:

Valid Argument (No Equivocation):

P1: All humans are mortal

P2: Socrates is human

C: ↭ Socrates is mortal

“Human” means the same thing in P1 and P2.

Invalid Argument (Equivocation):

P1: All banks (financial institutions) hold money

P2: The river has banks (edges)

C: ↭ The river holds money

“Banks” does not mean the same thing, creating four terms where three are required.

In the thread, apologists commit logical equivocation constantly:
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P1: God is just (fair)

P2: God damns Miriam (sovereignty)

C: ↭ Damning Miriam is just

This only works if “just” means the same thing in P1 and conclusion. But it doesn’t:

• In P1: Just = fair, proportional
• In C: Just = whatever God does

The argument is logically invalid.

6.4.2 Psychological Failure: Destroys Trust

Equivocation is a form of intellectual dishonesty—even when committed unconsciously. It signals to
the interlocutor:

“The apologist is more committed to maintaining their position than to semantic precision.
Terms will shift meanings to avoid refutation.”

This destroys trust. Miriam cannot engage honestly when definitions change mid-conversation:

• She challenges “God is just” on grounds of fairness
• Apologist shifts “just” to mean “sovereign”
• Miriam is left confused: “Did we just agree? Or did the term change meaning?”

Honest dialogue requires semantic stability—the agreement that terms will maintain consistent
meanings. Equivocation violates this, making productive conversation impossible.

6.4.3 Apologetic Failure: Makes Christianity Unfalsifiable

When terms can shift meanings strategically, Christianity becomes unfalsifiable—immune to eviden-
tial or logical critique:

The Unfalsifiability Test:

A claim is falsifiable if there is some possible evidence or reasoning that could disprove it.

Christianity with Fixed Definitions:

Claim: “God is just in the sense of fair and proportional”

Potential Falsifier: Showing God acts unfairly or disproportionately

Result: Christianity is falsifiable

Christianity with Equivocation:

Claim: “God is just”

Challenge: God acts unfairly

Response: “Just doesn’t mean fair—it means sovereign”
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Result: Christianity is unfalsifiable (term shifts to avoid falsification)

Karl Popper argued that unfalsifiable claims are not rational—they’re immune to empirical or logical
correction. They cannot be tested, improved, or rejected based on evidence.

Equivocation makes Christianity unfalsifiable by allowing terms to shift whenever challenged. This
is not a defense—it’s an admission that the position cannot withstand fixed definitions.

6.4.4 Theological Failure: Misrepresents God

If God is Logos (Word, Reason) as John 1 claims, then God values:

• Clarity over ambiguity
• Consistency over contradiction
• Semantic precision over equivocation

The God who is Truth Himself (John 14:6) would not approve of linguistic tricks that obscure His
nature.

When apologists equivocate on “justice,” they make God’s justice unknowable:

• If “just” can mean “fair” or “sovereign” depending on context
• Then we never know which meaning applies
• Then we cannot trust God’s promises

Consider God’s promise in Genesis 18:25: “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?”

If “right” is subject to equivocation, this promise is meaningless. It could mean:

• “God will act fairly” (substantive promise)
• “God will do whatever God does” (empty tautology)

Abraham trusted the promise because he understood “right” to have substantive content. If apolo-
gists equivocate on this term, they undermine the biblical narrative itself.

6.4.5 Ethical Failure: Amounts to Gaslighting

Equivocation, when done systematically, is a form of gaslighting—making someone doubt their per-
ception of reality by shifting definitions:

Miriam: “You said God is just. But damning me for uncertainty seems unjust.”

Apologist: “Just doesn’t mean what you think it means. God’s justice is different from
human fairness.”

Miriam: “Then why did you use ’just’ to convince me God is fair?”

Apologist: “I never said God is fair in the way you mean. You’re misunderstanding.”

This is gaslighting. The apologist:

1. Makes a claim using one definition
2. When challenged, shifts to another definition
3. Denies using the original definition
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4. Implies Miriam misunderstood

This is psychologically abusive. It makes Miriam doubt whether she understood the conversation
correctly, when in fact the apologist changed terms mid-stream.

6.5 Symbolic Logic: Formalizing Equivocation

6.5.1 The Justice Equivocation Formalized
Let:

• J1 = Justice as fairness (proportionality, non-arbitrary punishment)
• J2 = Justice as sovereignty (whatever God does)
• G = God
• DM = Damning Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty

The Apologist’s Implicit Argument:

In Evangelistic Context:

(1) G is J1 (“God is just” (fair))

(2) J1 requires culpability for punishment

(3) DM punishes non-culpable state

(4) ↭ DM violates J1

(5) Contradiction with (1)

In Theodicy Context (Escape via Equivocation):

(6) G is J2 (“God is just” (sovereign))

(7) J2 ↖Whatever G does (By definition)

(8) DM is what G does

(9) ↭ DM is J2 (Tautology)

The Problem:

The move from (1) to (6) is equivocation. J1 ↑= J2.

The apologist has not resolved the contradiction—they have hidden it by changing what “justice”
means.

Proof That This Is Invalid:

If the argument were valid without equivocation, then we could substitute J2 for J1 in line (1):

(1↓) G does whatever G doesJ2 for J1 (Substituting)

But this is not what the apologist meant in evangelistic context. Line (1) was substantive (God
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is fair), not tautological (God does what God does).

The substitution fails, proving J1 ↑= J2, proving equivocation.

6.5.2 The Faith Equivocation Formalized

Let:

• F1 = Faith as evidence-based trust (pistis)
• F2 = Faith as belief without sufficient evidence
• E = Available evidence
• C = Christianity

The Apologist’s Argument:

In Apologetic Context:

(1) F1 is rational (“Faith is evidence-based”)

(2) Christianity requires F1 (Implied)

(3) ↭ Christianity is rational

In Epistemic Context:

(1↓) E is insufficient to compel belief (“Evidence is ambiguous”)

(2↓) Christianity requires F2 (“You must believe anyway”)

(3↓) ↭ Lack of E does not excuse unbelief

The Problem:

If Christianity requires F1 (evidence-based), then:

¬E =⇒ ¬F1 =⇒ Non-belief justified

If Christianity requires F2 (belief without evidence), then:

Christianity is not rational (in the sense claimed)

The apologist wants both: rationality (F1) and immunity from evidential critique (F2).

This is only possible through equivocation.

Proof of Inconsistency:

Assume both claims are true with consistent definition of faith:

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



Chapter 6: Pattern 6: Equivocation 103

(A) F1 = F2 (No equivocation)

(B) F1 requires evidence (Definition)

(C) F2 does not require evidence (Definition)

(D) From (A), (B), (C): Contradiction

Since (B) and (C) are true by definition, (A) must be false.

Therefore: F1 ↑= F2, proving equivocation.

6.5.3 The Seeking Equivocation Formalized

Let:

• S1 = Seeking as sincere investigation (volitional)
• S2 = Seeking as divinely enabled (sovereignly determined)
• P = Person
• F = Finding truth

The Promise:

↙P : S(P) =⇒ F(P) (“Seek and you will find”)

With S1 (Volitional Seeking):

(1) S1(Miriam) (Miriam seeks sincerely)

(2) S1(Miriam) =⇒ F(Miriam) (Promise)

(3) ¬F(Miriam) (Miriam doesn’t find certainty)

(4) Contradiction between (2) and (3)

Apologist’s Escape (Equivocation to S2):

(5) S2 ↖ (Seeking such that F) (Redefinition)

(6) ¬S2(Miriam)¬F(Miriam)) (Since)

(7) Promise not violated (Miriam never truly sought)

The Problem:

With S2, the promise becomes:
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↙P : (If F(P) then F(P)) (Tautology)

This is unfalsifiable—“true seeking” is defined by the outcome.

The original promise with S1 was meaningful and testable. The equivocation to S2 makes it
vacuous.

Proof That Original Promise Fails Under S2:

Original promise: “Sincere investigation leads to discovery”

With S2: “Discovery-leading investigation leads to discovery”

These are not equivalent. The first makes a substantive claim; the second is circular.

Therefore: S1 ↑= S2, proving equivocation.

6.6 What Should Have Been Said

6.6.1 The Semantically Honest Apologist (on Justice)
“I need to clarify what I mean by ’God is just’ to avoid confusion.

When I say ’God is just,’ I mean:

• Justice has substantive content (proportionality, non-arbitrary punishment, considera-
tion of culpability)

• God adheres to these standards perfectly
• We can evaluate actions (including God’s) by these standards

This means if damning Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty violates proportionality or
fairness, then God would not do it—because that would be unjust.

I trust God’s justice precisely because it is recognizable as justice. If ’justice’ could mean
anything, including things that violate my moral intuitions, I would have no basis for
calling God good.

Therefore, I believe one of the following must be true:

1. Miriam’s uncertainty is culpable (but I need to show how)
2. God provides additional opportunity post-mortem for epistemic resolution
3. God judges based on sincerity of seeking, not certainty of conclusion
4. Some form of inclusivism or universalism is true

What I will not do is shift from ’just = fair’ to ’just = sovereign’ when challenged. That
would be intellectually dishonest.”

Why this works:

• Gives “justice” substantive, stable meaning
• Makes moral language intelligible
• Provides basis for trust in God’s goodness

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



Chapter 6: Pattern 6: Equivocation 105

• Acknowledges theological options without equivocating
• Maintains semantic consistency across contexts

6.6.2 The Epistemically Honest Apologist (on Faith)

“Let me be precise about the relationship between faith and evidence in Christianity.

I claim Christianity has evidence that makes faith reasonable—not compulsory.

Specifically:

• Historical evidence (manuscript attestation, extra-biblical corroboration) → Suggests
gospels preserve early tradition

• Explanatory power (addresses human condition, moral experience) → Makes Christian-
ity worth considering

• Personal experience (transformation, answered prayer) → Reinforces belief for believers

What I do NOT claim:

• Evidence compels belief (reasonable people can weigh differently)
• Faith is purely intellectual (it involves trust and commitment beyond mere assent)
• Evidence is unnecessary (I think some evidential support is important)

Applying to Miriam:

If Miriam has examined the evidence and remains uncertain:

• This does not prove she is irrational
• This does not prove she lacks sincerity
• This suggests the evidence is ambiguous enough that reasonable disagreement is possi-

ble

I will not shift from ’faith is evidence-based’ to ’faith transcends evidence’ when challenged.
I commit to a consistent position: faith involves both evidence and trust beyond absolute
proof—but the evidence must be sufficient to make belief reasonable, even if not compul-
sory.”

Why this works:

• Specifies precise relationship between faith and evidence
• Acknowledges nuance without equivocating
• Maintains consistent position across contexts
• Respects Miriam’s rational uncertainty
• Provides falsifiability conditions (if evidence is insufficient, non-belief is justified)

6.6.3 The Theologically Humble Apologist (on Seeking)

“The ’seek and you will find’ promise is more complex than I initially suggested.

What I believe the promise means:

• Sincere seeking is honored by God
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• God reveals truth progressively to those who seek
• The ’finding’ may not happen on our timeline
• Uncertainty during the process is not rebellion

What I struggle to reconcile:

If someone seeks sincerely (like Miriam) and remains uncertain, either:

1. The promise needs qualification (perhaps ’find’ means something other than epistemic
certainty)

2. God provides resolution at some point (perhaps post-mortem)
3. The Calvinist framework is correct (only the elect can truly seek), but this makes the

promise less universal than it appears
4. I don’t fully understand how the promise works in cases like Miriam’s

What I will not do is redefine ’seeking’ to mean ’seeking and finding’—that would make
the promise unfalsifiable and meaningless. I’d rather admit uncertainty about how the
promise applies than evacuate it of content.”

Why this works:

• Acknowledges theological complexity
• Maintains semantic stability (doesn’t redefine terms)
• Admits difficulty rather than equivocating
• Preserves falsifiability of the promise
• Models intellectual honesty

6.6.4 The Definitionally Precise Apologist (Meta-Level)

“Before we continue, I want to establish definitions for key terms to avoid talking past
each other:

• Justice: Proportional response to culpable actions; fairness in evaluation
• Faith: Trust based on evidence, though not necessarily conclusive evidence; involves

both intellect and will
• Belief: Intellectual assent + commitment; ranges from weak to strong credence
• Seeking: Sincere investigation with openness to truth wherever it leads
• Evidence: Both external (historical, philosophical) and internal (experiential), though

I acknowledge these have different epistemological statuses

I commit to using these definitions consistently throughout our conversation. If I need to
modify a definition, I’ll state explicitly that I’m doing so and explain why.

If you notice me using a term differently in different contexts, please call it out—that
would be a failure on my part, and I want to avoid equivocation.”

Why this works:

• Establishes semantic contract upfront
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• Invites accountability for consistency
• Models intellectual humility
• Makes equivocation harder to commit unconsciously
• Demonstrates good faith engagement

6.7 Connection to Other Patterns
Equivocation is the enabling mechanism for many other patterns:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): Works by equivocating on “justice”—using it to mean “fairness”
(evangelism) and “sovereignty” (theodicy).

• Pattern 2 (Circular Presuppositionalism): Often involves equivocating on “authority”—Scripture
is authoritative because it’s God’s Word (circular), but “authority” shifts meaning when challenged.

• Pattern 4 (Category Error): Enabled by equivocating on “belief”—treating it as volitional (moral
state) when it’s actually epistemic (cognitive state).

• Pattern 7 (Special Pleading): Often involves equivocating on standards—“evidence” means one
thing for Christianity, another for competing claims.

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): Uses equivocation on “knowable”—claiming certainty about some
doctrines while invoking mystery about others.

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): Is essentially temporal equivocation—changing what terms mean
as the conversation progresses.

Equivocation is uniquely insidious because it appears to maintain consistency while actually aban-
doning original claims. The apologist seems to address objections without conceding anything—but
this is achieved through semantic sleight of hand.

6.7.1 The Master Pattern
In many ways, equivocation is the master pattern—the error that enables all others:

How Equivocation Enables Other Patterns:

• False Binaries: Work because terms like “belief” shift between “certainty” and “any credence”
• Circular Reasoning: Remains hidden when “authority” and “truth” shift meanings
• Category Errors: Persist when “belief” equivocates between epistemic and moral states
• Unfalsifiability: Achieved by shifting definitions to avoid counterexamples

Without equivocation, most apologetic errors would be immediately apparent. Equivocation is
the lubricant that allows contradictions to slide past unnoticed.

6.8 Conclusion: The Shell Game
Equivocation is the apologetic equivalent of a shell game—the con artist’s trick where a pea is hidden
under one of three shells, which are then shuffled rapidly.

The mark is asked: “Which shell is the pea under?”

But the pea has been palmed—it is not under any shell. The shuffling creates the illusion of fairness
while ensuring the mark cannot win.
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Similarly, equivocation creates the illusion of consistency by shuffling definitions:

The Shell Game in Action:

• Shell 1 (Evangelism): “God is just!” [Justice = fairness]
• Shell 2 (Theodicy): “God is just!” [Justice = sovereignty]
• Shell 3 (Mystery): “We cannot understand God’s justice!” [Justice = unknowable]

The Mark (Miriam):

• Sees the term “justice” used
• Assumes it has stable meaning
• Challenges based on Shell 1’s definition
• Gets Shell 2’s definition in response
• When she objects to the switch, gets Shell 3 (mystery)

The term “justice” is the pea—it keeps moving to avoid being pinned down.

6.8.1 The Tragedy of Equivocation

What makes equivocation particularly tragic is that it’s often unconscious. Many apologists don’t
realize they’re shifting definitions—they genuinely believe they’re being consistent.

This is because:

1. Religious language is inherently ambiguous (words like “faith,” “justice,” “love” carry multiple
meanings in Scripture)

2. Apologetic training often fails to emphasize semantic precision
3. Emotional investment in defending Christianity makes cognitive biases harder to notice
4. The apologetic community rewards “successfully” defending the faith, not semantic consistency

The apologist shifts from J1 to J2 not as conscious deception, but as an unconscious move to resolve
cognitive dissonance. When Context 1’s definition creates problems, Context 2’s definition is retrieved
from memory and deployed—without noticing the shift.

6.8.2 The Theological Irony

If God is Logos (John 1:1)—Word, Reason, Rationality—then God values semantic precision. The God
who is Truth (John 14:6) would not approve of linguistic tricks that obscure rather than illuminate.

Consider Jesus’ teaching style:

• Clear parables with consistent meanings
• Direct moral teaching (Sermon on the Mount)
• Challenges to hypocrisy and double-speak (Matthew 23)
• Emphasis on being “yes” or “no” without evasion (Matthew 5:37)

Jesus did not equivocate. He defined terms clearly and used them consistently. When religious
leaders tried to trap Him with semantic games, He exposed their tricks.

The thread apologists’ equivocation is not Christlike—it’s more like the Pharisees’ casuistry that
Jesus condemned.
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6.8.3 The Epistemic Cost

Equivocation doesn’t just fail logically—it corrupts the epistemic process:

• It makes claims unfalsifiable (terms shift to avoid counterexamples)
• It destroys trust (interlocutors can’t rely on stable meanings)
• It prevents genuine inquiry (you can’t investigate what keeps changing)
• It produces pseudo-resolution (contradictions hidden, not resolved)

For Miriam, equivocation means:

• She cannot trust promises (“seek and you will find” has unstable meaning)
• She cannot evaluate claims (“just” means different things in different contexts)
• She cannot resolve her uncertainty (every answer shifts when questioned)

This is epistemological violence—using language in ways that prevent honest inquiry.

6.8.4 The Challenge to Apologists

If you find yourself equivocating:

1. Notice it: Pay attention when you use a term differently in different contexts
2. Admit it: Acknowledge the shift rather than pretending consistency
3. Clarify it: Explicitly distinguish J1 from J2, F1 from F2

4. Choose it: Decide which definition you actually mean and stick with it
5. Defend it: Justify your chosen definition rather than shifting when challenged

Better to say:

“I’ve realized I’ve been using ’justice’ in two different ways. Let me clarify which one I actually mean
and defend that definition consistently.”

Rather than:

[Shifting between definitions while claiming consistency]

6.8.5 The Final Word

When apologists equivocate, they do not defend Christianity—they demonstrate that Christianity re-
quires intellectual dishonesty to survive scrutiny.

And if a position can only be maintained through equivocation, it should not be maintained at all.

The truth does not need shell games.

The truth can survive stable definitions.

The truth invites scrutiny rather than avoiding it through semantic shifts.

If Christianity is true, it can withstand semantic precision. If it cannot—if it requires equivocation
to survive—then perhaps it is not Christianity that’s being defended, but merely the apologist’s need
to be right.

And God, if He exists, does not need to be defended by those unwilling to define their terms con-
sistently.
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✁ VII

Pattern 7: Special Pleading

7.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Applying rigorous standards of evidence, logic, and moral evaluation to competing claims
while exempting Christianity from those same standards—without justification for the asymmetry.

Special pleading is a formal fallacy that occurs when someone arbitrarily applies rules, standards,
or principles differently to similar cases. In logic, it is a subset of the double standard fallacy: de-
manding one level of proof from opponents while accepting a lower standard for one’s own position.

In the Miriam thread, special pleading manifests in several forms:

1. Evidential Special Pleading: Demanding empirical proof from Islam while asserting Christianity’s
truth without equivalent proof

2. Moral Special Pleading: Exempting God from moral evaluation (“God cannot be judged by human
standards”) while claiming God is morally good

3. Logical Special Pleading: Using logic to critique other religions but retreating to “mystery” or
“faith beyond reason” when Christianity is critiqued

4. Epistemological Special Pleading: Treating biblical testimony as uniquely credible while dismiss-
ing Islamic testimony as unreliable—without independent criteria

5. Theological Special Pleading: Demanding that Islam’s doctrines be internally consistent while
accepting Christian paradoxes as “mysteries”

6. Historical Special Pleading: Applying source criticism to Islamic texts while exempting biblical
texts from the same scrutiny

The effect on Miriam: She is told to apply skepticism to Islam but credulity to Christianity. She is
told competing revelations lack evidence, but Christianity’s evidence can be assumed. The playing
field is tilted before the game begins.

Why this matters: If Christianity can only be maintained by exempting it from the standards ap-
plied to all other claims, then Christianity has admitted it cannot survive fair examination. Special
pleading doesn’t defend Christianity—it reveals that Christianity requires an unfair advantage to ap-
pear credible.
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7.2 Logical Analysis: The Structure of Special Pleading

7.2.1 The Fallacy Formalized

Special Pleading Structure:

Rule: R applies to all X
Claim: A is an X
Claim: B is an X

Application: R applies to A but not to B
Justification: None provided (or circular)

Example:

• Rule: All truth claims require evidence
• Islamic claims require evidence → Burden on Muslims
• Christian claims require evidence → Exempted without justification

Validity Condition:

An exemption is justified only if there exists a relevant difference D between cases that warrants
different treatment:

¬R(B) justified ⇐⇒ ↘D : (Relevant(D)↗Distinguishes(D,A, B))

If no such D exists, or if D is circular (assumes the conclusion), the exemption is special pleading.

7.2.2 The Universal-Particular Asymmetry

Special pleading typically involves asserting a universal principle then making an unjustified exception:

The Pattern:

1. Assert universal: “All religious claims must be tested by evidence and reason”
2. Apply to opponent: “Islam fails evidential tests”
3. Exempt own position: “Christianity is true by faith, which transcends evidence”
4. Fail to justify: No explanation for why Christianity gets exemption

The Dilemma:

If the universal is true: Christianity must also be tested by the stated standard

If the universal is false: It cannot be used to critique Islam (the argument collapses)

Either way: The asymmetry is unjustified

The only escape: Provide a non-circular relevant difference that justifies exempting Christianity
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7.2.3 Types of Special Pleading in the Thread

Type 1: Evidential Exemption

Standard Applied to Others:

• “Islam must provide historical evidence for its claims”
• “The Quran’s miraculous claims are unverified”
• “Muslims cannot prove Muhammad’s prophethood”
• “Show me archaeological evidence for Islam”

Standard for Christianity:

• “Christianity has evidence” (asserted, not demonstrated)
• “The Bible’s claims are self-authenticating”
• “Faith does not require the same level of proof”
• “The evidence is obvious to sincere seekers”

Justification offered: None, or circular (“Christianity is true, therefore it doesn’t need the same
evidence”)

Result: Apologists demand evidence from Muslims but refuse to provide it themselves, exempting
Christianity from the burden of proof they apply to Islam.

Type 2: Moral Exemption

Standard Applied to Others:

• “We can judge actions as moral or immoral”
• “Punishing the innocent is wrong”
• “Fairness requires proportionality”
• “We can evaluate Allah’s commands morally”

Standard for God:

• “God is exempt from human moral standards”
• “God defines morality, so He cannot violate it”
• “Who are you to judge God?”
• “God’s ways are higher than our ways”

But then: Apologists claim “God is good”—which presumes some standard by which to evaluate
goodness.

The Contradiction:

• If God is exempt from moral evaluation, “God is good” is meaningless (a tautology: “God is whatever
God is”)

• If “God is good” has content, then God can be evaluated morally—which reinstates the standard
apologists claimed He was exempt from
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Type 3: Logical Exemption

Standard Applied to Others:

• “Islamic theology contains contradictions”
• “Reason can critique religious claims”
• “Logic applies universally”
• “Contradictions disprove truth claims”

Standard for Christianity:

• “God’s ways are higher than human logic”
• “Some mysteries transcend reason”
• “Natural mind cannot understand spiritual things” (1 Cor 2:14)
• “We walk by faith, not by sight”

The problem: If logic does not apply to Christianity, then:

1. Logical arguments for Christianity are invalid
2. Logical critiques of Islam are hypocritical
3. All theological claims become unfalsifiable (immune to rational critique)

Type 4: Testimonial Exemption

Standard Applied to Islamic Testimony:

• “Islamic sources are later, unreliable traditions”
• “The hadith are subject to fabrication”
• “Muslims are biased witnesses”
• “Second-hand testimony is inadmissible”

Standard for Christian Testimony:

• “The Gospels are eyewitness accounts” (they’re not—they’re anonymous, written 40-70 years later)
• “Martyrdom proves sincerity” (but early Muslims were martyred too)
• “The disciples wouldn’t die for a lie” (but people die for false beliefs regularly)
• “Biblical testimony is uniquely inspired”

The asymmetry: Both traditions rely on:

• Later written sources (decades after events)
• Community transmission (oral tradition → written text)
• Theological interpretation (not neutral reporting)
• Martyrdom as evidence of sincerity (both traditions have this)

Yet apologists accept Christian sources uncritically while dismissing Islamic sources as unreliable.

Type 5: Consistency Exemption

Standard Applied to Islam:
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• “The Quran contradicts itself”
• “Islamic theology is incoherent”
• “You cannot reconcile divine justice with predestination in Islam”
• “Islam must resolve all apparent contradictions”

Standard for Christianity:

• “Trinity is a mystery, not a contradiction”
• “God’s sovereignty and human free will are both true—we accept the tension”
• “Divine justice and reprobation can coexist—we don’t fully understand how”
• “Some things are paradoxes, not contradictions”

The double standard:

• Islamic tensions = contradictions = proof of falsehood
• Christian tensions = mysteries = reason to have faith

No principle is offered for distinguishing legitimate mysteries from logical contradictions.

Type 6: Historical-Critical Exemption

Standard Applied to Quranic Origins:

• “The Quran’s composition history is disputed”
• “Variant readings undermine reliability”
• “We must apply historical-critical methods to Islamic texts”
• “The Quran’s compilation raises questions about authenticity”

Standard for Biblical Origins:

• “Minor textual variants don’t affect core doctrines”
• “We trust traditional attributions (despite scholarly consensus against)”
• “Historical-critical methods are overly skeptical when applied to Scripture”
• “The Bible’s divine inspiration guarantees its reliability”

The reality: Both texts have:

• Centuries of manuscript transmission
• Textual variants across manuscripts
• Disputed passages
• Compilation processes involving human decisions

Yet apologists demand Muslims defend against textual criticism while exempting the Bible from the
same scrutiny.

7.3 Thread Examples

7.3.1 Example 1: Evidential Special Pleading (DA-HA)
DA-HA:
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“Islam is demonstrably false. The Quran has zero foundation. Show me one piece of
archaeological evidence for Islam’s claims.

Christianity, on the other hand, is built on solid historical ground. The evidence is overwhelming—
but I do not need to prove it to you. If you sincerely seek, God will reveal it.”

Phil’s Response:

“You demand archaeological evidence from Islam but offer none for Christianity. You claim
Christianity’s evidence is ’overwhelming’ but will not name a single piece. This is special
pleading—exempting your position from the standard you apply to competitors.”

DA-HA:

“The evidence is available to anyone who looks. I am not going to do your homework for
you.”

Analysis:

DA-HA commits textbook evidential special pleading:

1. Asserts standard: “Religious claims require archaeological evidence”
2. Applies to Islam: “Show me ONE piece of evidence”
3. Exempts Christianity: “I don’t need to prove it to you”
4. No justification: Refuses to explain why Christianity gets exemption

The “do your homework” response is a further evasion. If evidence is necessary to justify belief
(as DA-HA’s critique of Islam implies), then he bears the burden of providing it. If evidence is not
necessary, then he cannot demand it from Muslims.

The Underlying Logic:

P1: All religious claims require evidence

P2: Islam is a religious claim

P3: Christianity is a religious claim

C1: ↭ Islam requires evidence (From P1, P2)

C2: ↭ Christianity requires evidence (From P1, P3)

DA-HA: Islam must provide evidence, Christianity need not

C2 follows logically from the premises, yet DA-HA rejects it. This is special pleading—exempting
Christianity from a universal standard without justification.

7.3.2 Example 2: Moral Special Pleading (MO-MA)

MO-MA (early in thread):

“God is perfectly just. He judges righteously. No one gets ripped off. The Judge of all the
earth will do right.”

Phil:
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“How is it just to condemn Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty? She cannot determine
which revelation is authentic. Punishing her for this seems unjust by any reasonable stan-
dard.”

MO-MA (later):

“God is the Potter; we are the clay. He can make vessels for honor or dishonor. Who are
you to question the Potter? Romans 9:20—’Who are you, O man, to talk back to God?’
God is not subject to human standards of fairness.”

Phil:

“Then on what basis do you claim He is ’just’? If He is exempt from standards of justice,
calling Him ’just’ is meaningless. You’re using ’just’ to attract believers, then redefining it
to deflect critique.”

MO-MA:

“God is the standard of justice. Whatever He does is just by definition. We cannot evaluate
Him—He evaluates us.”

Analysis:

MO-MA commits moral special pleading through a three-stage move:

Stage 1 (Evangelism): “God is just” [using “just” to mean “fair and proportional”]

Stage 2 (Challenged): “God is exempt from human standards” [retreating when challenged]

Stage 3 (Tautology): “Just means whatever God does” [evacuating the term of content]

This creates an unjustified asymmetry:

• Human actions: Can be judged as just or unjust by objective standards
• Divine actions: Cannot be judged—exempt from the same standards

But if God is exempt, the claim “God is just” conveys no information. It becomes “God does
what God does”—a vacuous tautology.

MO-MA wants both:

• The rhetorical benefit of claiming “God is just” (implies recognizable goodness)
• Immunity from critique (“You cannot judge God by human standards”)

This is special pleading: invoking a standard to make a positive claim, then exempting from that
standard when challenged.

The Logical Problem:

Let SM = Standard of moral evaluation

Claim 1: “God is just” (good by recognizable standard)

SM(God) = True

Claim 2: “God is exempt from moral evaluation”

SM(God) = Undefined/Inapplicable

Problem: Claims 1 and 2 are incompatible
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If Claim 2 is true, Claim 1 becomes meaningless. If Claim 1 has content, Claim 2 is false.

7.3.3 Example 3: Logical Special Pleading (KE-SH)

KE-SH (critiquing Islam):

“The Quran contains logical contradictions. For example, it says Jesus will judge (Surah
4:159) but also says only Allah judges. This is incoherent. Logic proves Islam false.”

Phil:

“Christianity also contains apparent contradictions: God is perfectly just (Psalm 11:7) but
damns people for non-culpable states. God is love (1 John 4:8) but creates people for
destruction (Romans 9:22). How do you resolve these?”

KE-SH:

“You cannot use human logic to understand God. Isaiah 55:8 says, ’My thoughts are not
your thoughts.’ God’s ways are higher than our ways. Some things are mysteries we must
accept by faith.”

Phil:

“But you just used logic to critique Islam. If logic does not apply to religious claims,
your critique of Islam fails. If logic does apply, your exemption of Christianity is special
pleading.”

KE-SH:

“Logic applies to false religions because they are human constructs. Christianity transcends
logic because it is divine revelation.”

Analysis:

KE-SH commits logical special pleading by applying logic asymmetrically:

• Islam: Must conform to logical consistency (law of non-contradiction applies)
• Christianity: Exempt from logical critique (“God’s ways are higher”)

This is special pleading because:

1. KE-SH asserts logic as a universal standard (applied to Islam)
2. KE-SH exempts Christianity from that standard (invokes mystery)
3. KE-SH provides no non-circular justification for why Christianity gets the exemption

The attempted justification (“Christianity is divine”) is circular:

• Q: Why is Christianity exempt from logic?
• A: Because it’s divine revelation
• Q: How do you know it’s divine revelation?
• A: Because it says so, and we can’t apply logic to critique it

This assumes what must be proven (that Christianity is divine) to justify the exemption.

The Reflexive Problem:

If logic does not apply to Christianity, then:
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• All logical arguments for Christianity are invalid
• The critique of Islam using logic is hypocritical
• Christianity becomes unfalsifiable (no logical test can disprove it)

KE-SH wants to use logic as a weapon against Islam while claiming immunity from logic for Chris-
tianity. This is the essence of special pleading.

7.3.4 Example 4: Testimonial Special Pleading (SH-SI)

SH-SI:

“The New Testament is based on eyewitness testimony. The disciples died for their beliefs—
you do not die for something you know is a lie. This proves Christianity is true.

Islamic testimony is different—Muslims are just repeating what they were taught. They
have not seen Muhammad’s miracles themselves. Their testimony is hearsay.”

Phil:

“The Gospels are not eyewitness accounts—they’re anonymous texts written 40-70 years
after Jesus’ death, in Greek (Jesus spoke Aramaic). They’re based on oral tradition, just
like Islamic hadith. And early Muslims died for their beliefs too—by your logic, Islam is
also true. Martyrdom proves sincerity, not truth.”

SH-SI:

“The Gospel writers were connected to eyewitnesses. The chain of transmission is trust-
worthy. Islamic transmission is different—it lacks the same reliability.”

Phil:

“Muslims claim the exact same thing about hadith—chains of transmission (isnad) back
to eyewitnesses. You’re applying different standards to structurally similar evidence.”

Analysis:

SH-SI applies different standards to testimony:

Christian testimony:

• Later texts (40-70 years) → Accepted as reliable
• Anonymous authors → Traditional attributions trusted
• Oral tradition → Transmission assumed accurate
• Martyrdom → Proves truth of claims
• Theological bias → Not a problem

Islamic testimony:

• Later texts (same timeframe) → Dismissed as unreliable
• Named transmitters → Chains questioned
• Oral tradition → Assumed corrupted
• Martyrdom → Only proves sincerity
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• Theological bias → Undermines credibility

This is asymmetric treatment of structurally identical evidence:

1. Both rely on oral tradition: Gospel sources (Q, Mark) and hadith both depended on community
memory

2. Both have later written forms: Neither tradition has contemporary written accounts from Jesus/-
Muhammad’s lifetime

3. Both claim eyewitness connections: Gospels claim Petrine/Johannine/etc. tradition; hadith
claim direct chains to Sahaba

4. Both have martyrs: Early Christians died; early Muslims died; both communities cite this as
evidence

5. Both shaped by theology: Gospel accounts are theological narratives, not neutral history; so are
hadith

Yet SH-SI accepts Christian testimony uncritically while dismissing Islamic testimony as insufficient.

The Special Pleading:

There is no relevant difference in the testimonial structure that justifies accepting one and rejecting
the other. The asymmetry is based on the conclusion (“Christianity is true, Islam is false”) rather than
independent criteria for evaluating testimony.

7.3.5 Example 5: Consistency Special Pleading (RY-RO and GE-ME)
RY-RO (on Islam):

“The Quran contains irreconcilable contradictions. It claims Allah is all-merciful, yet it
describes eternal torture. It says there is no compulsion in religion (Surah 2:256), yet
commands fighting unbelievers (Surah 9:5). These contradictions prove the Quran is not
from God.”

Phil:

“Christianity also has theological tensions: God is all-loving (1 John 4:8), yet damns people
eternally. God desires all to be saved (1 Tim 2:4), yet predestines some to destruction
(Romans 9:22). God is perfectly just, yet punishes people for states they cannot control.
How are these any different from the Islamic tensions you cite?”

GE-ME:

“Those aren’t contradictions—they’re mysteries. The Trinity is three and one—a mystery,
not a contradiction. God’s sovereignty and human responsibility coexist—we don’t fully
understand how, but both are true. Faith means accepting these paradoxes.”

Phil:

“Then why can’t Muslims say the same thing? ’Allah’s mercy and justice coexist—a mys-
tery.’ You’re applying different standards: Islamic tensions are contradictions that disprove
Islam, but Christian tensions are mysteries that require faith.”

RY-RO:

“There’s a difference between divine mystery and logical incoherence. Christianity’s para-
doxes are the former; Islam’s are the latter.”
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Phil:

“What principle distinguishes them? You’ve given no criteria beyond ’Christianity’s ten-
sions are acceptable, Islam’s are not.’ That’s special pleading.”

Analysis:

RY-RO and GE-ME commit consistency special pleading by applying a double standard:

When evaluating Islam:

• Theological tensions = Logical contradictions
• Contradictions = Proof of falsehood
• Muslims must resolve all apparent inconsistencies
• Appealing to mystery = Intellectual evasion

When evaluating Christianity:

• Theological tensions = Divine mysteries
• Mysteries = Opportunities for faith
• Christians need not resolve all apparent inconsistencies
• Appealing to mystery = Appropriate humility

The claimed distinction (“divine mystery vs. logical incoherence”) is question-begging:

• Q: How do you know Christian tensions are divine mysteries?
• A: Because Christianity is true
• Q: How do you know Christianity is true?
• A: Because its apparent contradictions are really mysteries

This is circular. The classification of tensions as “mysteries” rather than “contradictions” presupposes
the truth of Christianity—the very thing under examination.

The Symmetry Test:

If the reasoning were non-circular, it should work symmetrically:

• Islamic Version: “The Quran’s tensions are divine mysteries because Islam is true”
• Christian Version: “The Bible’s tensions are divine mysteries because Christianity is true”

Both arguments have the same logical structure. If one is valid, so is the other. If both are valid,
they prove contradictory conclusions. Therefore, neither is valid.

The apologists must provide independent criteria for distinguishing legitimate mysteries from contradictions—
criteria that don’t assume the conclusion.

7.3.6 Example 6: Historical-Critical Special Pleading (LA-NE and MI-BR)

LA-NE:

“The Quran’s textual history raises serious questions. There were variant readings, early
codices were destroyed, and the compilation process was controlled by political authori-
ties. We must apply rigorous historical-critical methods to test these claims.”
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Phil:

“The Bible has the exact same issues: variant readings across manuscripts, apocryphal
books debated for centuries, councils that determined the canon politically, no original
autographs. If we apply historical-critical methods to the Quran, we must apply them to
the Bible.”

MI-BR:

“The minor variants in biblical manuscripts don’t affect core doctrines. We can trust the tra-
ditional text. The Bible is divinely inspired, which guarantees its preservation. Historical-
critical methods that treat the Bible as merely human literature miss its divine authorship.”

Phil:

“Muslims say the exact same thing: ’Minor variants don’t affect core doctrines,’ ’Allah
preserved the Quran,’ ’Academic methods miss divine origins.’ You’re exempting the Bible
from the scrutiny you demand for the Quran.”

LA-NE:

“It’s different because the Bible is actually from God. The Quran’s claims to divine origin
don’t hold up under examination.”

Analysis:

LA-NE and MI-BR apply historical-critical standards asymmetrically:

Quranic Texts:

• Variant readings → Evidence of human corruption
• Political compilation → Undermines reliability
• Lack of originals → Creates doubt
• Claims of preservation → Must be proven, not assumed
• Must meet academic historical standards

Biblical Texts:

• Variant readings → Minor, don’t affect core doctrines
• Political canonization → Providential guidance
• Lack of originals → Not a problem (God preserved)
• Claims of inspiration → Can be assumed based on internal claims
• Academic standards are “overly skeptical”

The attempted justification (“The Bible is from God”) is circular:

• Q: Why exempt the Bible from historical-critical scrutiny?
• A: Because it’s divinely inspired
• Q: How do you know it’s divinely inspired?
• A: Because it makes that claim, and we don’t subject it to the scrutiny that might undermine the

claim
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This assumes biblical inspiration to justify exempting the Bible from the methods that would test
that inspiration claim.

The Reality:

Both biblical and Quranic texts have:

• Centuries of manuscript transmission
• Thousands of textual variants
• Disputed passages
• Compilation/canonization processes involving human decisions
• No original autographs surviving

Either we apply historical-critical methods to both (symmetric), or we accept both as preserved
despite textual complexities (also symmetric).

What we cannot rationally do is demand critical scrutiny of one while exempting the other—unless
we have non-circular justification for the asymmetry.

7.4 Why This Pattern Fails

7.4.1 Logical Failure: Violates Epistemic Symmetry

The fundamental principle of rational inquiry is epistemic symmetry:

Principle of Epistemic Symmetry:

If standard S is appropriate for evaluating claim type C , then S must be applied to all instances
of C unless there is a relevant difference that justifies asymmetric treatment.

Formally:
↙C1, C2 ⇓ TypeC : S(C1) ⇐⇒ S(C2) or ↘D : Relevant(D, C1, C2)

Special pleading violates this principle by:

1. Asserting S applies to some instances of type C
2. Exempting other instances without relevant justification
3. Using circular reasoning (assuming the conclusion) to justify the exemption

Example:

• Type C = Religious claims to divine revelation
• C1 = Islam’s revelation claim
• C2 = Christianity’s revelation claim
• S = Historical-evidential scrutiny

Apologist: S(C1) but not S(C2)

Question: What is the relevant difference D between C1 and C2?

Answer: “Christianity is true” (circular—assumes what must be proven)
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7.4.2 Dialectical Failure: Self-Undermining Arguments

Special pleading is self-undermining because:

1. It destroys the apologist’s own arguments against competitors:
If Christianity is exempt from evidential standards, the apologist cannot use those standards to
critique Islam. The critique collapses.

2. It makes the apologist’s positive claims vacuous:
“God is just” means nothing if God is exempt from moral evaluation. The claim becomes tautolog-
ical.

3. It reveals that the position cannot survive fair examination:
If Christianity needs special exemptions to appear credible, this is evidence against Christianity, not
for it.

The Reflexive Problem:

Apologist: “Islam fails logical scrutiny”

Skeptic: “Apply the same scrutiny to Christianity”

Apologist: “Christianity is exempt from logical scrutiny”

Result: The apologist has:

• Admitted Christianity cannot survive the standard applied to Islam
• Undermined the logical critique of Islam (if logic doesn’t apply universally)
• Revealed that Christianity requires special protection from scrutiny

7.4.3 Psychological Failure: Destroys Credibility

When an apologist commits blatant special pleading, external observers notice:

“The apologist demands evidence from Muslims but provides none for Christianity. He
critiques Islamic contradictions but appeals to mystery for Christian contradictions. He
questions Islamic testimony but accepts Christian testimony uncritically. This reveals that
he is not genuinely seeking truth—he is defending a predetermined conclusion by rigging
the rules.”

This destroys credibility not just for the individual apologist, but for Christianity itself:

• If Christianity’s defenders must use special pleading, Christianity appears intellectually weak
• If Christianity cannot survive symmetric standards, it appears false
• If Christianity requires rigged rules, it appears to be a position maintained by bias, not evidence

For Miriam, this is devastating. She sees:

• Christian apologists demand she be skeptical of Islam
• Christian apologists demand she be credulous toward Christianity
• No principled reason for the asymmetry is given

Rational response: Reject both claims until symmetry is restored.
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7.4.4 Ethical Failure: Intellectual Dishonesty

Special pleading is a form of intellectual dishonesty—privileging one’s own position without justifica-
tion. It violates basic norms of rational discourse:

• Fairness: Treating like cases alike
• Honesty: Not rigging the rules in your favor
• Integrity: Applying to yourself the standards you demand of others
• Good faith: Engaging in inquiry, not merely defending predetermined conclusions

When apologists commit special pleading, they signal:

“I am more committed to winning than to truth. I will use standards to attack opponents
but exempt myself when those standards threaten my position. I am not engaged in honest
inquiry—I am engaged in motivated reasoning.”

This is ethically problematic because:

1. It treats interlocutors unfairly (demands they meet standards you don’t meet)
2. It misrepresents the strength of your position (creates false appearance of superiority)
3. It hinders genuine inquiry (tilted playing field prevents truth-seeking)

If God values truth, He would disapprove of special pleading in His defense.

7.4.5 Theological Failure: Reveals Weakness, Not Strength

Special pleading doesn’t defend Christianity—it reveals that Christianity requires unfair advantages to
appear credible.

If Christianity were true and had genuine evidence/logic/consistency supporting it, apologists would:

• Welcome symmetric application of standards
• Provide evidence when requested
• Apply logic consistently
• Resolve contradictions rather than appealing to mystery

The fact that apologists must use special pleading suggests:

• Christianity cannot survive the standards applied to other religions
• The evidence is not as strong as claimed
• The logical consistency is not as clear as claimed
• The position is maintained by bias, not rational warrant

This is evidence against Christianity’s truth, not for it.

7.5 Symbolic Logic: The Symmetry Requirement

7.5.1 The Principle of Epistemic Symmetry
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Epistemic Symmetry Principle:

For any two competing claims C1 and C2, if standard S is applied to evaluate C1, then S must also
be applied to evaluate C2, unless there is a relevant difference that justifies asymmetric treatment.

Formally:
↙C1, C2, S : [S(C1)→ S(C2)]⇑ ↘D : Relevant(D, C1, C2)

Where:

• S(C) = Standard S is applied to claim C
• D = Difference that justifies asymmetry
• Relevant(D, C1, C2) = D is a relevant justification for treating C1 and C2 differently

A difference is “relevant” only if:

1. It is a property that actually distinguishes C1 from C2

2. It bears on the appropriateness of applying S
3. It is established independently (not circularly)

7.5.2 Application to Christianity vs. Islam
Let:

• CC = Christianity’s core claims
• CI = Islam’s core claims
• SE = Standard of evidential support

Apologist’s Asymmetric Application:

SE(CI) = True (Islam must provide evidence)

SE(CC) = False (Christianity exempt from evidential burden)

Question: What is the relevant difference D that justifies this asymmetry?

Attempted Justifications (All Circular):

1. “Christianity is true”: Begs the question—assumes what must be proven
2. “The Bible is God’s Word”: Circular—assumes biblical authority to prove biblical authority
3. “Christianity has evidence”: Then provide it—which reinstates SE(CC)
4. “Faith transcends evidence”: Then cannot critique Islam for lacking evidence

Formal Proof of Circularity:

Let T (C) = Claim C is true

Attempted Justification:

(1) ¬SE(CC) is justified because T (CC)
(2) T (CC) because... ?
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If T (CC) is based on evidence:

• Then SE(CC) must be true (Christianity made evidential case)
• Contradicts (1)

If T (CC) is not based on evidence:

• Then no basis for claiming Islam needs evidence
• Asymmetry collapses

Conclusion: No non-circular justification exists for the asymmetry.

7.5.3 The God-Human Asymmetry

Let:

• AH = Human action
• AG = Divine action
• SM = Standard of moral evaluation

Apologist’s Claim:

SM(AH) = True (Humans can be judged morally)

SM(AG) = False (God cannot be judged)

But also:

“God is good”→ ↘SM : SM(AG) = True

(Saying God is good presumes a standard by which to evaluate goodness)

Contradiction:

SM(AG) = False (God exempt from moral standards)

SM(AG) = True (“God is good” requires moral standards)

Resolution Attempts:

1. “God defines goodness”: Makes “good” tautological (God is whatever God is)
• Problem: “God is good” becomes vacuous
• Can no longer distinguish God from a tyrant (anything God does is “good” by definition)

2. “Goodness is God’s nature”: Still requires explanation of why that nature is good
• Either: Goodness is independent standard (God can be evaluated)
• Or: Goodness is tautological (“God is God-like”)

3. “We cannot judge God”: Then we cannot call Him good
• “Good” becomes a label with no content
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• Apologetic use of “God is good” becomes misleading

Conclusion: All attempts to escape the symmetry requirement either:

• Abandon meaningful moral language
• Reinstate the need for moral evaluation
• Commit circular reasoning

7.5.4 Proof of Inconsistency

Reductio Ad Absurdum:

Assume special pleading is justified.

(1) Standard S applies to all claims C (Universal principle)

(2) CC is a claim (Christianity makes claims)

(3) CI is a claim (Islam makes claims)

(4) S(CI)↗¬S(CC) (Asymmetric application)

(5) From (1), (2): S(CC) (Universal principle implies)

(6) S(CC)↗¬S(CC) (From (4) and (5)—contradiction)

To avoid contradiction, apologist must either:

Option A: Deny (1)—Admit S is not universal

• But then cannot use S to critique Islam
• The argument against Islam collapses

Option B: Provide justification for (4)—Show relevant difference

• All justifications examined are circular (assume Christianity is true)
• No independent, non-circular justification exists

Conclusion: Special pleading is logically unjustifiable. Either:

1. Accept symmetric application of standards (Christianity must meet same standards as Islam)
2. Abandon critique of Islam based on those standards
3. Admit to maintaining position through circular reasoning

7.5.5 The Metalogical Problem
Special pleading creates a metalogical problem: it makes rational adjudication between competing
claims impossible.

Scenario: Miriam must choose between Christianity and Islam

Christian Apologist:

• “Islam fails evidential/logical/moral tests”
• “Christianity is exempt from those tests”
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• “Therefore choose Christianity”

Muslim Apologist:

• “Christianity fails evidential/logical/moral tests”
• “Islam is exempt from those tests”
• “Therefore choose Islam”

Miriam’s Problem:

Both apologists use special pleading. How does she adjudicate?

She cannot, because special pleading has destroyed the common ground needed for rational
evaluation.

The Meta-Standard Requirement:

To escape this, we need a meta-standard: principles for evaluating religious claims that apply
symmetrically.

But this is precisely what special pleading rejects—it demands asymmetric treatment without
justification.

Result: Special pleading makes rational inquiry impossible, leaving only arbitrary choice (pick
based on birth, bias, or coin flip).

If God is just, He would not design a system where arbitrary choice determines eternal destiny.
Therefore, special pleading is incompatible with Christian theology.

7.6 What Should Have Been Said

7.6.1 The Evidentially Honest Apologist
“You’re right to ask for evidence. I should not demand it from Islam while refusing to
provide it for Christianity. Let me be clear about the evidential case I think Christianity
has:

Historical Evidence:

• Multiple independent sources attest to Jesus’ existence and crucifixion
• The early creedal formulas (1 Cor 15:3-7) date to within years of the events
• The rapid spread of Christianity suggests something significant occurred

What I acknowledge:

• This evidence is suggestive but not conclusive
• Islam has comparable historical evidence for Muhammad’s existence and early Islamic

claims
• Reasonable people can weigh this evidence differently
• The evidence doesn’t compel belief—it makes belief reasonable

What I cannot say:

• I cannot claim Christianity has “overwhelming” evidence if I cannot specify what that
evidence is
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• I cannot demand Muslims provide archaeological proof unless I’m willing to defend
Christianity’s archaeological claims

• I cannot shift to “faith transcends evidence” when my historical case is challenged

I do not know how to resolve Miriam’s dilemma. I trust God is just, which means He will
not condemn her for an honest inability to determine which revelation is true.

If I am wrong—if God does condemn her—then I would struggle to call Him just. But I
trust He is better than my theological understanding.”

Why this works:

• Honest about evidential limits
• Does not shift burden of proof
• Applies symmetric standards
• Prioritizes divine justice over doctrinal certainty
• Avoids evidential asymmetry

7.6.2 The Morally Consistent Apologist

“I need to clarify my claim that ’God is just’:

When I say ’God is just,’ I mean justice has recognizable content—proportionality, non-
arbitrary punishment, accountability based on culpability. These are not arbitrary stan-
dards I’m imposing on God; they are the standards I believe reflect God’s nature and which
He has revealed to us.

This means I must apply the same moral standards to God that I apply elsewhere. I cannot
claim ’God is just’ (implying recognizable justice) then say ’God is exempt from moral
evaluation’ when challenged.

If I find myself defending an action as ’just’ when I would call it unjust if a human did it,
I must either:

• Identify a morally relevant difference that justifies the distinction
• Admit I am wrong about God performing that action
• Revise my understanding of what ’justice’ means

Applying to Miriam:

If condemning Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty violates proportionality and fairness,
then either:

1. I’m wrong about God doing this (perhaps inclusivism is true, or post-mortem opportu-
nity exists)

2. There’s a relevant difference I’m missing (perhaps uncertainty is culpable in ways I
don’t understand)

3. I need to revise my theology to maintain God’s justice

What I will not do is exempt God from the standards I claim He embodies. That is special
pleading, and it makes ’God is just’ meaningless.”
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Why this works:

• Defines terms clearly
• Applies consistent moral standards
• Avoids special pleading
• Takes divine justice seriously
• Acknowledges theological difficulties honestly

7.6.3 The Logically Symmetric Apologist

“I need to address an inconsistency in how I have been arguing:

What I said about Islam: ’The Quran contains logical contradictions—this disproves it.’

What I said about Christianity: ’Some apparent contradictions are mysteries—logic does
not fully apply.’

The problem: I applied logic rigorously to Islam but made exceptions for Christianity.
This is special pleading.

Corrected position: Logic applies universally—including to Christianity. Apparent con-
tradictions must be addressed, not dismissed:

• Justice vs. sovereignty tension: I need to resolve this, not retreat to mystery
• Love vs. damnation: I need to show these are compatible, not just assert they are
• Competing revelations: I must explain why Christianity’s claims are more credible than

Islam’s, using principles both can evaluate

If I find genuine logical contradictions in Christianity that cannot be resolved, I must either:

• Revise my theology
• Admit Christianity has problems
• Accept that I may be wrong

What I acknowledge:

Some theological concepts may transcend full human comprehension (e.g., divine infinity,
timelessness). But this is different from accepting logical contradictions. A mystery is
something we don’t fully understand; a contradiction is something that cannot be true.

I will work to distinguish:

• Legitimate mysteries (beyond complete understanding but not contradictory)
• Apparent contradictions (resolvable with careful thinking)
• Actual contradictions (if these exist, they’re problems, not mysteries)

What I will not do is use logic to critique Islam then exempt Christianity when it is my turn
to face logical scrutiny. That would be special pleading, and it would undermine my own
arguments.”

Why this works:

• Acknowledges the special pleading

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



132 7.6. What Should Have Been Said

• Commits to symmetric application of logic
• Distinguishes legitimate mystery from contradiction
• Does not retreat to mystery as escape hatch
• Models intellectual honesty

7.6.4 The Testimonially Fair Apologist

“I need to be more careful about how I evaluate testimony:

What I recognize:

Both Christianity and Islam rely on:

• Later written sources preserving earlier oral traditions
• Communities that transmitted and shaped the narratives
• Theologically motivated accounts (not neutral reporting)
• Martyrdom as evidence of sincerity (but not truth)

What I cannot claim:

I cannot dismiss Islamic testimony as “hearsay” while accepting Gospel accounts as “eye-
witness,” because:

• The Gospels are also later accounts based on tradition
• Both traditions claim connections to eyewitnesses
• Neither has contemporary written accounts from Jesus/Muhammad’s lifetime
• Both have martyrs who died for their beliefs

More honest position:

I find the Gospel accounts compelling, but I acknowledge this is partly because:

• I was raised in a Christian context
• I have had experiences that confirm my faith
• I find Jesus’ teachings and life uniquely meaningful

These are reasons for me, but I cannot claim they constitute objective proof that should
compel everyone else.

I will not apply different evidential standards to Christian vs. Islamic testimony. If I cri-
tique Islamic sources, I must be willing to apply the same critique to Christian sources.
Intellectual honesty requires symmetry.”

Why this works:

• Acknowledges testimonial similarities
• Applies symmetric standards
• Honest about subjective factors
• Does not dismiss competing testimony unfairly
• Models epistemological humility
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7.6.5 The Meta-Level Honest Apologist

“Let me step back and address the methodology of our discussion:

I realize I have been applying different standards to Christianity than I apply to other
religions. This is special pleading, and it’s intellectually dishonest.

Moving forward, I commit to:

1. Symmetric evidence standards: If I demand evidence from Islam, I will provide equiv-
alent evidence for Christianity

2. Symmetric logical standards: If I use logic to critique other views, I will not retreat
to mystery when my view is critiqued

3. Symmetric moral standards: If I judge other deities/doctrines morally, I will apply
the same standards to Christian theology

4. Symmetric testimonial standards: I will evaluate Christian and Islamic sources using
the same historical-critical methods

5. Symmetric consistency standards: I will not dismiss Islamic tensions as contradic-
tions while calling Christian tensions mysteries without principled criteria

What this means for Miriam:

If Christianity cannot survive the same standards I apply to Islam, then either:

• Christianity is false
• My critique of Islam is unfounded
• I need to revise my understanding of both

I trust that if Christianity is true, it can withstand fair examination. Truth doesn’t need
special pleading.

If I find myself needing to rig the rules to make Christianity appear superior, that’s evidence
I’m wrong—either about Christianity, or about my apologetic approach.”

Why this works:

• Explicitly acknowledges special pleading
• Commits to methodological symmetry
• Trusts truth to survive fair examination
• Models intellectual integrity
• Provides falsifiability conditions

7.7 Connection to Other Patterns

Special Pleading is the structural foundation for multiple other patterns:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): Is a form of moral special pleading—exempting God from stan-
dards of justice applied to human agents.

• Pattern 2 (Circular Presuppositionalism): Often defended by special pleading—“Christianity is
exempt from the demand for external justification.”
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• Pattern 3 (Evidential Asymmetry): Is evidential special pleading—demanding proof from others
while offering assertions for Christianity.

• Pattern 6 (Equivocation): Often enables special pleading by shifting definitions (e.g., “justice”
means one thing for humans, another for God).

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): Is epistemic special pleading—using logic to argue for Christianity,
then claiming mystery exempts from logical critique.

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): Often involves special pleading—changing standards mid-argument
to protect Christianity while maintaining critique of others.

Special pleading is not just one error—it is the master exemption that allows apologists to maintain
contradictory positions:

• Use evidence to defend Christianity, refuse to provide evidence
• Claim God is good, exempt God from moral evaluation
• Apply logic to opponents, retreat from logic when challenged
• Demand consistency from others, accept inconsistency in own position

The Meta-Pattern:

In many ways, special pleading underlies all apologetic failure in the thread. If apologists:

• Applied to Christianity the standards they demand of Islam
• Evaluated God by the moral standards they claim He embodies
• Used logic symmetrically rather than as weapon against opponents

Then most of the other patterns would be exposed immediately. Special pleading is the lubricant
that allows the whole defective system to keep running.

7.8 Conclusion: The Rigged Game

Special pleading is the apologetic equivalent of playing a game where your opponent must follow the
rules but you do not.

Imagine a debate tournament where:

• The Christian debater can assert claims without evidence
• The Islamic debater must provide rigorous proof for every claim
• When the Christian’s logic is challenged, he can invoke “mystery”
• When the Muslim invokes mystery, he is accused of irrationality
• The judges are instructed to apply different standards to each side

Everyone watching would recognize this as rigged. The Christian would win not because his argu-
ments are better, but because the rules are asymmetric.

Yet this is precisely how the thread apologists treat Miriam’s question. They demand she:

• Apply skepticism to Islam
• Apply credulity to Christianity
• Accept evidential burdens asymmetrically
• Exempt Christianity from the standards applied to all other claims
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7.8.1 The Irony of Special Pleading
The deepest irony: special pleading doesn’t defend Christianity—it indicts it.

When apologists say “Christianity is exempt from the standards we apply to other religions,” they
are implicitly admitting:

“Christianity cannot survive fair examination. It requires special protection from scrutiny.
It needs rigged rules to appear credible.”

This is evidence against Christianity, not for it.

If Christianity is true:

• It should welcome evidence-based scrutiny
• It should survive logical examination
• It should meet the standards it applies to competitors
• It should not need exemptions and special pleading

The truth doesn’t need rigged games. Only falsehood requires them.

7.8.2 The Theological Problem
If God is the author of reason (Logos, John 1:1), He designed a cosmos governed by:

• Logic (non-contradiction, valid inference)
• Evidence (reliable testimony, empirical confirmation)
• Moral standards (justice, proportionality, fairness)

To then demand that Christianity be exempt from these God-ordained standards is to claim:

“God designed principles of reason, but Christianity violates them. God established stan-
dards of evidence, but Christianity bypasses them. God instituted moral law, but His own
actions violate it.”

This is incoherent. Either:

• God’s standards apply universally (including to Christianity)
• God’s standards are not actually standards (they’re arbitrary)

If the former, special pleading is unjustified. If the latter, apologetics collapses (no basis for critique
of anything).

7.8.3 The Challenge to Christianity
If Christianity is true, it does not need special pleading to survive scrutiny. It should be able to meet
the same standards it applies to competing claims.

If Christianity requires special pleading—if it can only be maintained by exempting it from universal
principles of logic, evidence, and moral evaluation—then Christianity is admitting it cannot survive
fair examination.

And if a position cannot survive fair examination, it should not be accepted.
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7.8.4 The Final Word

For Miriam, the special pleading she encounters is not evidence for Christianity—it’s evidence against
it.

When apologists:

• Demand she be skeptical of Islam but credulous toward Christianity
• Critique Islamic contradictions but accept Christian paradoxes
• Require evidence from Muslims but offer none themselves
• Apply moral standards asymmetrically to human and divine actions

They reveal that Christianity, as they defend it, cannot survive symmetric treatment.

If God is just, He would not condemn Miriam for recognizing this asymmetry and refusing to accept
rigged rules.

The truth does not need special pleading.

The truth can survive fair examination.

The truth invites scrutiny rather than exempting itself from it.

If Christianity cannot do this, perhaps the problem is not with Miriam’s inquiry—but with what
Christianity has become in the hands of its defenders.
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Pattern 8: Appeal to Mystery

8.1 Pattern Definition
Core Error: Claiming certainty about some theological matters while invoking mystery or inscrutabil-
ity about others—without principled criteria for when mystery is appropriate—thereby making theol-
ogy unfalsifiable.

The Appeal to Mystery is not inherently fallacious. Epistemic humility—admitting the limits of
human knowledge—is often intellectually virtuous. The problem arises when apologists:

1. Claim certainty about God’s will in some contexts (“God clearly requires X”)
2. Invoke mystery in other contexts (“We cannot know God’s ways”)
3. Provide no principle for distinguishing when each applies
4. Use mystery strategically—to deflect objections rather than admit uncertainty

In the Miriam thread, this manifests as:

• Certainty when evangelizing: “We know God’s will—salvation is through Christ alone”
• Mystery when challenged: “We cannot know how God judges individual cases—His ways are

higher”
• Certainty when condemning: “Scripture is clear that unbelievers are damned”
• Mystery when pressed: “Only God knows Miriam’s eternal state—it is not for us to say”
• Certainty about doctrine: “The Trinity is clearly revealed in Scripture”
• Mystery when questioned: “How the Trinity works is beyond human comprehension”

The effect on Miriam: She is given confident theological claims (“Believe or be damned”) but when
she asks reasonable follow-up questions (“What about honest uncertainty?”), she is told the answer is
unknowable.

The Double Standard:

• When advancing claims: “Scripture is clear,” “God’s will is revealed,” “We know the truth”
• When facing objections: “We cannot know God’s mind,” “His ways are inscrutable,” “Some things

are mysteries”

Why this matters: Strategic mystery makes theology unfalsifiable—no evidence or argument can
challenge it because any difficulty can be dismissed as “beyond human understanding.” This isn’t
intellectual humility; it’s intellectual evasion.
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8.2 Logical Analysis: The Structure of Strategic Mystery

8.2.1 Legitimate vs. Strategic Mystery

Legitimate Epistemic Humility:

1. Acknowledge limitations consistently across all doctrines
2. Specify principles for what is knowable vs. mysterious
3. Admit uncertainty upfront, not only when challenged
4. Apply mystery symmetrically (to one’s own position and opponents’)

Example: “I believe God exists, but I acknowledge the problem of evil is difficult and I don’t
have a complete theodicy. This causes me to hold my beliefs with some epistemic humility.”

Strategic Mystery (Fallacious):

1. Toggle between certainty and mystery based on convenience
2. Invoke mystery only when facing difficult objections
3. Provide no principle for when mystery is appropriate
4. Use mystery asymmetrically (Christianity gets mystery exemption, competitors don’t)

Example: “God clearly requires faith in Christ [certainty]. But how He judges Miriam? That’s
a mystery [invoked only when challenged].”

8.2.2 The Unfalsifiability Problem

Karl Popper’s falsifiability criterion: A claim is meaningful only if there is some possible evidence that
could disprove it.

Falsifiable Theology:

Claim: “God is just (meaning: fair, proportional, considers culpability)”

Potential Falsifiers:

• Evidence that God punishes non-culpable uncertainty
• Evidence that God applies disproportionate punishment
• Evidence that God acts arbitrarily

If falsifiers occur: Claim is disproven or must be revised

Result: Theology remains testable

Unfalsifiable via Mystery:

Claim: “God is just and loving”

Challenge: “Damning Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty seems unjust”

Response: “We cannot know God’s ways—His justice is mysterious”

Result: No possible evidence could disprove the claim because any counterexample is dismissed
as “mysterious”

Consequence: The claim conveys no information—it’s compatible with any divine action
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If “God is just” is compatible with any divine action (because mystery can always be invoked), the
claim is empirically vacuous. It doesn’t constrain reality in any way.

8.2.3 The Certainty-Mystery Toggle
The most problematic form of this pattern is the certainty-mystery toggle:

The Toggle Pattern:

1. Context A (Making claims): Assert certainty about God’s will
• “Salvation requires faith in Christ”
• “The Bible is clear on this”
• “We know God’s standards”
• “Scripture reveals God’s will”

2. Context B (Facing objections): Invoke mystery about God’s will
• “We cannot know how God judges specific cases”
• “His ways are higher than our ways”
• “It is not for us to say”
• “God’s thoughts are not our thoughts”

3. Pattern: Toggle between certainty and mystery depending on whether you are asserting or
defending

The Logical Problem:

If we cannot know how God judges specific cases (Context B), we cannot confidently assert
general salvation requirements (Context A).

If we can assert general requirements with certainty, then we can deduce specific applications—
and Miriam’s case should be answerable.

The dilemma:

• Either we know God’s will (then Miriam’s case is answerable)
• Or we don’t know God’s will (then we shouldn’t make confident claims)

Toggling between these positions is logically incoherent.

8.2.4 The Selective Mystery Asymmetry
Apologists invoke mystery asymmetrically across doctrines:

Doctrines Claimed with Certainty (DC):

• Exclusivity (“No other name”)
• Divine commands and moral absolutes
• Eschatology (heaven/hell, judgment)
• Sola fide, sola scriptura
• Inerrancy of Scripture

Doctrines Shrouded in Mystery (DM):
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• Divine justice in edge cases
• Problem of evil
• Competing revelations
• Epistemic accessibility
• How the Trinity works
• Predestination vs. free will

Pattern Observed:

Mystery is invoked precisely where theology is most vulnerable to critique.

Questions:

• Why is exclusivity “clear” but its application “mysterious”?
• Why are moral commands “certain” but divine justice “inscrutable”?
• Why can we be confident about hell but not about who goes there?

The Problem: The division appears motivated by defensibility, not epistemological principle.

8.2.5 Types of Mystery Appeals

Type 1: Post-Hoc Mystery (After Failed Defense)

Pattern:

1. Make confident claim
2. Face counterexample or objection
3. Retreat to mystery

Example: “Everyone has sufficient revelation” → [Miriam hasn’t found it] → “God works in mys-
terious ways”

Type 2: Preemptive Mystery (Before Questions Arise)

Pattern:

1. Make claim with mystery qualifier attached
2. Use mystery to deflect anticipated objections
3. Appear humble while avoiding engagement

Example: “God is just, but His justice is beyond our understanding, so we shouldn’t question it”

Type 3: Biblical Mystery (Proof-Texting Inscrutability)

Pattern:

1. Quote Scripture about God’s transcendence
2. Use verse as blank check for mystery
3. Misapply passage about specific context to general inscrutability

Example: Isaiah 55:8-9 (about God’s mercy) used to dismiss any question about God’s actions
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Type 4: Modal Mystery (Shifting Epistemic Modalities)

Pattern:

1. Claim: “God must do X” (necessity)
2. Challenge: “How can you know?”
3. Response: “We cannot know God’s ways” (impossibility)

Example: “Salvation necessarily requires faith” → “We cannot know how God applies this”

8.3 Thread Examples

8.3.1 Example 1: The Certainty-Mystery Toggle (GE-ME)
GE-ME (making claims):

“Scripture is absolutely clear: there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name
under heaven given among men by which we must be saved (Acts 4:12). This is not
ambiguous. Either you believe in Jesus Christ or you perish.”

Phil:

“So Miriam, who cannot determine which revelation is true, will perish?”

GE-ME (invoking mystery):

“I cannot say what God will do with any specific person. His ways are higher than our
ways (Isaiah 55:8-9). I am not God, so I cannot make that judgment. We simply don’t
know how He will judge Miriam specifically—that’s between her and God.”

Phil:

“But you just said with absolute certainty that those without faith in Christ perish. Miriam
lacks that faith. The conclusion follows logically. You’re retreating to mystery only because
the logical conclusion is uncomfortable.”

GE-ME:

“I’m simply acknowledging the limits of human knowledge. We can know general princi-
ples from Scripture, but specific applications are mysteries God alone knows.”

Analysis:

GE-ME commits the certainty-mystery toggle:

Stage 1 (Certainty): “Scripture is absolutely clear” + “Either believe or perish”

Stage 2 (Challenge): Phil points out this means Miriam perishes

Stage 3 (Mystery): “I cannot say what God will do” + “His ways are higher”

The Contradiction:

If the general principle is “absolutely clear,” its application to Miriam should be determinable.

If we “cannot say” how God judges Miriam, we cannot assert the general principle with certainty.

GE-ME wants both: confident evangelism (to compel belief) and mystery deflection (to avoid
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uncomfortable conclusions).

The Logical Problem:

Let P = General principle (“Faith required for salvation”)

Let M = Miriam’s case (“Miriam lacks faith”)

Let C = Conclusion (“Miriam is not saved”)

If: P is certain

And: M is known

Then: C follows by modus ponens

GE-ME affirms P with certainty, acknowledges M , but invokes mystery to avoid C . This is logically
incoherent.

8.3.2 Example 2: Selective Application of Mystery (DA-HA)

DA-HA:

“The doctrine of election is crystal clear in Romans 9. God chooses whom He will save
and whom He will pass over. This is not mysterious—it’s plainly revealed. We know with
certainty that God has elect and non-elect.”

Phil:

“So is Miriam elect or reprobate? If it’s crystal clear, you should be able to say.”

DA-HA:

“That’s not for me to know. Deuteronomy 29:29 says ’The secret things belong to the
LORD.’ Individual election is mysterious—only God knows who the elect are.”

Phil:

“So election is ’crystal clear’ as a doctrine but ’mysterious’ in its application? Why reveal
a doctrine if we can’t know who it applies to?”

Analysis:

DA-HA applies mystery selectively:

• Certainty: Doctrine of election (Romans 9 is “crystal clear”)
• Mystery: Application to individuals (“secret things belong to the LORD”)

But this is arbitrary. If we can be certain about the general principle (election exists), we should
be able to reason about its specific applications.

The logical syllogism is:
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P1: God elects some and reprobates others (DA-HA’s certainty)

P2: Miriam is either elect or reprobate (Law of excluded middle)

P3: If elect, she will believe; if reprobate, she won’t (From Reformed theology)

P4: Miriam has not believed (stipulated)

C: ↭ Miriam is reprobate (Logical conclusion)

DA-HA invokes mystery at line C to avoid the conclusion—but this undermines the certainty of P1.
If P1 is “crystal clear,” C follows necessarily. If C is mysterious, P1 cannot be certain.

8.3.3 Example 3: Post-Hoc Mystery Invocation (MI-BR)

MI-BR (initial defense):

“Every person has sufficient opportunity to know God. Romans 1:20 says His invisible
attributes are clearly seen. Miriam has access to both religions—she can study them. If
she studies honestly, she will find the truth.”

Phil:

“But Miriam has studied honestly and remains uncertain. Does this mean God has not
revealed Himself to her?”

MI-BR (retreating to mystery):

“Well, I cannot say for certain. God works in mysterious ways. Maybe she needs more
time. Maybe God will reveal Himself to her later. I trust that if she is truly seeking, God
will make it clear in His timing. We cannot know all of God’s plans.”

Phil:

“So your initial claim—’every person has sufficient opportunity’—is false? Or only true
mysteriously in ways we cannot verify?”

Analysis:

MI-BR’s pattern:

1. Initial claim: Everyone has sufficient revelation (confident assertion based on Romans 1:20)
2. Counterexample: Miriam has studied honestly but remains uncertain
3. Retreat: Invoke mystery about God’s timing and ways

This is post-hoc mystery invocation—mystery is introduced after the initial claim fails, not ac-
knowledged upfront as a limitation.

Honest alternative: “I believe God reveals Himself sufficiently, but I acknowledge some cases like
Miriam’s seem puzzling and I don’t fully understand how God handles them.”

Instead, MI-BR asserted certainty (“every person has sufficient opportunity”), then retreated to
mystery when challenged. This is strategic, not humble.
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8.3.4 Example 4: Biblical Misapplication of Mystery (MO-MA)

MO-MA:

“Isaiah 55:8-9 says, ’For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my
ways, declares the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways
higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’ This is God’s own declaration
that we cannot fully understand His justice.”

Phil:

“That verse is about God’s willingness to forgive Israel—His ways are higher because He is
more merciful than expected. It’s not a blank check to call anything God does ’just’ without
explanation. And even if it were, you’ve just quoted Scripture with confidence. So you
can know God’s mind when it suits your argument?”

MO-MA:

“The principle stands: God’s ways are higher. We cannot fully comprehend divine justice.
To claim otherwise is to put God in a box.”

Analysis:

MO-MA misuses Isaiah 55:8-9 in three ways:

1. Context violation:
• Passage context: God promises mercy to Israel despite their sins
• God’s ways are “higher” = more forgiving/merciful than expected
• Not about divine justice being inscrutable

2. Self-refuting:
• If God’s thoughts are truly unknowable, MO-MA cannot confidently quote any Scripture about

God
• Including this very verse about unknowability
• The claim “God is unknowable” requires knowing something about God

3. Selective application:
• MO-MA uses Scripture confidently to make positive claims (“No salvation outside Christ”)
• But invokes inscrutability when those claims create problems
• This reveals strategic, not principled, use of mystery

The Isaiah 55 Principle:

What Isaiah 55:8-9 actually teaches: God is more gracious than we expect, not that His actions are
beyond moral evaluation.

Verse 7: “Let the wicked forsake his way... let him return to the LORD, that he may have compassion
on him, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.”

Context: God’s “higher ways” = greater willingness to forgive

This is the opposite of how MO-MA uses it—as a defense for potentially harsh judgment.
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8.3.5 Example 5: The Modal Mystery Shift (KE-SH)

KE-SH:

“Scripture teaches clearly that all have sinned (Romans 3:23) and salvation is by faith alone
(Ephesians 2:8-9). These are non-negotiable certainties. God has made His requirements
plain.”

Phil:

“So Miriam, who has honestly examined both religions and remains uncertain, fails to
meet these requirements?”

KE-SH:

“I cannot presume to know how God judges any specific individual. His ways are not our
ways. While the general principle is clear, its application to particular souls is a mystery
known only to God.”

Phil:

“You’re claiming certainty about the general rule but mystery about its application. But if
you’re certain about the rule, you can deduce its applications. Why is one set of doctrines
’clearly revealed’ while the other is ’secret’?”

KE-SH:

“Because God has chosen to reveal some things clearly (our need for salvation, the means
of salvation) while keeping other things secret (individual eternal destinies before they’re
determined).”

Analysis:

KE-SH applies mystery selectively across logically connected claims:

Claimed as Certain:

• Theological premises (all have sinned)
• Salvation requirements (faith alone)
• General principles (God’s standards)

Claimed as Mysterious:

• Application to edge cases (Miriam’s fate)
• Individual judgments (who is saved)
• Specific outcomes (eternal destinies)

But this distinction is arbitrary. Logical deduction connects generals to particulars:

General: All who lack saving faith are lost (KE-SH’s certainty)

Particular: Miriam lacks saving faith (Stipulated)

Conclusion: Miriam is lost (Should follow logically)
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KE-SH wants to affirm the general principle while invoking mystery about the particular application.
This is logically incoherent—if you’re certain about universals, you can deduce particulars.

The Attempted Justification:

KE-SH claims God has “chosen to reveal some things clearly... while keeping other things secret.”

But this fails because:

1. It provides no principle for which doctrines get which treatment
2. The division seems motivated by defensibility (mystery invoked where theology is vulnerable)
3. It makes theology practically useless (what good are general principles if we can’t apply them?)

8.3.6 Example 6: The Trinity Paradox (ST-MA and LA-NE)
ST-MA:

“The Trinity is clearly revealed in Scripture. The Father is God, the Son is God, the Holy
Spirit is God, yet there is only one God. This is fundamental Christian doctrine—it’s not
mysterious, it’s revealed truth.”

Phil:

“How can three persons be one God? That seems logically contradictory.”

LA-NE (jumping in):

“The Trinity is a mystery we cannot fully comprehend. It transcends human logic. We’re
not meant to understand how it works, only that it’s true. God’s nature is beyond our finite
minds.”

Phil:

“So is the Trinity ’clearly revealed’ or is it a ’mystery beyond comprehension’? You’re using
certainty to make the claim but mystery to deflect the question of coherence.”

Analysis:

The Trinity example reveals the certainty-mystery toggle at the doctrinal level:

• Certainty: Trinity is “clearly revealed,” “fundamental doctrine,” “revealed truth”
• Mystery: How it works is “incomprehensible,” “transcends logic,” “beyond finite minds”

The Problem:

This toggle allows apologists to:

1. Assert the Trinity with confidence (for doctrinal orthodoxy)
2. Deflect logical objections (via mystery)
3. Have it both ways (doctrine is clear, but unchallengeable)

A More Honest Position:

“We affirm the Trinity based on biblical texts that seem to distinguish Father, Son, and Spirit while
maintaining monotheism. We acknowledge this creates theological tension. Different models have
been proposed (social trinitarianism, modalism, etc.), each with strengths and weaknesses. This is an
area where our understanding is limited, and we hold our formulations with appropriate humility.”

This would be genuine epistemic humility, not strategic mystery deployment.
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8.4 Why This Pattern Fails

8.4.1 Logical Failure: Makes Theology Unfalsifiable
Strategic mystery violates Popper’s falsifiability criterion, rendering theology empirically vacuous:

The Unfalsifiability Problem:

Theological Claim: “God is perfectly just”

Potential Falsifiers:

• Damning someone for non-culpable uncertainty
• Eternal punishment for finite sins
• Unequal epistemic access to revelation
• Arbitrary application of standards

Response to Each Falsifier: “God’s justice is mysterious—we cannot judge by human stan-
dards”

Result: No possible evidence could falsify the claim. Therefore, the claim is empirically vacuous.

The Popper Criterion:

A statement is scientifically meaningful only if there exists a possible observation that would
falsify it.

If “God is just” is compatible with any divine action (because mystery can always be invoked to
dismiss counterexamples), then:

• The claim constrains nothing
• It cannot be tested
• It conveys no information
• It is indistinguishable from “God does whatever God does”

8.4.2 Dialectical Failure: Destroys Rational Discourse
Strategic mystery makes meaningful dialogue impossible:

Rational Discourse Requires:

1. Shared standards of evidence
2. Logical consistency
3. Willingness to follow arguments to conclusions
4. Falsifiability of claims

Strategic Mystery Violates:

1. Shared standards: “Human logic doesn’t apply to God”
2. Consistency: Toggle between certainty and mystery as convenient
3. Following arguments: Invoke mystery when logic leads to uncomfortable conclusions
4. Falsifiability: Any counterevidence dismissed as “mysterious”
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Result: The conversation becomes impossible. Every objection can be met with “It’s a mystery,”
making critique futile.

For Miriam, this is devastating. She’s told:

• “Believe or be damned” (certain claim)
• “But how does this apply to me?” (reasonable question)
• “That’s a mystery” (conversation terminated)

She cannot rationally evaluate Christianity because its defenders won’t maintain consistent episte-
mological commitments.

8.4.3 Psychological Failure: Appears Evasive
When apologists toggle between certainty and mystery, external observers notice:

“The apologist is confident when making claims but evasive when defending them. This
suggests the claims aren’t as solid as advertised. If Christianity were true, its defenders
wouldn’t need to hide behind mystery every time a difficult question arises.”

This destroys credibility not just for the apologist, but for Christianity:

• If theological claims require mystery-shielding, they appear weak
• If certainty is only for evangelism, it appears manipulative
• If mystery is deployed strategically, it appears dishonest

The Pattern Miriam Sees:

1. Apologist makes confident claim (“God is just”)
2. Miriam asks for clarification (“How is Miriam’s condemnation just?”)
3. Apologist retreats to mystery (“We cannot understand God’s justice”)
4. Miriam notices the pattern
5. Trust erodes

8.4.4 Ethical Failure: Manipulative Discourse
Strategic mystery is intellectually dishonest because it:

1. Uses confidence to compel: “Believe or perish” (certainty to create urgency)
2. Uses mystery to evade: “How God judges is mysterious” (when urgency questioned)
3. Gains rhetorical benefit of both: Certainty when advancing, mystery when defending
4. Makes critique impossible: Any objection can be dismissed as “beyond understanding”

This violates norms of honest discourse:

• Good faith: Requires consistent epistemological standards
• Intellectual honesty: Requires admitting what you don’t know upfront
• Fair play: Requires following arguments where they lead, not deflecting with mystery

The Manipulation:
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Stage 1: Use certainty to create urgency

• “You must believe to be saved”
• “Scripture is clear”
• “Time is running out”

Stage 2: Person investigates and finds problems

• Edge cases like Miriam
• Logical tensions
• Moral objections

Stage 3: Invoke mystery to deflect

• “We cannot know God’s ways”
• “Some things are mysterious”
• “Don’t lean on your own understanding”

Result: The person is caught in a bind:

• Can’t reject based on problems (“it’s mysterious”)
• Can’t accept based on certainty (certainty was strategic)
• Forced to choose based on something other than reason

This is not honest inquiry—it’s manipulation via equivocation on epistemic standards.

8.4.5 Theological Failure: Contradicts Scripture’s Clarity Claims
The strategic use of mystery contradicts biblical themes of revelation and clarity:

Biblical Emphasis on Revelation:

• Deuteronomy 29:29: “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are
revealed belong to us and to our children forever”
– Distinguishes what is revealed (knowable) from what is secret
– Apologists invoke this but apply it arbitrarily

• Deuteronomy 30:11-14: “This commandment... is not too hard for you, neither is it far off...
But the word is very near you”
– God’s requirements are accessible, not mysterious

• Psalm 19:7-8: “The law of the LORD is perfect... the testimony of the LORD is sure... the
precepts of the LORD are right... the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the
eyes”
– God’s revelation brings clarity, not confusion

• Psalm 119:105: “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path”
– Scripture provides guidance, not obscurity

• John 15:15: “No longer do I call you servants... but I have called you friends, for all that I have
heard from my Father I have made known to you”
– Jesus reveals God’s will, doesn’t hide it
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• 2 Timothy 3:16-17: “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for re-
proof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete,
equipped for every good work”
– Scripture equips believers—implies comprehensibility

The Problem:

If God values revelation (making Himself known), why would apologetics require strategic
mystery?

If Scripture is “a lamp,” why do apologists invoke fog?

The pattern contradicts the biblical emphasis on God’s self-disclosure.

The Theological Irony:

God is called the “Logos” (Word, Reason, John 1:1). The Logos reveals, clarifies, illuminates.

Strategic mystery is the opposite of Logos—it obscures, confuses, and hides.

When apologists invoke mystery strategically, they misrepresent the God they claim to defend.

8.5 Symbolic Logic: The Consistency Problem

8.5.1 Formalizing the Certainty-Mystery Toggle
Let:

• K(P) = “We know proposition P”
• M(P) = “Proposition P is mysterious/unknowable”
• ¬K(P) = “We do not know P”

Note: M(P) =⇒ ¬K(P) (if mysterious, then not knowable)

The Apologist’s Inconsistent Position:

(1) K(“Salvation requires faith in Christ”) (Claim of certainty)

(2) M(“How God judges Miriam”) (Invocation of mystery)

(3) “How God judges Miriam”= f (Salvation requirements,Miriam’s state)
(Logical connection)

(4) K(Salvation requirements)↗ K(Miriam’s state)→ K(God’s judgment of Miriam)
(Deductive inference)

(5) From (1) and (4): K(“How God judges Miriam”) (Modus ponens)

(6) M(“How God judges Miriam”)→ ¬K(“How God judges Miriam”) (Definition of mystery)

(7) From (2) and (6): ¬K(“How God judges Miriam”) (Modus ponens)

(8) K(“How God judges Miriam”)↗¬K(“How God judges Miriam”)
(From (5) and (7)—contradiction)

To avoid contradiction, the apologist must either:
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Option A: Deny (1)—Admit we do not actually know salvation requirements with certainty

• Collapses confident evangelism
• Admits epistemic humility about core doctrines

Option B: Deny (2)—Admit God’s judgment of Miriam is deducible, not mysterious

• Must face uncomfortable conclusion (Miriam is damned)
• Cannot use mystery as escape hatch

Option C: Deny (4)—Admit general principles do not allow deduction of specific cases

• Makes theology practically useless
• Undermines all doctrinal application

All three options are problematic for the apologist—which is why they toggle inconsis-
tently rather than choosing one.

8.5.2 The Unfalsifiability Proof

Theorem: If mystery can be invoked to dismiss any counterexample, the original claim is unfal-
sifiable.

Proof:

Let:

• C = Theological claim (“God is just”)
• Ei = Potential falsifying evidence
• M = Mystery invocation (“God’s justice is beyond understanding”)

For C to be falsifiable:
↘Ei : Ei → ¬C

(There exists some evidence that would disprove C)

With strategic mystery:

↙Ei : (Ei → M)↗ (M → C remains unaffected)

(For all potential evidence, mystery can be invoked to neutralize it)

Therefore:
¬↘Ei : Ei → ¬C

(No evidence can falsify C)

By Popper’s criterion:

If no possible evidence could falsify C , then C is empirically vacuous.

Conclusion: Strategic mystery makes theological claims unfalsifiable and therefore meaning-
less in the Popperian sense.

8.5.3 The Selective Mystery Asymmetry Formalized
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Let:

• D = Set of all doctrines
• DC = Doctrines claimed with certainty
• DM = Doctrines shrouded in mystery
• V (d) = Vulnerability of doctrine d to rational critique

Hypothesis: If mystery is applied principledly, there should be no correlation between DM and
vulnerability.

Observation from thread:
DM = {d ⇓ D : V (d) is high}

(Doctrines invoked as mysterious are precisely those most vulnerable to critique)

Examples:

• Divine justice with edge cases: High V → d ⇓ DM

• Problem of evil: High V → d ⇓ DM

• Exclusivity doctrine: Low V (socially) → d ⇓ DC

• Moral commands: Low V (to believers) → d ⇓ DC

Statistical Test:

If mystery application were principled (independent of vulnerability), we’d expect:

P(d ⇓ DM |V (d) high)⇔ P(d ⇓ DM |V (d) low)

But observation shows:

P(d ⇓ DM |V (d) high)∝ P(d ⇓ DM |V (d) low)

Conclusion: The pattern is not principled—mystery is invoked precisely where theology is
vulnerable, suggesting strategic rather than epistemic motivation.

8.5.4 The Revelation Paradox

The Paradox:

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



Chapter 8: Pattern 8: Appeal to Mystery 153

(1) God has revealed His will in Scripture (Doctrine of revelation)

(2) Scripture is clear and sufficient (Doctrine of perspicuity)

(3) We can know God’s will from Scripture (From 1, 2)

(4) God’s will regarding salvation is in Scripture (Included in revelation)

(5) ↭ We can know God’s will regarding salvation (From 3, 4)

(6) Miriam’s situation involves salvation (Stipulated)

(7) ↭ We can know how God judges Miriam (From 5, 6)

But apologists claim:

(8) How God judges Miriam is mysterious (Appeal to mystery)

(9) M(Miriam’s judgment)→ ¬K(Miriam’s judgment) (Definition)

(10) From (7) and (9): Contradiction

Resolution attempts fail:

Attempt 1: “Scripture reveals general principles but not specific applications”

• Problem: Makes Scripture practically useless (can’t apply general principles)
• Contradicts 2 Timothy 3:16-17 (Scripture equips for practice)

Attempt 2: “Some things are revealed, others are secret”

• Problem: Provides no principle for which is which
• The division appears motivated by defensibility, not Scripture

Attempt 3: “We can know the doctrine but not God’s application in hidden ways”

• Problem: If God judges by hidden principles not in Scripture, doctrine of sufficiency fails
• If God judges by revealed principles, Miriam’s case is answerable

8.6 What Should Have Been Said

8.6.1 The Consistently Humble Apologist

“I want to be honest about the limits of my knowledge:

What I claim to know with confidence:

• Jesus claimed to be the way to God (John 14:6)
• The biblical authors taught salvation through Christ
• Christianity’s core doctrines have been historically consistent

What I hold tentatively:

• Whether these claims are true (I believe they are, but with epistemic humility)
• How God judges edge cases like Miriam’s
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• The extent of God’s mercy beyond explicit biblical revelation

What I genuinely do not know:

• Miriam’s eternal fate
• How God evaluates honest uncertainty
• Whether there are exceptions to exclusivist doctrines

I will not claim certainty when evangelizing, then retreat to mystery when challenged. If
I admit mystery about Miriam’s case, I must also admit mystery in my initial claims. I
cannot have both absolute confidence and strategic inscrutability.”

Why this works:

• Defines epistemological boundaries upfront
• Admits uncertainty honestly and consistently
• Does not toggle between certainty and mystery
• Models intellectual integrity
• Gives Miriam honest information to work with

8.6.2 The Principled Mystery Invoker

“I believe some things are genuinely mysterious—beyond human understanding. But I
need a principle for determining what falls into this category:

My principle—Mystery is appropriate when:

1. Scripture explicitly says something is hidden (e.g., timing of Christ’s return—Mark
13:32)

2. The matter involves divine attributes we cannot fully comprehend (e.g., God’s infinity,
atemporality, omniscience)

3. There is no way to test or verify the claim empirically

Mystery is not appropriate when:

1. Invoked to avoid logical contradictions in our theology
2. Used to deflect from difficult ethical questions
3. Applied selectively to protect vulnerable doctrines
4. Deployed after a claim has been challenged (post-hoc)

Applying this to Miriam:

• Her eternal fate involves divine judgment → Some mystery is legitimate (I don’t know
the outcome)

• But the principles by which God judges should not be mysterious—Scripture discusses
justice extensively

• If I claim God is just, I must be able to explain how damning Miriam coheres with justice
• If I cannot, I should admit: ’I do not know how to reconcile this’ rather than retreat to

mystery as an escape hatch
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What I commit to:

• I will not use mystery strategically
• If my theology has problems I cannot resolve, I will say so honestly
• I will apply the same epistemic standards to my own beliefs that I apply to competing

claims
• I will distinguish between genuine epistemic limits and defensive evasion

”

Why this works:

• Provides a clear principle for when mystery is legitimate
• Distinguishes principled humility from strategic deflection
• Commits to not using mystery as an escape hatch
• Admits when theology has unresolved tensions
• Allows falsifiability (problems acknowledged, not hidden)

8.6.3 The Self-Critical Apologist
“I need to acknowledge a pattern I see in my own apologetics:

What I have been doing:

• Claiming certainty about exclusivist soteriology (“faith in Christ alone”)
• Invoking mystery when asked about edge cases (“God’s ways are higher”)
• Asserting God’s perfect justice (“The Judge of all the earth will do right”)
• Retreating to inscrutability when that justice is questioned (“We cannot understand

divine justice”)

The problem with this approach:

I cannot claim to know God’s will with certainty in some areas while pleading ignorance
in others—unless I have a principled reason for the distinction.

I have been toggling between certainty and mystery based on what is convenient, not what
is epistemologically justified.

The contradiction I must face:

If I’m certain that “salvation requires faith in Christ” and I know “Miriam lacks faith in
Christ,” then I can deduce “Miriam is not saved.” That’s basic logic.

But I don’t want to say this explicitly because it sounds harsh. So I invoke mystery—“we
can’t know God’s specific judgments.”

This is intellectually dishonest. Either:

• I’m certain about the principle → Then I can apply it to Miriam
• I’m uncertain about the principle → Then I shouldn’t evangelized with such confidence

I can’t have it both ways.

Corrected position:
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• I believe Christianity is true, but I hold this with appropriate epistemic humility
• I do not know how God judges Miriam—and I should not have asserted confident

damnation earlier
• If I claim God is just, I must either explain how difficult cases demonstrate justice, or

admit my understanding of justice may be incomplete
• I will not use ’mystery’ as a defense mechanism when my theology is challenged

I apologize for the intellectual inconsistency. I should have been more careful about dis-
tinguishing:

• What I believe from what I know
• What is genuinely mysterious from what I simply cannot defend
• Epistemic humility from strategic evasion

”

Why this works:

• Explicitly acknowledges the pattern
• Takes responsibility for inconsistency
• Shows self-awareness and willingness to correct
• Commits to more careful epistemological distinctions
• Models genuine humility (not strategic mystery)
• Apologizes for intellectual dishonesty

8.6.4 The Revelation-Consistent Apologist

“I want to honor Scripture’s emphasis on God’s self-revelation rather than contradicting it
by overusing mystery.

Biblical teaching on revelation:

• God has made Himself known (Deuteronomy 29:29)
• His Word is a lamp, not a fog (Psalm 119:105)
• Jesus reveals the Father (John 14:9)
• Scripture is sufficient for doctrine and practice (2 Timothy 3:16-17)

What this means for apologetics:

I should not invoke mystery as my first response to difficult questions. If God has re-
vealed His will, I should be able to articulate it—or admit that my interpretation may be
incomplete.

Applying to Miriam:

Rather than saying “God’s judgment of Miriam is mysterious,” I should say:

“Based on what Scripture reveals about God’s justice and mercy, I would hope that God
judges Miriam based on:

• Her sincerity in seeking truth
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• The epistemic situation she faced (genuinely ambiguous)
• Whether she responded honestly to the light she had

I don’t know the outcome, but I trust that the God who is described as just will not condemn
honest uncertainty.

If Scripture teaches otherwise—if exclusivism allows no exceptions—then I struggle with
that doctrine. Rather than hiding behind mystery, I admit: this is a tension I have not
resolved.”

Why revelation matters:

If God’s purpose in revelation is to make Himself known, then my apologetics should
emphasize clarity, not obscurity. Strategic mystery contradicts the doctrine of revelation
itself. ”

Why this works:

• Honors biblical emphasis on revelation
• Does not hide behind mystery
• Provides actual theological reasoning
• Admits unresolved tensions honestly
• Trusts God’s character rather than invoking inscrutability
• Consistent with Logos theology (God as Word/Reason)

8.7 Connection to Other Patterns

The Appeal to Mystery interconnects with nearly every other pattern:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): Often ends with mystery—“God’s sovereignty is beyond question,
His ways are inscrutable”

• Pattern 6 (Equivocation): Mystery enables equivocation on “justice”—can mean one thing when
evangelizing, retreat to mystery when challenged

• Pattern 7 (Special Pleading): Mystery is a form of special pleading—Christianity gets exempted
from scrutiny via inscrutability

• Pattern 9 (Strawmanning & Deflection): When unable to answer, apologists invoke mystery, then
accuse the questioner of demanding too much certainty

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): The certainty-mystery toggle is goalpost-moving—changing epis-
temic standards mid-conversation

Mystery as the Ultimate Escape Hatch:

When all other patterns fail, retreat to “God’s ways are higher.” This makes mystery the most
frustrating pattern for honest inquirers like Miriam, because it renders theology immune to rational
critique.

The Pattern Hierarchy:

1. Attempt sovereignty gambit (“God can do what He wants”)
2. If that fails, try special pleading (“Different standards apply”)
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3. If that fails, equivocate on terms (“Justice doesn’t mean what you think”)
4. If that fails, invoke mystery (“We cannot understand”)

Mystery is the last line of defense—the pattern used when all others have been exhausted.

8.8 Conclusion: The Fog Machine

Strategic mystery is the apologetic equivalent of a fog machine—deployed when visibility becomes
inconvenient.

When the apologist is advancing, the air is clear:

• “Scripture is clear”
• “God’s will is revealed”
• “Salvation requires faith in Christ”
• “We know the truth”
• “The Bible teaches plainly”

But when the skeptic presses objections, fog rolls in:

• “We cannot know God’s mind”
• “His ways are higher”
• “Some things are mysteries”
• “Divine thoughts transcend human understanding”
• “It’s not for us to say”

The fog is not deployed to acknowledge genuine limits of human knowledge—it is deployed to
obscure problems in the theology.

8.8.1 The Theological Problem

If God is the author of revelation (Hebrews 1:1-2), He presumably values clarity over obscurity.

The Logos (Word, Reason, John 1:1) would not approve of using mystery as a shield against hard
questions.

When apologists invoke mystery strategically, they contradict the very doctrine they claim to defend.

8.8.2 The Message Sent

When apologists toggle between certainty and mystery, they send this message to honest inquirers like
Miriam:

“We are confident enough to demand you believe our claims, but not confident enough
to defend them when challenged. Accept our certainty, but do not question our inconsis-
tencies. Trust our proclamations, but do not expect our reasoning. Submit intellectually
without rational justification.”

This is not an invitation to truth-seeking—it is a demand for intellectual submission.
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8.8.3 The Test of Truth

If Christianity is true, it should be able to:

• Answer hard questions honestly
• Maintain consistent epistemic standards
• Not require strategic mystery to survive scrutiny
• Distinguish genuine mystery from defensive evasion

If Christianity requires strategic mystery—if it can only be maintained by shrouding its vulnerabili-
ties in impenetrable fog—then Christianity is admitting it cannot survive in the light.

The truth does not need fog machines.

The truth welcomes scrutiny.

The truth can distinguish between:

• Genuine epistemic humility (“I don’t fully understand X”)
• Strategic evasion (“X is mysterious” deployed only when challenged)

Only falsehood requires strategic mystery.

8.8.4 The Final Word

For Miriam, the appeal to mystery is not evidence for Christianity—it’s a red flag.

When apologists:

• Claim certainty to compel her belief
• Invoke mystery to deflect her questions
• Toggle between these based on convenience
• Provide no principle for when each applies

They reveal that Christianity, as they defend it, cannot withstand honest inquiry.

If God is just, He would not condemn Miriam for noticing this inconsistency and refusing to submit
to intellectual manipulation.

The truth does not need fog machines.

The truth does not fear questions.

The truth can maintain consistent epistemic commitments.

If Christianity cannot do these things—if it requires strategic mystery to avoid hard questions—then
perhaps the problem is not with Miriam’s inquiry, but with what Christianity has become in the hands
of its defenders.
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Pattern 9: Strawmanning & Deflection

Misrepresenting Questions to Avoid Engagement

9.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Responding to a distorted version of the opponent’s question or argument rather than
addressing the actual challenge raised, thereby creating the illusion of engagement while avoiding
substantive response.

Strawmanning is a classic informal fallacy where someone:

1. Misrepresents an opponent’s position
2. Refutes the misrepresentation
3. Treats this as if they have refuted the original position

Deflection is related but broader—it includes any tactic that changes the subject to avoid answering
the question:

• Responding to a different question
• Dismissing hypotheticals as “unrealistic”
• Shifting focus to the questioner’s motives
• Attacking tangential points while ignoring the core issue

In the Miriam thread, this pattern manifests in several forms:

• Hypothetical Dismissal: “This is a trap question” / “This scenario would never happen”
• Topic Shifting: Answering “Is Islam false?” instead of “Is God just in condemning Miriam?”
• Motive Questioning: “You’re defending Islam” when Phil is asking about epistemic justice
• Responsibility Shifting: Discussing parental failure instead of divine justice
• False Accusation: “You’re making your own god” when asking for clarification about the existing

one

The effect on Miriam: Her legitimate question (“How can God justly judge my honest uncertainty?”)
is never actually answered—instead, it is transformed into something easier to dismiss (“Why are you
defending Islam?” or “This is an unrealistic scenario”).
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9.2 Logical Analysis: The Structure of Evasion

9.2.1 The Strawman Fallacy Formalized

Strawman Structure:

Opponent argues: P
Apologist responds to: P ↓ (distorted version of P)

Apologist refutes: P ↓

Apologist claims: “Therefore, P is refuted”

Why it fails: Refuting P ↓ does not refute P unless P ↓ = P.

Example from thread:

• P: “How is it just to condemn Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty?”
• P ↓: “Why are you defending Islam?”
• Apologist refutes P ↓ by saying Islam is false
• Claims to have addressed P (but has not)

9.2.2 Types of Deflection in the Thread

Type 1: Hypothetical Dismissal

The Move:

• Question: “Consider this scenario...”
• Response: “This is unrealistic” / “This is a trap” / “God doesn’t deal with hypotheticals”

Why it’s deflection: Hypotheticals are standard tools in philosophy and theology for testing princi-
ples. Dismissing them is refusing to engage with the logical structure of the argument.

Thread Example:

MI-BR: “This scenario is unrealistic. People don’t actually face 45/45/10 splits between
religions.”

The Problem: Whether the scenario is common is irrelevant. The question is about principle: What
does God’s justice require when someone does face this situation?

Analogy: If a philosophy professor asks, “Is it ever right to lie to save a life?” the student cannot
respond, “That scenario is unrealistic, so I don’t need to answer.”

Type 2: Topic Shifting

The Move:

• Question asks about divine justice
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• Response discusses Islam’s falsity

Why it’s deflection: Even if Islam is false, that doesn’t answer whether condemning Miriam’s un-
certainty about Islam’s falsity is just.

Thread Example:

RY-WA: “The Quran has textual problems, contradictions, and historical errors. No one
who honestly investigates can take it seriously.”

The Problem: This is an answer to “Is Islam true?” not to “Is it just to condemn someone who
investigated and remains uncertain?”

Type 3: Motive Questioning

The Move:

• Question asks about epistemic justice
• Response accuses questioner of defending Islam or attacking Christianity

Why it’s deflection: The question’s validity doesn’t depend on the questioner’s motives.

Thread Example:

GE-ME: “You’re defending Islam with this question. You’re trying to make Christianity
look unjust by elevating Islam to equal footing.”

The Problem: Phil is not defending Islam. He’s asking whether God’s judgment criteria are fair.
This can be asked without any commitment to Islam’s truth.

Type 4: Responsibility Shifting

The Move:

• Question asks about God’s justice
• Response discusses parental, societal, or human failure

Why it’s deflection: Shifting blame to humans doesn’t address whether God’s response to the situ-
ation is just.

Thread Example:

JE-CR: “Miriam’s mother failed her by not properly teaching Christianity. The real injustice
is parental negligence, not God’s judgment.”

The Problem: Even if the mother failed, the question remains: Given that Miriam now faces un-
certainty through no fault of her own, is God’s condemnation just?
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Type 5: False Accusation

The Move:

• Question asks for clarification about God’s nature or justice
• Response accuses questioner of “making their own god” or “rejecting God’s authority”

Why it’s deflection: Asking for clarification is not the same as creating a false god. It’s attempting
to understand the actual God.

Thread Example:

KE-SH: “You’re creating your own god—one who conforms to your human notions of
fairness rather than accepting the God of Scripture.”

The Problem: Phil is asking about the scriptural God’s justice. If that God is just, He can survive
questions about His justice. Accusing questioners of idolatry is a way to shut down inquiry.

9.3 Why This Pattern Fails

9.3.1 Logical Failure: Commits Multiple Fallacies

Strawmanning and deflection involve several formal and informal fallacies:

Fallacies Committed:

1. Strawman: Misrepresenting opponent’s position
2. Red Herring: Introducing irrelevant information to distract
3. Ad Hominem: Attacking the questioner rather than the question
4. Genetic Fallacy: Dismissing an argument based on its origin
5. Non Sequitur: Answering with something that does not follow from the question

All of these violate basic principles of rational discourse.

9.3.2 Dialectical Failure: Makes Conversation Impossible

Productive dialogue requires charity—interpreting your opponent’s position in its strongest form and
addressing it directly.

Deflection and strawmanning do the opposite:

• Interpret the position in its weakest form (or invent a weak version)
• Avoid the actual challenge
• Create the illusion of engagement without substance

This makes rational exchange impossible. If one party refuses to address the actual argument, there
is no meeting of minds.
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9.3.3 Apologetic Failure: Signals Intellectual Weakness
When apologists consistently deflect, they send a clear message:

“We cannot answer the question directly, so we will answer a different one.”

This is intellectually transparent. Honest inquirers like Miriam recognize evasion when they see it:

• Observation: The apologist keeps changing the subject
• Inference: The apologist cannot defend the position
• Conclusion: The theology is indefensible

Deflection does not protect Christianity—it exposes its vulnerabilities.

9.3.4 Theological Failure: Dishonors Truth
If God is Truth (John 14:6), then honesty and directness are theological virtues. Deflection is the
opposite:

• Evasion rather than engagement
• Misrepresentation rather than accurate understanding
• Intimidation rather than persuasion

Proverbs 26:4-5 contains an interesting tension:

“Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest you be like him yourself. Answer a fool
according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes.”

But Phil is not a “fool”—he is asking legitimate questions. And even the proverb assumes you
answer—it only debates how. Deflection refuses to answer at all.

9.4 Symbolic Logic: The Substitution Error

9.4.1 Formalizing the Deflection

The Logical Structure:

Let:

• Q = Original question (“Is it just to damn Miriam?”)
• Q↓ = Substitute question (“Is Islam true?”)
• A↓ = Answer to Q↓

Deflection Pattern:

(1) Opponent asks Q
(2) Apologist substitutes Q↓

(3) Apologist provides A↓ (answer to Q↓)
(4) Apologist claims to have answered Q

Validity Test:
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For (4) to be valid:

A↓ → A (Answer to Q↓ must imply answer to Q)

Application:

• Q: “Is it just to damn Miriam?”
• Q↓: “Is Islam true?”
• A↓: “No, Islam is false”

Does A↓ imply an answer to Q?

No. Even if Islam is false, that does not tell us whether damning Miriam for uncertainty about
Islam’s falsity is just.

Therefore: The deflection is invalid—Q remains unanswered.

9.4.2 The Strawman Formally

Strawman Structure:

Let:

• P = Opponent’s actual position
• P ↓ = Distorted version of P
• ¬P ↓ = Refutation of distorted version

Apologist’s Argument:

(1) P ↓ (Misrepresentation)

(2) ¬P ↓ (Refutation of misrepresentation)

(3) ↭ ¬P (Invalid conclusion)

Why it fails: Line (3) does not follow from (1)-(2) unless P ↓ = P.

Example:

• P: “How can God justly judge epistemic uncertainty?”
• P ↓: “Phil defends Islam”
• ¬P ↓: “Islam is false”
• Conclusion: “Therefore, God’s judgment is just”

This is formally invalid—the conclusion does not follow.

9.4.3 The Motive Fallacy

Ad Hominem (Circumstantial) Structure:
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(1) Person X argues P
(2) X has motive M for arguing P
(3) ↭ P is false

Why it fails: The truth of P is independent of X ’s motives.

Even if Phil’s motive is to attack Christianity, the question “Is it just to condemn non-culpable
uncertainty?” remains a legitimate question that deserves a substantive answer.

Analogy: If a defense attorney points out procedural errors in a trial, the prosecution cannot
respond, “You’re only saying that because you want your client acquitted.” The procedural errors
either exist or they don’t, regardless of the attorney’s motives.

9.5 Thread Examples: Deflection in Action

9.5.1 Example 1: Hypothetical Dismissal
Phil: “Miriam dies at age 30 with 45% confidence in Christianity, 45% in Islam, 10% in
neither. She has investigated sincerely. Is God’s condemnation of her just?”

MI-BR: “This is an unrealistic hypothetical. No one actually dies with precisely calibrated
credences like this. Real people have real experiences of God, not mathematical probability
distributions.”

Analysis: MI-BR dismisses the question by attacking its format rather than its substance.
But the question can be restated without numbers: “Is it just to condemn someone who
investigated sincerely but remained uncertain?” The deflection reveals inability to answer.

9.5.2 Example 2: Topic Shifting
Phil: “How can God justly condemn Miriam when she had genuine uncertainty between
two contradictory truth claims?”

RY-WA: “Islam is demonstrably false. The Quran contains scientific errors, historical anachro-
nisms, and contradictions. Muhammad’s prophethood cannot be sustained under scrutiny.”

Analysis: RY-WA answers “Is Islam true?” instead of “Is condemning uncertainty just?”
Even if Islam is false, Miriam’s uncertainty about its falsity might be reasonable given her
epistemic situation.

9.5.3 Example 3: Motive Questioning
Phil: “I’m asking about the justice of God’s judgment criteria, not defending Islam’s truth.”

GE-ME: “You’re clearly sympathetic to Islam or you wouldn’t construct this scenario. You’re
trying to create doubt about Christianity by elevating Islam to equal epistemic status.”

Analysis: GE-ME attributes motives rather than addressing the argument. But even if Phil
were sympathetic to Islam, the question about divine justice criteria remains legitimate
and unanswered.
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9.5.4 Example 4: Responsibility Shifting

Phil: “Given Miriam’s epistemic situation—raised Muslim, investigated both faiths, re-
mained uncertain—is God’s condemnation just?”

JE-CR: “The real problem is her mother. A Christian mother would have raised her in the
faith, preventing this confusion. The injustice is parental failure, not divine judgment.”

Analysis: JE-CR shifts responsibility to the mother, but this doesn’t answer the question.
Even if the mother failed, does that make God’s condemnation of Miriam (who is not
responsible for her mother’s failures) just?

9.5.5 Example 5: False Accusation

Phil: “I’m trying to understand what God’s justice requires in cases of non-culpable un-
certainty. Can you clarify the theological position?”

KE-SH: “You’re creating your own god—a god who conforms to human ideas of fairness
rather than biblical revelation. This is idolatry. You need to submit to God’s revealed
character, not interrogate it.”

Analysis: KE-SH accuses Phil of idolatry for asking clarifying questions. But understand-
ing God’s justice is understanding God’s revealed character. Questions are not rebellion—
they’re due diligence.

9.6 Good Reconstruction: Direct Engagement

Here’s what a non-deflecting response would look like:

Hypothetical Apologist: “You’ve asked whether it’s just for God to condemn Miriam given
her epistemic situation. Let me address that directly rather than changing the subject.

Your actual question:

• Is condemning non-culpable uncertainty just?

What I (and others) have been answering:

• Islam is false
• You are defending Islam
• This is a trap question
• Her mother sinned

The problem: None of these actually answer your question. I have been deflecting—
responding to easier questions instead of the hard one you posed.

Let me try again, this time addressing your actual question:

[Provides substantive answer about divine justice and epistemic responsibility]

I apologize for the earlier deflections. You deserve a direct response, and I should have
provided one initially. The fact that your question is difficult is not a reason to avoid it—it
is a reason to think more carefully.”
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Why this works:

• Explicitly acknowledges the deflection
• Distinguishes between question asked and questions answered
• Takes responsibility for evasion
• Provides actual answer after acknowledgment
• Models self-correction

9.7 Connection to Other Patterns
Strawmanning and Deflection often enable other patterns:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): Often preceded by deflection—when unable to defend justice
claims, shift to sovereignty

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): Another form of deflection—when unable to answer, invoke in-
scrutability

• Pattern 10 (Ad Hominem): Motive-questioning is a subset of deflection—attacking questioner
rather than answering question

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): Topic-shifting is a form of goalpost-moving—changing what ques-
tion is being answered

• Pattern 12 (Pragmatic Dodge): “Just go evangelize” is deflection from theoretical questions to
practical imperatives

Deflection is the meta-pattern—it is what apologists do when all other patterns have failed. When
sovereignty, mystery, special pleading, and equivocation prove inadequate, simply refuse to engage
with the actual question.

9.8 Conclusion: The Magician’s Misdirection
Strawmanning and deflection are the apologetic equivalent of a magician’s misdirection—get the au-
dience looking at the wrong thing so they miss the trick.

The magician waves his right hand dramatically while his left hand palms the card. The audience
watches the right hand and never sees the left.

Similarly, apologists get questioners focused on:

• Islam’s falsehood (right hand)
• The questioner’s motives (right hand)
• Parental responsibility (right hand)
• Hypothetical unrealism (right hand)

While the actual question (left hand) goes unaddressed:

• Is it just to condemn non-culpable uncertainty?

The misdirection works—until someone points out what is happening. Then the trick is exposed.

And once exposed, the apologist faces a choice:

1. Acknowledge the deflection and answer the actual question
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2. Continue deflecting and thereby admit inability to defend the position

In the Miriam thread, most chose option (2). They continued to change the subject, attack motives,
dismiss hypotheticals, and shift blame.

This choice is revealing. It suggests:

“We do not have good answers to the hard questions, so we must prevent the hard ques-
tions from being asked—or at least prevent them from being recognized as unanswered.”

But Miriam notices. She sees the deflection. She recognizes that her question has not been an-
swered.

And she draws the obvious conclusion:

“If apologists must avoid my questions rather than answer them, perhaps my questions are
revealing something they cannot defend. This suggests they do not have good answers—
only strategies for avoiding the questions.”

If Christianity is true, it does not need misdirection. Truth can face questions directly.

The fact that apologists must deflect—must answer different questions than the ones asked—suggests
the questions are hitting something vulnerable.

And vulnerabilities exposed are vulnerabilities that must eventually be addressed—or the whole
structure collapses.

Next: Pattern 10 examines Ad Hominem and Motive Questioning—when apologists attack the
questioner rather than engage the question.
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Pattern 10: Ad Hominem & Motive Question-
ing

Attacking the Questioner Rather Than Engaging the Question

10.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Responding to a logical challenge by attacking the questioner’s character, motives, sin-
cerity, or intelligence rather than addressing the substance of the argument.

Ad hominem (Latin: “to the person”) is one of the most common informal fallacies. It occurs when
someone:

1. Faces a challenging argument
2. Cannot refute the argument’s logic or evidence
3. Attacks the person making the argument instead
4. Treats this personal attack as if it refutes the argument

The key insight: An argument’s validity is independent of who makes it. Even if the questioner
has terrible motives, poor character, or insufficient knowledge, the argument itself must be evaluated
on its own merits.

In the Miriam thread, ad hominem manifests in several forms:

• Motive Questioning: “You just want to attack Christianity” / “You’re seeking comfort, not truth”
• Character Attack: “You’re making your own god” / “This is the voice of Satan”
• Knowledge Dismissal: “You don’t know what you’re talking about” / “You haven’t studied enough”
• Faith Questioning: “You don’t really believe” / “You’re not a true Christian”
• Group Denigration: “Muslims don’t read their texts” / “Muslims worship demons”

The effect on Miriam: Instead of receiving reasoned responses to legitimate questions, she is treated
as morally suspect for asking the questions. This creates a chilling effect—future questions are dis-
couraged because questioners are attacked rather than answered.
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10.2 Logical Analysis: The Genetic Fallacy

10.2.1 Ad Hominem as Genetic Fallacy

The Genetic Fallacy:

Rejecting or accepting a claim based on its origin rather than its merit.

Structure:

Person X argues P
X has property Q (bad motive, poor character, etc.)

↭ P is false

Why it fails: The truth of P is logically independent of Q.

Example:

• Hitler believed 2+2=4
• Hitler was evil
• Therefore... 2+2=4 is still true

The source of a claim does not determine its validity.

10.2.2 Types of Ad Hominem

Type 1: Abusive (Direct Attack)

Form: “You are X” (where X is a negative trait)

Examples from thread:

• “You don’t know what you’re talking about”
• “You have poor understanding”
• “You’re just ignorant”

Why it fails: Even ignorant people can ask good questions. The question must be answered on its
merits.

Type 2: Circumstantial (Motive Attack)

Form: “You only say P because you have motive M”

Examples from thread:

• “You’re defending Islam”
• “You just want to attack Christianity”
• “You’re seeking comfort, not truth”

Why it fails: Even if the motive is correctly identified (it usually is not), the argument stands or
falls independently.
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Type 3: Tu Quoque (“You Too”)

Form: “You do the same thing / Your position has the same problem”

Examples from thread:

• “Islam has the same issue”
• “Atheists can’t account for morality either”

Why it fails: Two wrongs do not make a right. Even if Islam has the same problem, that does not
resolve Christianity’s problem.

Type 4: Poisoning the Well

Form: Preemptively attacking the questioner’s credibility

Examples from thread:

• “This is the voice of Satan”
• “Anyone who questions this doesn’t understand salvation”

Why it fails: Labels are not arguments. Calling something “satanic” does not refute it.

10.3 Why This Pattern Fails

10.3.1 Logical Failure: Commits Genetic Fallacy

Ad hominem reasoning fails because it commits the genetic fallacy—judging a claim by its source
rather than its content.

The Independence Principle:

For any proposition P and any person X :

Truth(P) is independent of Character(X ) or Motive(X )

Proof by Counterexample:

• Suppose the worst person imaginable (Hitler, Stalin, etc.) asserts “2+2=4”
• By ad hominem logic, this would make “2+2=4” false
• But “2+2=4” remains true regardless of who asserts it
• Therefore, ad hominem reasoning is invalid

Application to Miriam Thread:

Even if Phil’s motives were exactly as bad as apologists claim (attacking Christianity, defending
Islam, seeking to deceive), his argument about epistemic justice would still need to be evaluated
on its own merits.

The fact that apologists attack Phil rather than his argument reveals they cannot refute the
argument itself.
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10.3.2 Dialectical Failure: Makes Conversation Impossible

When one party attacks the other’s character or motives, rational dialogue ends. This violates the
principle of charity in philosophical discourse.

Principle of Charity:

• Interpret your opponent’s position in its strongest form
• Address that strong form directly
• Assume good faith until proven otherwise

Ad hominem does the opposite:

• Interprets the opponent in the worst possible light
• Attacks the person rather than the position
• Assumes bad faith from the start

This makes productive exchange impossible. If Miriam asks a question and receives a personal
attack, she learns:

“Christians will attack me for questioning, so I should stop questioning.”

This is the opposite of what 1 Peter 3:15 commands.

10.3.3 Apologetic Failure: Repels Honest Seekers

Ad hominem tactics actively drive away the people apologists claim to want to reach.

Consider two hypothetical Miriams:

Miriam 1: Asks hard question → Gets substantive answer → Thinks: “These Christians are thought-
ful”

Miriam 2: Asks hard question → Gets personal attack → Thinks: “These Christians are defensive
and hostile”

Guess which Miriam is more likely to continue investigating Christianity?

Instead of attracting seekers, ad hominem repels them.

10.3.4 Theological Failure: Violates Biblical Commands

The Bible explicitly condemns ad hominem approaches:

1 Peter 3:15-16: “Always be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in you, with
gentleness and respect, keeping a good conscience.”

Calling someone “satanic” or “ignorant” is not:

• Gentle
• Respectful
• Maintaining good conscience

Proverbs 15:1: “A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.”
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Ad hominem attacks are “harsh words” that stir up anger rather than producing understanding.

Colossians 4:6: “Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may
know how you ought to answer each person.”

Personal attacks are not “gracious speech.”

The irony: Apologists violate biblical commands about discourse while claiming to defend biblical
truth.

10.4 Symbolic Logic: Independence of Truth from Source

10.4.1 Formalizing the Genetic Fallacy

Let:

• P = Proposition (“God’s judgment of Miriam seems unjust”)
• X = Person asserting P
• M(X ) = Motive attributed to X
• C(X ) = Character of X
• T (P) = Truth value of P

Ad Hominem Structure:

(1) X asserts P
(2) X has bad motive M(X ) or bad character C(X )
(3) ↭ ¬P (P is false)

Why it fails:
T (P) ↑↖ f (M(X ), C(X ))

The truth of P is logically independent of the motives or character of the person asserting it.

Formal Proof:

Assume ad hominem were valid:

↙X , P : [Bad(M(X ))⇑ Bad(C(X ))]→ ¬T (P)

But this leads to absurdity:

• Hitler believed 2+2=4 (and had bad character)
• By ad hominem logic: 2+ 2 ↑= 4
• Contradiction with mathematical truth

Therefore, ad hominem reasoning is invalid.

10.4.2 The Motive-Truth Independence Theorem
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Theorem: For any proposition P and any person X , the truth of P is independent of X ’s motives
for asserting P.

Proof:

Let M(X ) = motive of X in asserting P

Case 1: X has good motives (truth-seeking)

• P may be true or false
• Good motives do not guarantee truth

Case 2: X has bad motives (deception, attack)

• P may still be true or false
• Bad motives do not guarantee falsehood

Example:

• A defense lawyer (motivated by getting client acquitted) points out prosecutorial misconduct
• The lawyer’s motive is self-interested
• But the misconduct either occurred or it didn’t—independently of the lawyer’s motive

Conclusion: T (P) is independent of M(X )

T (P)′ M(X )

10.5 Thread Examples: Ad Hominem in Action

10.5.1 Example 1: The Satan Card (SH-SI)

SH-SI: “This question is not from God. This is the voice of Satan. Satan loves to make
God look unjust. That’s his oldest trick (Genesis 3:1—’Did God really say...?’). Don’t fall
for it.”

Phil: “Job questioned God’s justice extensively (Job 9-10, 13). God did not call him satanic.
The Bereans examined Paul’s teachings ’to see if these things were so’ (Acts 17:11) and
were called ’more noble’ for it. Questioning is not satanic—it’s biblical.”

Analysis:

SH-SI attempts to delegitimize the question by associating it with Satan. This is a form of poisoning
the well—preemptively attacking the questioner’s credibility.

The tactic:

• Step 1: Associate question with Satan
• Step 2: Imply questioner is satanic or demon-influenced
• Step 3: Create fear of questioning

By invoking Satan, SH-SI attempts to make Phil (and Miriam, and anyone reading) afraid to ques-
tion.

But notice Phil’s response references biblical examples of faithful questioning:
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• Job: Questioned God’s justice extensively (Job 9-10, 13)—God did not condemn him for it
• Bereans: Examined Paul’s teachings “to see if these things were so” (Acts 17:11)—praised as “more

noble”

If questioning is satanic, the Bible contradicts itself by commending questioners.

10.5.2 Example 2: Defending Islam Accusation (Multiple Apologists)
DA-HA: “The way you keep bringing up Islam, treating it as if it’s a viable option—you’re
defending Islam. You might not realize it, but that’s what you’re doing.”

KE-SH: “Every time someone points out Islam’s problems, you deflect. You’re clearly more
interested in attacking Christianity than seeking truth.”

GE-ME: “If you spent as much time studying the Bible as you do defending Islam, you
would see the truth.”

Phil: “I am not defending Islam. I am asking how God can justly judge someone who can-
not determine which revelation is true. Miriam is not defending Islam—she is uncertain.
That is the entire point.”

Analysis:

Multiple apologists attribute a motive to Phil that:

1. He explicitly denies
2. Is not supported by his actual words
3. Distracts from the substantive question

The false dichotomy:

• Apologists’ framing: Either you affirm Christianity or you defend Islam
• Actual position: Phil is examining whether uncertainty between the two deserves damnation

By accusing Phil of “defending Islam,” the apologists:

• Avoid answering the justice question
• Create an enemy (“Islam defender”) to attack
• Distract from their inability to resolve the theological tension

10.5.3 Example 3: Knowledge Dismissal (Multiple Apologists)
JE-CR: “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You clearly have very poor understand-
ing of Scripture. Maybe you should read Romans again—apparently not enough times.”

SH-SI: “With all due respect, you are ignorant of basic theology. Your question reveals you
don’t understand how salvation works.”

RY-RO: “If you had studied this more deeply, you wouldn’t be asking these questions. The
answer is obvious to anyone with proper training.”

Analysis:

All three apologists dismiss Phil’s competence rather than addressing his argument. This is the
abusive form of ad hominem.
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The implicit reasoning:

(1) Phil asks difficult question

(2) Phil must be ignorant (because he asks)

(3) ↭ Question can be dismissed

But this is backwards. The difficulty of the question suggests it deserves serious engagement, not
dismissal.

Notice the condescension:

• “You don’t know what you’re talking about”
• “You are ignorant of basic theology”
• “Read Romans again—apparently not enough times”

This creates a no-win situation for questioners:

• If you ask questions → “You’re ignorant”
• If you don’t ask questions → “You accept our position”

10.5.4 Example 4: Faith Questioning (KE-SH)

KE-SH: “I question whether you’re actually a Christian. A true believer wouldn’t ask these
questions. You’re sounding more like a skeptic than a brother in Christ.”

Phil: “Jesus said ’Love the Lord your God with all your mind’ (Matthew 22:37). Using your
mind to examine difficult questions honors God, it doesn’t dishonor Him. And questioning
my faith rather than answering my question is a textbook ad hominem.”

Analysis:

KE-SH questions Phil’s faith rather than addressing his argument. This is a particularly insidious
form of ad hominem because it:

1. Creates in-group/out-group dynamics (“true Christians” vs. “skeptics”)
2. Threatens social belonging (“You’re not one of us”)
3. Avoids substantive engagement

The implicit threat: “If you keep asking, we will exclude you from the community.”

This is spiritual manipulation disguised as doctrinal concern.

10.5.5 Example 5: Group Denigration (Multiple Apologists)

GE-ME: “Muslims don’t actually read the Quran carefully. They just memorize verses
without understanding.”

DA-HA: “Islamic scholarship is far behind Christian scholarship. They don’t have the tex-
tual critical tools we have.”

JE-CR: “Muslims worship a moon god. They don’t even know their own religion’s pagan
origins.”
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Analysis:

Rather than addressing whether Miriam specifically studied responsibly, apologists denigrate Mus-
lims as a group. This commits guilt by association:

(1) Miriam is Muslim

(2) Muslims are intellectually deficient (asserted)

(3) ↭ Miriam’s uncertainty is culpable

But Miriam’s individual epistemic responsibility cannot be dismissed by generalizations about her
group—any more than Christianity’s credibility should be judged solely by the Miriam thread apolo-
gists.

10.6 Good Reconstruction: Substance Over Source
Here’s what a non-ad-hominem response would look like:

Hypothetical Apologist: “You’ve raised a challenging question about divine justice and
epistemic responsibility. Rather than questioning your motives or character, let me address
the substance of your argument.

Your question: Is it just to condemn someone for non-culpable uncertainty between con-
tradictory revelations?

I will evaluate your argument based on:

1. Logical validity (does the conclusion follow from premises?)
2. Factual accuracy (are premises true?)
3. Theological consistency (does it align with Scripture?)

I will not evaluate it based on:

1. What I think your motives are
2. Whether you are a Christian
3. How the question makes me feel
4. Whether answering threatens my beliefs

Applying this to your question:

[Examines argument on merits]

This is how I would want someone to engage with my arguments—fairly, substantively,
charitably. I commit to treating your questions the same way.”

Why this works:

• Establishes explicit commitment to substance over ad hominem
• Lists criteria for evaluation
• Applies Golden Rule (treat others’ arguments as you want yours treated)
• Models intellectual integrity
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10.7 Connection to Other Patterns

Ad Hominem often appears after other patterns have failed:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): When sovereignty does not satisfy, attack the questioner: “Who
are you to question God?”

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): When mystery does not end discussion, attack: “You want to judge
God with your finite mind”

• Pattern 9 (Strawmanning): Ad hominem is often used to justify deflection: “You’re defending
Islam, so I won’t engage”

• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): When caught moving goalposts, attack: “You just don’t want to
believe”

• Pattern 12 (Pragmatic Dodge): When unable to answer theoretically, attack questioner’s motives:
“Stop asking and start evangelizing!”

Ad hominem is the last resort—when logic, evidence, deflection, and mystery all fail, attack the
person asking the questions.

It is the confession of defeat disguised as aggression.

10.8 Conclusion: The Shield of Personal Attack

Ad hominem is the apologist’s shield—raised when arguments cannot serve as armor.

When someone attacks you rather than addressing your argument, they are admitting something
crucial:

“I cannot refute what you are saying, so I will attack who you are.”

This is transparent to honest observers. Miriam, watching apologists:

• Call Phil satanic
• Question his motives
• Dismiss him as ignorant
• Accuse him of defending Islam

...learns an important lesson:

“When Christians cannot answer questions, they attack questioners. This suggests the
questions are hitting something vulnerable—something they cannot defend with logic or
evidence.”

Ad hominem is self-defeating in another way: it invites reciprocation.

If questioning God’s justice makes someone satanic, what does:

• Misrepresenting questioners make you?
• Attacking sincere seekers make you?
• Violating biblical commands about gentleness make you?
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The apologists open themselves to the same personal attacks they deploy. But Phil does not reciprocate—
he continues asking substantive questions.

This contrast is devastating. It shows who is actually committed to truth-seeking versus who is
committed to defending a position at all costs.

If Christianity is true, it does not need character assassination to survive scrutiny. Truth can stand
on its own merits.

The fact that apologists resort to ad hominem—the weakest of all argumentative strategies—suggests
they know, at some level, that their answers are inadequate.

And inadequate answers, no matter how aggressively defended, remain inadequate.

The shield of personal attack protects nothing—it only reveals what the wielder is trying to hide.

Next: Pattern 11 examines Moving the Goalposts—when apologists shift criteria mid-conversation to
avoid being proven wrong.
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✁ XI

Pattern 11: Moving the Goalposts

Shifting Criteria Mid-Conversation to Avoid Being Proven Wrong

11.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Changing the standards, criteria, or definitions by which a claim will be evaluated—after
the original standard has been met or challenged—thereby making the position unfalsifiable.

Moving the goalposts is a classic informal fallacy that occurs when:

1. An apologist sets a standard or criterion
2. The opponent meets that standard
3. The apologist changes the standard to a more demanding one
4. This process repeats, making satisfaction impossible

The metaphor comes from soccer: imagine trying to score a goal, but every time you kick the ball
toward the net, the goalposts move farther away. You can never score because the target keeps shifting.

In the Miriam thread, goalpost-moving manifests in several forms:

• Sincerity Shifting: “God reveals to sincere seekers” → [Miriam seeks sincerely]→ “Only the elect
can truly seek”

• Evidence Shifting: “Christianity has evidence” → [Asked for evidence] → “Faith transcends evi-
dence”

• Justice Shifting: “God is just” (fair) → [Challenged on fairness]→ “God is just” (sovereign)
• Knowledge Shifting: “Scripture is clear” → [Contradictions noted]→ “We cannot fully understand

God’s ways”
• Standard Shifting: “Study honestly and you’ll find truth” → [Studies honestly, remains uncertain]

→ “You didn’t study honestly enough”

The effect on Miriam: She is given criteria for salvation/truth (“seek sincerely,” “examine evi-
dence”), but when she meets those criteria without reaching certainty, the criteria change. This makes
the entire enterprise futile—no matter what she does, the goalposts will move.
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11.2 Logical Analysis: The Unfalsifiable Position

11.2.1 The Structure of Goalpost-Moving

Goalpost-Moving Pattern:

T1 (Initial): “If you meet criterion C1, then claim X is justified”

Response: Opponent meets C1

T2 (Shifted): “Actually, you must meet C2 (a different/harder criterion)”

Response: Opponent meets C2

T3 (Shifted): “Actually, you must meet C3...”

T∞: Criteria keep changing indefinitely

Result: The claim becomes unfalsifiable—no evidence or argument can ever satisfy the stan-
dard because the standard keeps changing.

11.2.2 Types of Goalpost Shifts

Type 1: Quantitative Shifting

Form: Increasing the amount of something required

Examples from thread:

• “Study the Bible” → “Study it more” → “Study it even more” → “Apparently not enough”
• “Provide evidence” → “That’s not enough evidence” → “Still not enough”

Type 2: Qualitative Shifting

Form: Changing the kind of thing required

Examples from thread:

• “Seek truth” → [Seeks intellectually]→ “No, you must seek with the heart”
• “Have faith based on evidence” → [Examines evidence]→ “No, faith transcends evidence”

Type 3: Definitional Shifting

Form: Redefining key terms when challenged

Examples from thread:

• “Justice” means fairness → [Challenged on fairness]→ “Justice” means sovereignty
• “Sincere seeking” means honest investigation → [Honest investigation done]→ “Sincere seeking”

means being elect

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



Chapter 11: Pattern 11: Moving the Goalposts 185

Type 4: Criterial Ambiguity

Form: Never specifying precise criteria, allowing unlimited shifting

Examples from thread:

• “Seek and you will find” (never specifies how much seeking is required)
• “Study honestly” (never specifies what counts as “honest”)

11.2.3 The Unfalsifiability Problem
When goalposts move indefinitely, positions become unfalsifiable:

Falsifiability Requirement (Popper):

A claim is meaningful only if there is some possible evidence that could disprove it.

With fixed goalposts:

• Claim: “If you seek sincerely, God will reveal truth”
• Test: Person seeks sincerely
• If reveals: Claim confirmed
• If doesn’t reveal: Claim falsified

With moving goalposts:

• Claim: “If you seek sincerely, God will reveal truth”
• Test: Person seeks sincerely
• Result: Doesn’t reveal
• Response: “You didn’t seek sincerely enough” (goalpost moved)
• New test: Person seeks more sincerely
• Result: Still doesn’t reveal
• Response: “Only the elect can truly seek” (goalpost moved again)
• Result: Claim is unfalsifiable—no amount of seeking can disprove it

11.3 Thread Examples: Goalposts in Motion

11.3.1 Example 1: The Sincerity Shift (DA-HA & JE-CR)
DA-HA (initial claim): “If someone is sincerely seeking truth, God will reveal it to them.
Matthew 7:7 promises: ’Seek and you will find.’ Miriam just needs to seek honestly.”

Phil: “Miriam has sought sincerely. She has studied both religions earnestly for years. Yet
she remains uncertain. Does this mean God has not revealed Himself?”

JE-CR (goalpost shift): “If she hasn’t found truth, she is not truly sincere. True seekers
find God. The fact that she remains confused proves her seeking is not genuine.”

Phil: “So ’sincere seeking’ is defined as ’seeking that results in finding’? That makes your
original claim (’sincere seekers will find’) a tautology. It cannot be falsified.”

DA-HA (further shift): “Only those whom God draws can truly seek Him (John 6:44). If
Miriam hasn’t found truth, she is not among the elect. The elect always find what they
seek.”
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Analysis:

The goalposts move three times:

1. Initial criterion: Sincere seeking → will find truth
2. First shift: Sincere seeking → defined retroactively as “seeking that finds” (unfalsifiable)
3. Second shift: True seeking → only possible for the elect (deterministic, not volitional)

What started as: “If you seek, you will find” (testable claim)

Became: “If you are elect, you will seek and find” (unfalsifiable—election is invisible)

This is pure goalpost-moving. The original promise (“seek and you will find”) has been rendered
meaningless because “true seeking” is now defined by its outcome.

11.3.2 Example 2: The Evidence Shift (KE-SH)

KE-SH (initial claim): “Faith is not blind. It is based on evidence. The Greek word pistis
means trust based on evidence, like trusting a doctor’s diagnosis after seeing test results.
Christianity has strong historical evidence.”

Phil: “What historical evidence do you find most compelling? Can you provide specifics
so Miriam can evaluate them?”

KE-SH (goalpost shift): “At some point, you must stop relying on evidence and just have
faith. Proverbs 3:5 says, ’Lean not on your own understanding.’ You cannot reason your
way to God—He must reveal Himself.”

Phil: “You just said faith is based on evidence. Now you are saying it transcends evidence.
Which is it?”

KE-SH (further shift): “Faith begins with evidence but goes beyond it. Evidence points
the way, but ultimately you must take a leap of faith. If you insist on absolute proof, you
will never believe.”

Phil: “So first you said faith is evidence-based. Then you said it transcends evidence. Now
you say it begins with evidence but goes beyond. Each time I ask for the evidence, the
standard shifts. Can you fix your position and maintain it?”

Analysis:

The relationship between faith and evidence shifts three times:

1. Initial: Faith = evidence-based (used to attract intellectually honest seekers)
2. First shift: Faith = transcends evidence (used when evidence is requested)
3. Second shift: Faith = begins with evidence but leaps beyond (used to appear reasonable while

avoiding specifics)

KE-SH cannot maintain a consistent position because doing so would require either:

• Providing the evidence (which he cannot or will not do), or
• Admitting faith is not evidence-based (which undermines his apologetic)

So the goalposts keep moving to maintain the appearance of coherence.

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



Chapter 11: Pattern 11: Moving the Goalposts 187

11.3.3 Example 3: The Study Standard Shift (MI-BR)

MI-BR (initial claim): “Study the Bible honestly and God will reveal truth. The problem
is most people don’t study—they just reject without investigation.”

Phil: “Miriam has studied both the Bible and the Quran extensively. She has read com-
mentaries, historical scholarship, and devotional literature. Yet she remains uncertain.
Has she not studied enough?”

MI-BR (goalpost shift): “Well, study is not just about reading. It is about studying with the
Holy Spirit’s guidance. Without the Spirit, you cannot understand Scripture (1 Corinthians
2:14).”

Phil: “But how does Miriam know which Holy Spirit is guiding her—the Christian one or
the Islamic one? Both traditions claim divine guidance in interpretation.”

MI-BR (further shift): “If she truly studied deeply, she would see the difference. Appar-
ently, her study was not deep enough. You need to study until God opens your eyes.”

Phil: “So the standard is: study until you reach the predetermined conclusion? That is
not study—that is confirmation bias. How much study is ’deep enough’?”

MI-BR: “Only God knows what counts as ’enough.’ We cannot quantify it.”

Analysis:

The goalposts move through four positions:

1. Initial: Study honestly → will find truth
2. First shift: Study with the Holy Spirit → will find truth
3. Second shift: Study deeply → will find truth
4. Third shift: Study until God decides it is enough → will find truth

The final position is completely unfalsifiable. We can never test whether someone had enough
opportunity because we do not know what “enough” means.

11.3.4 Example 4: The Opportunity Ambiguity Shift (RY-RO)

RY-RO (initial claim): “Everyone has sufficient opportunity to know God. Romans 1:20
says God’s invisible qualities are clearly seen. No one has an excuse.”

Phil: “Miriam has had extensive opportunity—raised in both traditions, studied both
earnestly. Yet she remains uncertain. Is this insufficient opportunity?”

RY-RO (goalpost shift): “Opportunity is not just about access to information. It is about
whether God grants illumination. Without divine illumination, no amount of study helps.”

Phil: “So opportunity depends on divine illumination? Then how is it Miriam’s fault if she
lacks illumination?”

RY-RO (further shift): “God gives sufficient grace to all. If someone rejects that grace,
they are culpable. The fact that Miriam remains unconvinced suggests she has resisted
grace.”

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



188 11.3. Thread Examples: Goalposts in Motion

Phil: “You just said opportunity requires illumination, which God controls. Now you say
Miriam resisted. How can we tell the difference between ’insufficient illumination’ and
’resisted grace’? What observable difference would there be?”

RY-RO: “We cannot know from the outside. Only God knows the heart.”

Analysis:

The criteria for “sufficient opportunity” shifts from:

1. Observable: Access to information (testable)
2. Invisible: Divine illumination (untestable)
3. Invisible + retrospective: Grace given + person’s response (unfalsifiable)

By making the criterion invisible and retrospectively defined, RY-RO makes it impossible to falsify
the claim. We can never test whether someone had enough opportunity because we do not know what
“enough” means.

11.3.5 Example 5: The Justice-Sovereignty Toggle (MO-MA & GE-ME)

MO-MA (initial claim): “God is perfectly just. The Judge of all the earth will do right
(Genesis 18:25).”

Phil: “How is it just to condemn Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty?”

GE-ME (goalpost shift): “God is not ’just’ by human standards. He is sovereign. Romans
9 says He is the Potter—He has the right to make vessels for honor or dishonor. We cannot
question His justice.”

Phil: “But you just used ’justice’ to make a positive claim. If ’justice’ means ’whatever God
does,’ the original claim is vacuous. You are shifting the meaning when challenged.”

MO-MA (further shift): “God’s justice is perfect—but it includes mercy and sovereignty.
He is just in ways we cannot fully comprehend. His justice is higher than ours.”

Analysis:

The definition of “justice” shifts:

1. Initial: Justice = doing right by recognizable standards (used to attract)
2. First shift: Justice = sovereignty, not human fairness (used to deflect)
3. Second shift: Justice = mystery, incomprehensible (used to terminate inquiry)

This is goalpost-moving via equivocation (Pattern 6) combined with appeal to mystery (Pattern 8).
The standard keeps shifting to avoid accountability.

11.3.6 Example 6: The Comprehensive Shift (RY-RO)

Phil (summarizing): “I have been told:

• ’Seek and you will find’ → Then told Miriam didn’t seek sincerely enough
• ’Faith is based on evidence’ → Then told faith transcends evidence
• ’Study honestly’ → Then told she didn’t study deeply enough
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• ’Everyone has enough opportunity’ → Then told we cannot know what counts as enough
• ’God is just’ → Then told His justice is beyond comprehension

Every time I point out that Miriam meets your criteria, you change the criteria. How can
she ever satisfy standards that keep moving?”

RY-RO: “The standards haven’t moved. You are just misunderstanding them. We have
been consistent—you are the one being difficult. Maybe if you stopped trying to find con-
tradictions and started seeking truth, you would see that.”

Analysis:

RY-RO commits three errors:

1. Denies the pattern: Claims standards have not moved (gaslighting)
2. Blames the questioner: Shifts responsibility to Phil’s alleged misunderstanding
3. Ad hominem: Suggests Phil is not seeking truth (Pattern 10)

This is goalpost-moving about goalpost-moving—denying that the criteria changed while simulta-
neously maintaining the shifted criteria.

11.4 Why This Pattern Fails

11.4.1 Logical Failure: Makes Claims Unfalsifiable

When goalposts move, claims become untestable:

The Falsifiability Test:

A meaningful claim must specify:

1. What would confirm it
2. What would falsify it

With fixed goalposts:

• Claim: “If you seek sincerely (defined as X), God will reveal”
• Confirmation: Seek as per X → God reveals
• Falsification: Seek as per X → God does not reveal

With moving goalposts:

• Claim: “If you seek sincerely, God will reveal”
• Test: Seek sincerely
• Result: God does not reveal
• Response: “You didn’t seek truly sincerely” (redefined retroactively)
• Result: Claim cannot be falsified—unfalsifiable

Unfalsifiable claims are not meaningful claims—they are immune to evidence and therefore
empirically vacuous.
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11.4.2 Dialectical Failure: Destroys Trust

When someone repeatedly moves goalposts, trust evaporates:

• Observation: Every time I meet the standard, it changes
• Inference: This person is not operating in good faith
• Conclusion: I cannot trust anything they say

Miriam, watching this pattern, learns:

“No matter what I do, Christians will say it is not enough. The goalposts are not meant
to be reached—they are meant to keep moving. This is not honest inquiry; it is a rigged
game.”

11.4.3 Apologetic Failure: Reveals Intellectual Insecurity

Goalpost-moving signals that the apologist knows the original criterion would falsify the claim:

• If confident in the claim: Keep the goalposts fixed and let the evidence speak
• If insecure about the claim: Move the goalposts to avoid falsification

Example:

Confident apologist: “If you seek sincerely (defined as honest investigation without bias), God will
reveal Himself. Let’s test this.”

Insecure apologist: “If you seek sincerely... [test happens]... well, true sincerity means... [shifts
definition]”

The second apologist reveals doubt about the original claim. If they truly believed God reveals to
sincere seekers, they would not need to redefine “sincerity” after the test.

11.4.4 Theological Failure: Makes God Capricious

If the criteria for salvation/revelation keep changing, God appears:

• Arbitrary: Standards are not fixed
• Unclear: No one knows what is actually required
• Unjust: Punishes people for failing to meet unknown/unknowable standards

This contradicts biblical claims that:

• God’s commands are not burdensome (1 John 5:3)
• His requirements are clear (Deuteronomy 30:11-14)
• He is not a God of confusion (1 Corinthians 14:33)

Goalpost-moving makes God into the very thing Scripture says He is not.

11.5 Good Reconstruction: Fixed Standards

Here’s what a non-goalpost-moving response would look like:
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Hypothetical Apologist: “You’ve asked about the relationship between faith and evidence,
and I need to be clear and consistent about this.

My position (which I will not shift):

I claim Christianity has evidence that makes faith reasonable—not compulsory.

Specifically:

• Historical evidence (manuscript attestation, extra-biblical corroboration) → Suggests
gospels preserve early tradition

• Explanatory power (addresses human condition, moral experience) → Makes Christian-
ity worth considering

• Personal experience (transformation, answered prayer) → Reinforces belief for believers

What I do NOT claim:

• Evidence compels belief (reasonable people can weigh differently)
• Faith is purely intellectual (it involves trust and commitment)
• Evidence is unnecessary (I think some evidential support is important)

Applying to Miriam:

If Miriam has examined the evidence and remains uncertain:

• This does not prove she is irrational
• This does not prove she lacks sincerity
• This suggests the evidence is ambiguous enough that reasonable disagreement is possi-

ble

I will not shift from “faith is evidence-based” to “faith transcends evidence” when chal-
lenged. I commit to a consistent position: faith involves both evidence and trust beyond
absolute proof.”

Why this works:

• Specifies precise relationship between faith and evidence
• Acknowledges nuance without equivocating
• Maintains consistent position across contexts
• Respects Miriam’s rational uncertainty
• Avoids goalpost-moving by fixing definitions upfront

11.6 Connection to Other Patterns

Moving the Goalposts often combines multiple other patterns:

• Pattern 6 (Equivocation): Goalpost-moving via definitional shifts—redefining key terms mid-
argument

• Pattern 7 (Special Pleading): Moving goalposts asymmetrically—demanding fixed standards from
opponents while shifting your own
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• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): Shifting from certainty to mystery is a form of goalpost-moving—
changing epistemic standards

• Pattern 9 (Deflection): When goalposts are exposed as moving, deflect to different topics
• Pattern 10 (Ad Hominem): When caught moving goalposts, attack: “You’re just being difficult”

Goalpost-moving is often the mechanism by which other patterns operate. It is the meta-pattern
that allows contradictory positions to coexist:

• Claim sovereignty, shift to justice when convenient
• Claim certainty, shift to mystery when challenged
• Claim evidence, shift to faith when pressed

All involve moving goalposts on what is being claimed or what standards apply.

11.7 Conclusion: The Game No One Can Win
Imagine a game where:

• You are told to score a goal
• You kick the ball toward the net
• Just before the ball arrives, the goalposts move
• You try again
• The goalposts move again
• This continues indefinitely

Eventually, you realize: The game is rigged. You were never meant to score.

This is what goalpost-moving does to theological inquiry. Miriam is told:

• “Seek and you will find”
Seeks → “You didn’t seek truly”

• “Study honestly”
Studies → “Not deeply enough”

• “Examine the evidence”
Examines → “Faith transcends evidence”

The goalposts keep moving. Not because Miriam is failing to meet the standards—but because the
standards are designed to be unreachable.

Why? Because the apologists cannot admit what the fixed goalposts would reveal:

“Sincere seeking does not always produce certainty. Honest study does not always resolve
ambiguity. Evidence is not always decisive. And God does not always reveal Himself in
ways that eliminate doubt.”

This admission would destabilize their theology. So the goalposts must keep moving.

But moving goalposts is intellectual capitulation disguised as confidence. It announces:

“I cannot defend my position with fixed criteria, so I will change the criteria whenever
necessary to avoid being wrong.”
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This is not strength—it is desperation.

If Christianity is true, it does not need shifting standards to survive scrutiny. Truth can stand on
fixed ground.

The fact that apologists must constantly move the goalposts suggests they know, at some level, that
their claims cannot survive fixed standards.

And a belief system that requires moving goalposts is not a belief system worth maintaining.

The ball is in the net. But the goalposts have moved again.

Miriam is told she did not score.

She knows better.

Next: Pattern 12 examines The Pragmatic Dodge—when apologists substitute action for argument
because reasoning has failed.
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✁ XII

Pattern 12: The Pragmatic Dodge
Substituting Action for Argument When Reasoning Fails

12.1 Pattern Definition

Core Error: Responding to theoretical questions about truth, justice, or evidence by pivoting to prac-
tical imperatives (“Just do X”), thereby avoiding intellectual engagement while maintaining the ap-
pearance of response.

The Pragmatic Dodge occurs when an apologist:

1. Faces a challenging theoretical question (“How can this be just?”)
2. Cannot provide a satisfying answer
3. Pivots to practical action (“Stop theorizing and start evangelizing”)
4. Treats the pivot as if it resolved the theoretical challenge

This pattern rests on a false dichotomy: theory vs. practice. The apologist suggests that asking
questions is “mere theorizing” while taking action is “real faith.” But this ignores that right action
depends on right belief—you cannot know what to do without knowing what is true.

In the Miriam thread, the Pragmatic Dodge manifests as:

• Action Substitution: “Instead of debating, go tell Miriam about Jesus”
• Urgency Appeals: “People are dying—we don’t have time for these questions”
• Pascal’s Wager: “What do you have to lose by believing?”
• Faith-Reason Opposition: “You’re being too rational—just believe”
• Mission Imperative: “That’s WHY we send missionaries—stop asking and start doing”

The effect on Miriam: She asks a legitimate question about justice and epistemology, and is told to
stop thinking and start acting. This is not a resolution of her question—it is a dismissal of it.

12.2 Logical Analysis: The False Dichotomy

12.2.1 The Theory-Practice Opposition

195



196 12.3. Thread Examples: Action Instead of Answers

The False Dichotomy:

Apologists present two options as mutually exclusive:

• Option A (Theory): Ask questions, seek understanding, evaluate evidence
• Option B (Practice): Take action, evangelize, obey commands

The Apologist’s Claim: You must choose one or the other.

The Reality: These are not opposites—they are complementary.

The Proper Relationship:

Understanding→ Right Belief→ Right Action

You cannot skip to action without understanding. Otherwise, you risk:

• Acting on false beliefs
• Evangelizing incoherent theology
• Misrepresenting God

12.2.2 Types of Pragmatic Dodges

Type 1: Pascal’s Wager

Form: “What do you have to lose by believing?”

Why it’s a dodge: Treats belief as a cost-benefit calculation rather than a response to truth

Type 2: Urgency Appeal

Form: “People are dying—we don’t have time for philosophical debates”

Why it’s a dodge: Uses time pressure to avoid answering questions

Type 3: Action Substitution

Form: “Instead of theorizing, go evangelize”

Why it’s a dodge: Assumes the content of evangelism is settled (begs the question)

Type 4: Anti-Intellectualism

Form: “You’re overthinking this—just have simple faith like a child”

Why it’s a dodge: Treats intellectual rigor as a vice rather than a virtue

12.3 Thread Examples: Action Instead of Answers

12.3.1 Example 1: “Go Tell Her About Jesus” (MI-BR)
Phil: “The question is whether God can justly judge Miriam’s epistemic situation. Before
we tell her about Jesus, we need to understand whether the message we’re proclaiming is
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coherent.”

MI-BR: “You are overthinking this. The Great Commission says go into all the world and
preach the Gospel (Matthew 28:19). That’s what we should be doing—not sitting around
debating hypotheticals. If you spent less time theorizing and more time evangelizing, more
people would be saved.”

Phil: “But what Gospel should I preach? If I cannot explain how God justly judges Miriam,
how can I confidently tell her she’s condemned for uncertainty? I need to understand the
theology before I proclaim it.”

MI-BR: “The Gospel is simple: Jesus died for sins, rose again, and offers salvation. That’s
what you tell her. Stop complicating it.”

Analysis:

MI-BR commits the Pragmatic Dodge by:

1. Dismissing the question: Calls it “overthinking” and “debating hypotheticals”
2. Opposing theory to practice: “Theorizing” vs. “evangelizing”
3. Implying questioning is disobedience: “Great Commission says go”—as if questioning theology

violates the command
4. Simplifying to avoid complexity: “The Gospel is simple”—but Phil’s question is about justice, not

gospel content

The problem:

MI-BR wants Phil to evangelize without resolving whether the message makes sense. But if the
theology is incoherent (“God damns people for non-culpable uncertainty”), evangelizing it would be
spreading falsehood or at minimum confusion.

Phil’s question is not opposed to evangelism—it is preparatory to evangelism. You cannot effectively
proclaim what you do not understand.

12.3.2 Example 2: Missionary Urgency (RY-WA)

Phil: “I am asking about the justice of condemning people in Miriam’s epistemic situation.”

RY-WA: “That’s WHY we send missionaries. Instead of debating theology, we should be
reaching people with the Gospel. Every moment we spend on these questions is a moment
someone could be hearing about Jesus and being saved.”

Phil: “But missionaries face the same question. When they meet someone like Miriam,
what should they say? ’Believe or be damned, even if you can’t determine which religion
is true’? That seems unjust, and justice matters.”

RY-WA: “Missionaries don’t have time to resolve every philosophical question. They preach
Christ crucified. The Holy Spirit does the convicting. Our job is to proclaim, not to answer
every skeptic’s objection.”

Analysis:

RY-WA uses urgency to dismiss theoretical questions:
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1. Time pressure: “Every moment we spend on these questions...”
2. Action vs. debate: “Instead of debating... we should be reaching people”
3. Role separation: “Our job is to proclaim, not to answer”

The false urgency:

Yes, missions are urgent. But wrong missions harm more than help. If missionaries proclaim an
incoherent theology, they:

• Misrepresent God
• Repel honest seekers
• Create confusion rather than clarity

Taking time to ensure the message is true and coherent is not opposed to urgency—it is prerequisite
to effective proclamation.

The evasion:

RY-WA never answers Phil’s question about justice. He pivots to missions instead—classic Pragmatic
Dodge.

12.3.3 Example 3: Pascal’s Wager (GE-ME)

Phil: “Miriam cannot determine which religion is true based on available evidence.”

GE-ME: “Then she should choose Christianity. What does she have to lose? If Christianity
is false, she loses nothing. If it’s true and she rejects it, she loses everything. It’s simple
risk management—believe in Christ.”

Phil: “That is Pascal’s Wager, and it has several problems. First, belief is not volitional—
you cannot simply ’choose’ to believe. Second, the same wager applies to Islam: ’What if
Islam is true and you reject it?’ So it doesn’t help Miriam decide between them. Third, an
omniscient God would know if someone believed pragmatically rather than genuinely.”

GE-ME: “You’re overcomplicating a simple decision. Better safe than sorry. Choose the
one with the best evidence—Christianity.”

Phil: “But you just said she should believe regardless of evidence (Pascal’s Wager). Now
you’re saying Christianity has better evidence. Which is it? And can you provide that
evidence?”

GE-ME: “The evidence is out there. I don’t have time to compile it for you. Just believe.”

Analysis:

GE-ME’s use of Pascal’s Wager fails on multiple levels:

1. Ignores the Many Gods problem: Islam, Hinduism, etc. offer competing wagers
2. Treats belief as volitional: “Choose to believe” (but belief is not directly volitional)
3. Shifts between pragmatic and evidential justification: First says ignore evidence (wager), then

says Christianity has evidence
4. Provides no actual evidence: “The evidence is out there”—classic dodge
5. Ends with “just believe”: Ultimate Pragmatic Dodge
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12.3.4 Example 4: Anti-Intellectualism (KE-SH)
Phil: “I need to understand how God’s judgment of Miriam is just before I can confidently
proclaim it.”

KE-SH: “You’re too focused on philosophy and not enough on spirituality. The answer is
not found in logic—it is found in obedience. Stop trying to figure everything out and start
living by faith. James 1:22 says, ’Be doers of the word, not hearers only.’ You have heard
enough—now do.”

Phil: “But what should I do if I do not know what is true? How can I proclaim a Gospel I
cannot defend? How can I tell Miriam she is condemned when I cannot explain why that
is just?”

KE-SH: “You proclaim it because God commanded it. That’s all the reason you need.”

Analysis:

KE-SH combines multiple Pragmatic Dodges:

1. Opposes philosophy to spirituality: False dichotomy
2. Dismisses logic: “The answer is not found in logic”
3. Prioritizes obedience over understanding: “Stop trying to figure everything out”
4. Invokes action imperative: “Be doers... now do”
5. Appeals to authority: “God commanded it”—without addressing the question

The self-defeating move:

KE-SH says the answer is not found in “logic” but in “obedience.” But how do you know what to obey
without logic?

If God commanded X , you must:

1. Determine that the Bible is God’s Word (requires reasoning)
2. Interpret what X means (requires reasoning)
3. Apply X to specific situations (requires reasoning)

KE-SH has not escaped logic—he has hidden his logic while demanding Phil abandon his.

12.4 Why This Pattern Fails

12.4.1 Logical Failure: Begs the Question
The Pragmatic Dodge assumes what must be proven:

The Hidden Assumption:

When apologists say, “Stop theorizing and start evangelizing,” they assume:

1. Christianity is true
2. The theological framework is coherent
3. God commands evangelism as currently understood

But these are precisely what Miriam (and Phil) are questioning.
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The circularity:

Q: “Is Christianity true?”

A: “Stop asking and start preaching Christianity”

Problem: This assumes Christianity is true—begs the question

You cannot use the imperative to evangelize as proof that the content of evangelism is true.

12.4.2 Epistemological Failure: Confuses Belief with Volition
Pascal’s Wager (and similar pragmatic moves) treats belief as volitional:

The Faulty Assumption:

“You can choose to believe Christianity to maximize expected utility.”

The Reality:

Belief is not directly subject to the will. You cannot simply decide to believe 2+2= 5, no matter
the incentive.

Example:

Imagine I offer you $1,000,000 to believe, right now, that you can fly.

Can you genuinely believe it? No—because belief responds to evidence, not incentives.

Application to Miriam:

Even if Pascal’s Wager logic were sound (it is not), Miriam cannot choose to believe Christianity
is true. She can:

• Wish it were true
• Act as if it were true
• Hope it is true

But none of these constitute belief. And if God is omniscient, He would know the difference
between genuine belief and pragmatic pretense.

12.4.3 Theological Failure: Violates Biblical Commands
The Bible commands both understanding and action:

Biblical Mandate for Understanding:

• 1 Peter 3:15: “Give a reason for your hope”—not just action
• Matthew 22:37: “Love God with all your mind”—intellectual engagement
• Proverbs 4:7: “The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom”—prioritizes understanding
• Hosea 4:6: “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge”—warns against anti-intellectualism

Biblical Mandate for Action:

• James 1:22: “Be doers of the word, not hearers only”
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• Matthew 28:19: “Go and make disciples”

The Biblical Balance:

Understanding→ Right Action

Not: Action instead of Understanding

12.4.4 Apologetic Failure: Abandons 1 Peter 3:15
The Pragmatic Dodge explicitly violates the apologetic mandate:

“Always be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in you.” (1 Peter 3:15)

When apologists say:

• “Stop asking questions and start believing”
• “Just have faith”
• “The answer is obedience, not logic”

They are refusing to give reasons—directly violating the biblical command.

The irony: Apologists claim biblical authority while disobeying the Bible’s explicit instruction about
how to defend the faith.

12.5 Symbolic Logic: The Question-Begging Structure

12.5.1 Formalizing the Pragmatic Dodge

Let:

• C = Christianity’s truth claims
• Q = Question about C (“Is C true? Is C just?”)
• A= Action prescribed by C (“Evangelize”)

The Pragmatic Dodge:

(1) Questioner asks: Q(C) (“Is Christianity true/just?”)

(2) Apologist responds: A(C) (“Do what Christianity commands”)

(3) Implicit premise: C is true (Hidden assumption)

(4) Problem: Line (3) assumes what line (1) questions

The circularity:

If C is true→ A(C) is appropriate

But Q(C) asks whether C is true

↭ Responding with A(C) begs the question
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Example:

• Q: “Is Christianity true?”
• A: “Go evangelize Christianity”
• This assumes Christianity is true—the very thing being questioned

12.5.2 Pascal’s Wager Formalized

Pascal’s Wager Structure:

Christianity True Christianity False
Believe +∞ (heaven) ∈ω (minor loss)

Don’t Believe ∈∞ (hell) +ω (minor gain)

Expected Utility Calculation:

Let P(C) = probability Christianity is true.

EU(Believe) = P(C) · (+∞) + (1∈ P(C)) · (∈ω)
EU(Don’t Believe) = P(C) · (∈∞) + (1∈ P(C)) · (+ω)

For any P(C)> 0:
EU(Believe)> EU(Don’t Believe)

Therefore: Rational to believe (according to Pascal).

Why This Fails for Miriam:

Problem 1: Many Gods Problem

• Let P(C) = prob. Christianity true
• Let P(I) = prob. Islam true
• Let P(H) = prob. Hinduism true
• ...etc.

Each offers infinite reward/punishment:

EU(Believe C) = P(C) · (+∞) + P(I) · (∈∞) + · · ·
EU(Believe I) = P(I) · (+∞) + P(C) · (∈∞) + · · ·

Result:∞∈∞ (indeterminate)

The wager cannot discriminate between competing infinite-stakes claims.

Problem 2: Belief is Not Volitional

Even if the wager logic worked, Miriam cannot simply choose to believe C . Belief requires:
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• Cognitive conviction (not present for Miriam)
• Involuntary acceptance (belief is not subject to will)

Problem 3: God Knows

If Miriam pretends to believe Christianity for pragmatic reasons, an omniscient God would know
she does not genuinely believe. The wager fails to produce what it aims to produce: genuine belief.

12.6 Good Reconstruction: Integrating Theory and Practice
Here’s what a non-pragmatic response would look like:

12.6.1 The Integrated Apologist
Hypothetical Apologist: “You’ve asked a challenging theoretical question about divine
justice and epistemic responsibility. Rather than dismissing your question as ’theorizing’
or telling you to ’just believe,’ let me engage it directly.

Why I will not use the Pragmatic Dodge:

1. 1 Peter 3:15 commands giving reasons—not substituting action for argument
2. Right action depends on right belief—I cannot effectively evangelize what I don’t

understand
3. Questions are not opposed to faith—they strengthen faith when answered honestly

My honest response to your question:

I do not have a fully satisfying answer to how God can justly judge Miriam’s non-culpable
uncertainty. Here’s what I can say:

• I trust God is just (this is faith)
• I do not fully understand how His justice works in Miriam’s case (this is intellectual

humility)
• I will continue investigating this question while also living out my faith (this integrates

theory and practice)

Why this is better than the Pragmatic Dodge:

Theory and practice are not enemies—they are partners. Your question helps me think
more carefully, which will make me a better evangelist, not a worse one.”

Why this works:

• Refuses the Pragmatic Dodge explicitly
• Acknowledges difficulty without evading
• Maintains both intellectual and practical commitments
• Models epistemic humility

12.6.2 The Pascal Corrector
“You mention Pascal’s Wager. While I appreciate Pascal’s work, I need to be honest about
the wager’s limitations:

What the Wager can do:
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• Suggest that if there is one true religion with infinite stakes, it is worth investigating
• Motivate taking religious claims seriously

What the Wager cannot do:

• Tell you which religion to believe (Islam offers the same wager)
• Create genuine belief (belief is not volitional)
• Replace evidence-based reasoning with cost-benefit analysis

For Miriam specifically:

Pascal’s Wager does not help her because:

1. She faces competing wagers (Christianity vs. Islam)
2. She cannot choose to believe either simply to maximize utility
3. God would see through pragmatic pretense

What she needs:

Not a wager, but:

• Evidence to help resolve ambiguity
• Epistemic patience as she investigates
• Trust that a just God will not condemn honest seeking

I will not use the wager as a dodge. Her question about truth and justice deserves a
substantive answer.”

Why this works:

• Acknowledges Pascal’s contribution without misusing it
• Explains wager’s limitations honestly
• Shows why it fails for Miriam’s case
• Offers better approach (evidence, patience, trust)

12.7 Connection to Other Patterns
The Pragmatic Dodge often appears as a last resort after other patterns fail:

• Pattern 1 (Sovereignty Gambit): When sovereignty does not satisfy→ “Stop questioning and start
obeying”

• Pattern 8 (Appeal to Mystery): When mystery does not end inquiry→ “Stop theorizing and start
evangelizing”

• Pattern 9 (Deflection): Pragmatic Dodge is a form of deflection—changing from theory to practice
• Pattern 10 (Ad Hominem): Often combined: “You’re overthinking” (attack)+ “Just believe” (prag-

matic dodge)
• Pattern 11 (Moving Goalposts): When criteria keep shifting and fail→ “Forget criteria, just act”

The Pragmatic Dodge is the ultimate conversation-ender. When all arguments fail, all deflections
are exhausted, and all goalposts have moved too many times—the apologist pivots to action as if that
resolves the intellectual challenge.
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It does not. It only signals intellectual surrender disguised as spiritual urgency.

12.8 Conclusion: The Flight from Reason

The Pragmatic Dodge is not pragmatic—it is a flight from reason masquerading as practical wisdom.

When apologists say:

• “Stop theorizing and start evangelizing”
• “Just believe”
• “Take Pascal’s Wager”
• “You’re overthinking”

They are confessing something important:

“I cannot answer your question. I cannot defend the theology intellectually. So I will
change the subject to action, hoping you mistake urgency for resolution.”

But Miriam is not asking about what to do—she is asking about what is true. And you cannot
determine what to do without knowing what is true.

The Pragmatic Dodge creates a false opposition:

• Theory: Portrayed as paralysis, intellectualism, lack of faith
• Practice: Portrayed as action, faithfulness, obedience

But this is a caricature. True faith integrates:

• Understanding (what is true)
• Commitment (trust and obedience)
• Action (living consistently with belief)

Divorcing theory from practice does not strengthen faith—it creates blind faith, which is:

• Not biblical (the Bible commands giving reasons)
• Not admirable (uncritical belief is not a virtue)
• Not effective (evangelism without understanding repels seekers)

If Christianity is true, it can withstand theoretical scrutiny. Questions are not threats—they are
opportunities to deepen understanding.

The apologists who dodge Phil’s questions with pragmatic imperatives reveal their own intellectual
insecurity. If they were confident in their theology, they would engage his questions directly.

Instead, they flee to action—not because action is more important, but because argument has failed.

And that flight tells Miriam everything she needs to know:

“When Christians cannot defend their beliefs intellectually, they demand I stop thinking
and start obeying. This is not the response of confident truth-tellers. This is the response
of people who know, at some level, that their position cannot survive scrutiny.”
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If God is the author of reason (Logos), He does not demand we abandon it.

If Christianity is true, it does not need pragmatic dodges to survive.

And if apologists must resort to “just believe” when reasoning fails, perhaps the problem is not with
the reasoning—but with what it has revealed.

End of Part II: The Twelve Patterns
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When Apologetics Becomes Anti-Apologetics

The Paradox

I began this book with disappointment—the disappointment of watching Christians fumble the defense
of their own faith. But as I analyzed the sixty-four responses to the Miriam scenario, a more troubling
pattern emerged:

Bad apologetics doesn’t just fail to defend Christianity. It actively undermines it.

This is the ironic conclusion your own thread demonstrates. The apologists who rushed to Chris-
tianity’s defense ended up providing the skeptic with better ammunition than any atheist philosopher
could manufacture.

Let me show you what I mean.

The Evidential Gift to Skeptics

What Skeptics Cannot Prove

As an agnostic, I cannot prove to full certainty:

• That God does not exist
• That the resurrection did not occur
• That Christianity is false
• That Christian truth claims lack all evidential support

These are negative existential claims—notoriously difficult to establish. The burden of proof lies
with the positive claimant. I can remain agnostic simply by noting: insufficient evidence has been
presented.

What You Proved For Them

But the Miriam thread gave skeptics something far more valuable than negative claims.

You demonstrated that:

• Christianity’s defenders routinely commit logical fallacies
• Christianity’s defenders cannot answer straightforward questions coherently
• Christianity’s defenders abandon their own standards when convenient
• Christianity’s defenders misrepresent their own theology

This is not evidence that Christianity is false. But it is evidence that Christianity’s defenders are
epistemically unreliable.
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And epistemic unreliability is contagious. If the messengers are incompetent, observers doubt the
message.

The Theological Self-Contradiction
Here is the deepest irony: Your apologetics contradicts your own theology.

What Christianity Claims

According to Christian doctrine:

• God is Logos (John 1:1)—rationality is divine
• God is Truth (John 14:6)—coherence is essential to God’s nature
• God is Just (Deuteronomy 32:4)—fairness is not optional
• Believers should give reasons (1 Peter 3:15)—not just assertions

What Your Apologetics Demonstrates

But in practice, the thread shows:

• Logic is violated routinely—fallacies in 89% of responses
• Truth is equivocated—“justice” shifts meanings mid-argument
• Justice is abandoned—“God can do what He wants”
• Reasons are replaced with assertions—“The Bible says” as terminal response

The Implied Theology

If I were to construct a theology based solely on how Christians actually argue (not what they claim to
believe), it would be:

The Implicit Theology of Bad Apologetics

• God is not Logos—He is arbitrary power
• Truth is not coherent—it’s whatever maintains the position
• Justice is not fairness—it’s divine prerogative
• Faith is not reasonable—it’s belief despite evidence

This is not Christianity. This is a caricature that you created by defending Christianity badly.

The Irony of Competence

The Agnostic Defends Christianity Better

Throughout this book, I have:

• Identified what good Christian responses would look like (Stanley’s inclusivism)
• Shown how to defend divine justice coherently (proportional judgment)
• Demonstrated how to maintain orthodoxy while addressing hard questions (OT saints parallel)
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• Explained why certain arguments fail on Christian grounds

I have done this without believing Christianity is true.

Why? Because I respect the intellectual standards Christianity itself demands.

If God is Logos, His defense requires logic.
If God is Truth, His defense requires coherence.
If God is Just, His defense requires fairness.

I hold you to these standards because your theology demands them.

What This Reveals

If an agnostic must defend Christian intellectual standards against Christians, what does that reveal?

Option A: Christians have forgotten what Christianity teaches about truth, logic, and justice.

Option B: Christianity’s claims about truth, logic, and justice cannot survive contact with hard
questions.

I don’t know which is true. But the fact that I—a non-believer—have to remind Christians that God
is Logos should concern you deeply.
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What These Failures Reveal

The Reductio Delivered

We began with a reductio framework: Assume Christianity is true. What would we expect from its
defenders?

The answer: We would expect defenders who embody the character of the God they claim to serve—
rational (Logos), truthful (Truth), just (Justice).

What we observed: Defenders who routinely violated logic, equivocated on truth, and abandoned
justice when convenient.

This gap between expectation and observation demands explanation.

Two Possible Explanations

Explanation 1: Pedagogical Failure

Christianity’s grassroots defenders are poorly trained:

• They haven’t learned formal logic
• They haven’t studied epistemology
• They haven’t engaged theological tensions honestly
• They’ve memorized answers without understanding principles

If this is true: The crisis is fixable through better education.

Explanation 2: Theological Failure

Christianity’s doctrine itself creates these tensions:

• Sovereignty vs. justice cannot be reconciled
• Exclusivity vs. divine hiddenness cannot be reconciled
• Omniscience vs. free will cannot be reconciled
• Love vs. eternal conscious torment cannot be reconciled

If this is true: The crisis reveals deep problems in Christian theology itself.

Which Explanation Is Correct?

I genuinely don’t know. But here’s what I do know:

• Some apologists (Stanley) achieved coherence by modifying doctrine (inclusivism)
• Most apologists achieved neither coherence nor orthodoxy
• The worst responses came from those most committed to strict orthodoxy
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Pattern: The more rigidly orthodox, the more incoherent the response.

This suggests the problem may not be merely pedagogical.

What Seekers Should Learn

Don’t Conclude Christianity Is Obviously False

Bad defenses don’t prove the position is false. They prove the defenders are incompetent.

Christianity might still be true despite being defended badly.

Do Conclude Grassroots Apologetics Is Unreliable

If you’re investigating Christianity:

• Don’t trust random Christians on the internet
• Don’t trust popular apologetics books
• Don’t trust street preachers or YouTube videos

These sources are systematically unreliable.

Engage with the Best

If you want to understand Christianity’s strongest case:

• Read Plantinga on Reformed Epistemology
• Read Swinburne on evidential arguments
• Read Lewis on moral argument (with caution)
• Read serious academic theology, not pop apologetics

Judge Christianity by its best defenders, not its worst.
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A Challenge to Instructors

To Those Who Train Defenders

This book has documented systematic failure in Christian apologetics. But apologists are not entirely
to blame. Many are sincere believers doing their best with the tools they’ve been given.

The question is: Who gave them these tools?

This final chapter is addressed to Christian apologetics instructors, seminary professors, campus
ministers, church leaders, and anyone who trains believers to defend the faith.

You are responsible for this crisis.

The Failure of Apologetics Education

What You’re Teaching

Based on the Miriam thread and similar exchanges across platforms, most apologetics training consists
of:

Memorized Responses

• “All have sinned” (Romans 3:23)
• “No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6)
• “Always be ready to give a reason” (1 Peter 3:15)
• “Faith comes by hearing” (Romans 10:17)

Problem: These are proof-texts, not arguments. Students learn what to say, not how to think.

Canned Arguments

• The Kalam Cosmological Argument
• The Moral Argument
• Historical evidence for the resurrection
• Fulfilled prophecy

Problem: Students learn arguments for generic theism or historical Jesus, but not how to address
challenges to core soteriological doctrines.

215



216 Part D: The Uncomfortable Conclusion

Defensive Tactics

• “That’s taken out of context”
• “You’re misunderstanding Christianity”
• “God’s ways are higher than our ways”
• “The Bible says the heart is deceitful”

Problem: These are thought-terminators, not reasoning tools.

What You’re Not Teaching

[Insert content about missing curriculum elements]

What Needs to Change

[Insert proposed reforms]

The Choice Before You
You can:

Option 1: Dismiss this book as an atheist attack
Result: Nothing changes. The crisis continues.

Option 2: Rationalize the failures as isolated incidents
Result: You miss the pattern. The crisis continues.

Option 3: Take the critique seriously and reform
Result: Christianity gets better defenders—or you discover it can’t be defended.

Either outcome serves truth.

My Hope

I hope you choose Option 3.

Not because I want Christianity to succeed or fail, but because I want the truth to win—whatever
that truth turns out to be.

If Christianity is true, it deserves better than what I documented in the Miriam thread.

If Christianity is false, honest seekers deserve to discover that through sound reasoning, not through
witnessing believers commit fallacies.

Either way, you owe it better arguments.

Conclusion

The disappointed coach has delivered his assessment.

The playbook (Christian theology) is sophisticated.
The players (Christian apologists) are sincere.
But the fundamentals (logic, epistemology, honesty) have not been taught.
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Coaches: It’s time to do your job.

Train your defenders in reasoning, not just rhetoric.
Teach them to think, not just to recite.
Prepare them for hard questions, not just soft ones.
Reward honesty, not just certainty.

Do this, and Christianity might regain its intellectual credibility.

Ignore this, and the crisis will deepen.

The choice is yours.

End of Part III: The Ironic Conclusion
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Appendix A: The Complete Rubric

The 10-Dimension Framework

Note on Terminology

This book references both "10 dimensions" and "18 dimensions" in different contexts. The **core as-
sessment framework uses 10 dimensions**, with 4 weighted 2! to yield 90 total possible points. The
"18 dimensions" reference appears in conceptual discussions of what comprehensive apologetic eval-
uation might include. The operational rubric documented here is the **10-dimension framework**
actually used to assess the 64 responses in the Miriam thread.

Scoring System

Each dimension is scored 0–5:

• 5: Excellent—exemplifies best practice
• 4: Good—minor issues only
• 3: Adequate—functional but improvable
• 2: Poor—significant problems
• 1: Very Poor—fundamental failures
• 0: Absent or antithetical to the dimension

Weighting

Four dimensions are weighted 2! due to their centrality to apologetic competence:

• Reason-Giving (core biblical mandate: 1 Peter 3:15)
• Epistemic Precision (truth matters absolutely)
• Direct Engagement (intellectual honesty in conversation)
• Assumption Auditing (identifying hidden premises)

Total possible: 90 points

Calculation: (6 dimensions ! 5 points) + (4 weighted dimensions ! 5 points ! 2) = 30 + 40 =
70...

[Note: The actual calculation yields 70 base points from 10 dimensions at 5 each, with 4 dimensions
getting an additional 5 points from the 2! weighting, totaling 90 points.]
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Grading Scale

The Ten Dimensions: Complete Criteria

Dimension 1: Reason-Giving (Weight: 2!)
Definition: Quality of arguments, evidence, and justification provided for claims made.

Biblical Basis: 1 Peter 3:15 (“Always be prepared to give a reason for the hope that you have”)

Theological Grounding: God as Logos (John 1:1)—reason is divine

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Provides clear, structured arguments with explicit premises and conclusions
• Supports claims with biblical exegesis, philosophical reasoning, or empirical evidence
• Explains why conclusions follow from premises (doesn’t just assert)
• Anticipates and addresses potential objections
• Shows awareness of argument structure and logical validity

3 Points (Adequate):

• Provides some reasoning but with noticeable gaps
• Citations or evidence present but underdeveloped
• Logical structure visible but premises not fully defended
• Some explanation of reasoning, though incomplete

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Bare assertions without supporting reasoning
• Proof-texting Scripture without exegesis or application
• “Because the Bible says so” as terminal response
• No attempt to explain why claims should be accepted

0 Points (Absent):

• No reasons given at all
• Pure proclamation with zero justification
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Thread Examples

• 5 points: Stanley’s Old Testament saints parallel with developed exegesis showing how God saved
pre-Christian seekers

• 3 points: Appeals to Romans 1–2 without fully explaining application to Miriam’s specific situation
• 1 point: “She’s culpable because Romans 1:20 says all are without excuse” (assertion without

reasoning)

Dimension 2: Gentleness & Respect (Weight: 1!)

Definition: Tone, language, and treatment of the questioner.

Biblical Basis: 1 Peter 3:15 (“with gentleness and respect”)

Theological Grounding: Fruit of the Spirit includes gentleness (Galatians 5:22–23)

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Respectful language throughout
• Assumes good faith from questioner
• No personal attacks or motive-questioning
• Charitable interpretation of questions
• Maintains composure even when challenged

3 Points (Adequate):

• Generally respectful but occasional edge to tone
• Minor instances of assumption about questioner’s motives
• Some defensiveness but recovers

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Condescending or dismissive language
• Questions questioner’s sincerity or intelligence
• Hostile or defensive tone throughout
• Personal attacks (“You’re a fool,” “You just want to sin”)

0 Points (Absent):

• Overtly hostile or abusive
• Violates basic standards of civil discourse

Thread Examples

• 5 points: “I don’t know the answer, but I trust God’s justice is better than my understanding”
• 3 points: “You’re asking good questions, though I think you’re missing something important...”
• 1 point: “You’re clearly trying to figure this out with your natural mind, and it’s a dead-end road”
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Dimension 3: Logical Validity (Weight: 1!)

Definition: Arguments follow valid logical structure (conclusions follow from premises).

Theological Basis: God as Logos—logical coherence reflects divine nature

Epistemic Basis: Invalid arguments cannot establish truth

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• All arguments are formally valid
• No logical fallacies present
• Distinguishes correlation from causation
• Avoids circular reasoning, false dilemmas, non-sequiturs
• Shows awareness of logical structure

3 Points (Adequate):

• Most arguments valid
• Minor logical missteps that don’t undermine main point
• Some fallacies but not central to argument

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Multiple clear fallacies (circular reasoning, false dilemmas, equivocation)
• Conclusions don’t follow from premises
• Confuses categories (epistemic vs. moral states)

0 Points (Absent):

• No logical structure whatsoever
• Completely incoherent reasoning

Common Fallacies in Thread

• Circular reasoning: Using biblical authority to prove biblical authority
• False dilemma: “Either believe or rebel” (ignoring “uncertain”)
• Equivocation: Shifting meaning of “justice” mid-argument
• Special pleading: Exempting Christianity from evidential standards
• Category error: Treating uncertainty (epistemic) as rebellion (moral)

Dimension 4: Clarity (Weight: 1!)

Definition: Response is comprehensible, well-organized, and unambiguous.

Practical Basis: Communication requires clarity

Biblical Basis: “Let your ’yes’ be ’yes’ and your ’no’ be ’no”’ (James 5:12)
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Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Position stated clearly and directly
• Well-organized structure (premise → reasoning → conclusion)
• Technical terms defined when used
• No ambiguity about what’s being claimed
• Reader can summarize position accurately after one reading

3 Points (Adequate):

• Generally clear but some ambiguous statements
• Organization mostly coherent
• Main position discernible though may require re-reading

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Vague, meandering, or disorganized
• Unclear what position is actually being defended
• Jargon used without definition
• Reader cannot confidently state what was argued

0 Points (Absent):

• Completely incoherent
• No discernible position or argument

Thread Examples

• 5 points: “Miriam is saved because God judges by accessible light. Here’s the biblical support...”
• 3 points: “God weighs belief somehow... I’m not sure exactly but He’s just”
• 1 point: Rambling response mixing multiple unconnected theological claims

Dimension 5: Epistemic Precision (Weight: 2!)

Definition: Careful distinction between knowledge states and degrees of certainty.

Theological Basis: Truth matters absolutely (John 8:32, 14:6)

Epistemic Basis: Conflating epistemic categories leads to error

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Distinguishes knowledge, belief, and credence
• Recognizes degrees of certainty (not just binary believe/disbelieve)
• Identifies burden of proof correctly
• Distinguishes “cannot prove false” from “have evidence it’s true”
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• Recognizes difference between logical possibility and probability

3 Points (Adequate):

• Generally careful with epistemic claims
• Occasional imprecision but not systematic
• Distinguishes some key concepts

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Treats belief as binary (either believe fully or disbelieve)
• Confuses absence of disproof with positive evidence
• “You can’t prove it’s not true” used as argument
• No awareness of credence or probability

0 Points (Absent):

• Complete epistemic confusion
• No meaningful distinctions made

Key Distinctions

• Possibility vs. probability: Something can be possible without being probable
• Logical possibility vs. epistemic accessibility: Some things are logically possible but unknowable
• Justified belief vs. true belief: Justification and truth can come apart
• Proportional belief vs. all-or-nothing: Credence should match evidence strength

Dimension 6: Direct Engagement (Weight: 2!)

Definition: Answering the actual question asked without evasion or deflection.

Practical Basis: Intellectual honesty and conversational integrity

Biblical Basis: Implied by command to give reasons (not to evade)

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Directly answers the specific question posed
• No evasion, deflection, or subject-changing
• If answer is “I don’t know,” says so explicitly before adding context
• Follows up with relevant additional information after answering

3 Points (Adequate):

• Answers a related but slightly different question
• Partial answer to actual question
• Eventually addresses question after some digression

1 Point (Very Poor):
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• Changes subject entirely
• Substitutes easier question for the one asked
• Never actually addresses the query
• “God works in mysterious ways” offered as answer (pure evasion)

0 Points (Absent):

• Refuses to engage
• Dismisses question as illegitimate

Thread Example

Question: “Is Miriam safe or damned at 45/45/10 credence?”

• 5 points: “Saved—God judges by available light, and she has insufficient light for certainty”
• 3 points: “God is merciful to those who seek Him” (related but vague on her specific fate)
• 1 point: “Why are you defending Islam?” (complete deflection)

Dimension 7: Principled Reasoning (Weight: 1!)

Definition: Articulating general principles and applying them consistently to specific cases.

Theological Basis: God is not arbitrary (James 1:17)

Logical Basis: Consistency requires applying same principles across similar cases

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Articulates clear, general principle
• Applies principle consistently to the specific case
• Shows explicitly how principle resolves the question
• Acknowledges when principles conflict and explains how to adjudicate

3 Points (Adequate):

• Gestures at principle but doesn’t fully develop it
• Applies principle but with some gaps in reasoning
• Some minor inconsistency in application

1 Point (Very Poor):

• No articulated principle—just ad hoc judgment
• Different standards applied to different cases without explanation
• Contradictory principles offered across different responses

0 Points (Absent):

• Pure assertion with no reasoning structure
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Good Principles from Thread

• “God judges by accessible light”
• “Proportional judgment based on capacity and opportunity”
• “Heart orientation matters more than intellectual certainty”

Common Problem

Articulating a principle but then failing to apply it to Miriam’s specific situation.

Dimension 8: Theological Literacy (Weight: 1!)

Definition: Accurate understanding and representation of Christian doctrine and Scripture.

Practical Basis: Competence in one’s own tradition is prerequisite for defending it

Theological Basis: Handling Scripture accurately (2 Timothy 2:15)

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Demonstrates sophisticated doctrinal understanding
• Cites Scripture in proper context
• Aware of theological diversity within Christianity (exclusivism/inclusivism/pluralism)
• Explains technical terms accurately
• Distinguishes between essential and disputed doctrines

3 Points (Adequate):

• Basic theological literacy
• Some proof-texting but generally accurate
• Aware of major doctrines
• Occasional conflation of distinct concepts

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Misuses Scripture (out of context)
• Conflates distinct doctrines
• Unaware that multiple theological options exist
• Treats one interpretation as the only possibility

0 Points (Absent):

• Fundamental misunderstanding of basic Christian teaching

Common Thread Issues

• Conflating justification and sanctification
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• Misapplying John 3:19 (“loved darkness”) to Miriam’s uncertainty
• Unawareness that inclusivism exists as a legitimate Christian position
• Proof-texting verses without attending to context

Dimension 9: Assumption Auditing (Weight: 2!)
Definition: Identifying and defending unstated assumptions rather than treating them as obvious.

Epistemic Basis: Intellectual honesty requires acknowledging premises

Logical Basis: Arguments rest on assumptions—unexamined assumptions undermine reasoning

Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Explicitly identifies key assumptions in own argument
• Defends controversial assumptions rather than assuming agreement
• Acknowledges where assumptions may differ from questioner’s
• Clearly distinguishes assumptions from conclusions

3 Points (Adequate):

• Shows some awareness of own assumptions
• Defends major assumptions but leaves some unexamined
• Occasional unacknowledged premises

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Treats assumptions as self-evident (“everyone knows...”)
• Question-begging (assumes what needs to be proven)
• Unaware that key claims are assumptions rather than established facts

0 Points (Absent):

• Complete lack of self-awareness about assumptions

Hidden Assumptions Common in Thread

• “All uncertainty is willful rebellion” (conflates epistemic and moral states)
• “If evidence exists, everyone has equal access to it”
• “Sincere seekers always reach certainty eventually”
• “God’s knowledge of someone’s sincerity guarantees just response”
• “Biblical authority is self-evident and needs no external justification”

Dimension 10: Moral Coherence (Weight: 1!)
Definition: Defending divine justice coherently rather than abandoning or equivocating on it.

Theological Basis: God is just (Deuteronomy 32:4)

Apologetic Necessity: If God’s justice is indefensible, Christianity loses credibility
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Scoring Criteria

5 Points (Excellent):

• Explains how the outcome is just (not just that it is)
• Applies consistent understanding of justice across cases
• Addresses moral intuitions without dismissing them
• Shows proportionality between culpability and punishment
• Maintains that God meets His own stated standards

3 Points (Adequate):

• Asserts outcome is just
• Gestures at explanation without fully developing it
• Some appeal to mystery but attempts justification

1 Point (Very Poor):

• Abandons justice (“God can do whatever He wants”)
• Equivocates on “justice” (shifts definition from fair to sovereign)
• Dismisses moral intuition entirely (“Who are you to question God?”)
• Sovereignty substituted for justice without explanation

0 Points (Absent):

• Explicitly denies that God must be just
• Rejects the category of justice as applicable to God

The Core Challenge

How can damning Miriam for non-culpable uncertainty be just?

Good Answers:

• She’s not damned (inclusivist position)
• Her uncertainty is actually culpable (with defense of this claim)
• God provides clarity before death (with mechanism explained)
• Proportional judgment based on light received

Bad Answers:

• Sovereignty equals justice (conflation)
• “We can’t understand God’s justice” (abandonment)
• “All deserve hell anyway” (deflection from the specific question)
• Appeals to mystery without any attempt at explanation
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Using the Rubric for Self-Assessment

Step 1: Record a Response
Choose a challenging theological question (ideally one you find personally difficult). Write or record
your answer as if responding to a real person.

Step 2: Grade Yourself Honestly
For each dimension:

1. Read the scoring criteria carefully
2. Identify which score (0–5) best matches your response
3. Write specific evidence from your response supporting that score
4. Be brutally honest—self-deception defeats the purpose

Step 3: Calculate Total Score
• Dimensions 1, 5, 6, 9 (weighted 2!): Multiply score by 2
• Dimensions 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 10 (standard weight): Count as scored
• Sum all weighted scores for your composite score out of 90

Step 4: Interpret Results
• 81–90 (A): Excellent—you’re in the top 5% of apologists analyzed
• 72–80 (B): Good—a few areas to strengthen, but fundamentally sound
• 63–71 (C): Adequate—functional but needs significant improvement
• 54–62 (D): Poor—major problems in multiple areas
• 0–53 (F): Failing—fundamental rethinking of approach needed

Step 5: Identify Growth Areas
Which dimensions scored lowest? These reveal your specific weaknesses:

• Low on Logical Validity? Study formal logic and common fallacies
• Low on Gentleness? Practice charitable interpretation and respectful engagement
• Low on Direct Engagement? Stop deflecting—face hard questions directly
• Low on Moral Coherence? Wrestle seriously with theodicy and divine justice
• Low on Epistemic Precision? Learn about degrees of belief and epistemology
• Low on Assumption Auditing? Practice identifying hidden premises in arguments

Rubric FAQs

“Which AI was used to assess the content based on this rubric?”
In this case, Gemini 2.5. The actual prompt is found in Appendix C. That prompt or a variation of
that prompt will likely work in nearly every mainstream LLM. The greater number of diverse AIs that
are used on a given content thread, the more objective the assessments.
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“Isn’t This Standard Too Demanding?”

No. These standards flow directly from:

• Christian theology itself: God as Logos (logic), Truth, and Justice
• Biblical commands: 1 Peter 3:15 explicitly requires giving reasons with gentleness
• Basic intellectual honesty: Any claim to truth must meet standards of coherent reasoning

If you claim to defend truth itself, you must meet truth’s standards. Lower standards would be
dishonest.

“Can Anyone Actually Score 90?”

Yes. While no one scored 90 in the Miriam thread, one respondent (Stanley) scored 82—demonstrating
that excellence is achievable. It requires:

• Theological sophistication (knowing your tradition deeply)
• Logical training (understanding valid argumentation)
• Epistemic precision (careful with knowledge claims)
• Moral honesty (wrestling with justice seriously)
• Intellectual humility (saying “I don’t know” when appropriate)

It’s rare, but not impossible. The existence of high scorers proves these standards are achievable,
not utopian.

“What If I Disagree with the Rubric?”

The rubric is, of course, subjective to some degree. A good way to test it is to plug in the same
interactions into different LLMs along with a prompt outlining the rubric. You might ask yourself
these questions to assess whether the rubric is a legitimate measure of coherent apologetics:

1. Should Christians give reasons for their beliefs? (1 Peter 3:15)
2. Should those reasons be logically valid? (God is Logos)
3. Should those reasons be true? (God is Truth)
4. Should they defend God’s justice? (God is Just)
5. Should they be given with respect and gentleness? (1 Peter 3:15)

If you answer “yes” to all five, you agree with the rubric’s foundation—you may simply dislike seeing
how current apologetics measures against it.

“What About the Holy Spirit’s Role?”

The Holy Spirit works through means, not magic:

• The Spirit can illuminate minds through good arguments
• The Spirit works alongside intellectual preparation, not instead of it
• Paul reasoned in synagogues (Acts 17:2)—the Spirit didn’t exempt him from giving reasons
• “Always be prepared” (1 Peter 3:15) implies study and training, not passive waiting

Appealing to the Spirit while offering poor arguments is presumption, not faith.
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Scoring Summary Sheet

* Adjust weights as needed.

Letter Grade:

Areas for Improvement:

Specific Action Steps:
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Appendix B: Selected Response Assessments

Introduction
This appendix examines representative responses across the scoring spectrum to identify patterns of
success and failure. The analysis reveals not merely individual performance variations but systematic
differences in approach, reasoning, and theological coherence.

The responses cluster into three distinct tiers, each characterized by specific strengths and weak-
nesses that emerge from the eighteen-dimensional rubric analysis.

High-Scoring Responses (A- to A: 90%+)

Characteristics of Excellence
The highest-scoring responses share five critical features:

1. Direct engagement: They answer the question asked without evasion
2. Principled reasoning: They articulate clear principles and apply them consistently
3. Theological modification: They recognize that maintaining strict exclusivism while defending

justice requires doctrinal adjustment
4. Epistemic precision: They distinguish between credence, commitment, evidence, and certainty
5. Logical rigor: Their arguments are formally valid and avoid informal fallacies

The Inclusivist Solution (A-: 91%)
The highest-scoring respondent achieved excellence by abandoning strict exclusivism in favor of the-
ological inclusivism. Key elements:

Core Position: God judges based on heart orientation toward truth, not specific doctrinal conclu-
sions reached under epistemic uncertainty.

Biblical Framework: Appeals to Luke 12:48 (proportional accountability), Acts 17:27 (God re-
wards seeking), and Romans 2:14-16 (conscience as valid moral guide).

Application to Miriam:

“If Miriam’s 45/45/10 credence reflects proportional belief given her evidence, and if her
heart remains genuinely open to truth, then God’s justice requires He judge her based
on what she could know, not what she couldn’t. Her uncertainty is evidence of epistemic
virtue, not vice.”

Why This Succeeds:
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• Directly answers: Miriam is safe (or at least, not condemned for her uncertainty alone)
• Provides reason: Condemning proportional belief violates divine justice
• Maintains biblical fidelity: Cites relevant passages and applies them specifically
• Avoids fallacies: No special pleading, no equivocation on “justice”
• Shows theological courage: Modifies traditional position to maintain coherence

Rubric Breakdown:

• Reason-Giving: A (95%) — Clear, developed, textually grounded
• Direct Engagement: A (95%) — Explicit answer with full justification
• Epistemic Precision: A- (92%) — Distinguished credence from commitment
• Logical Validity: A (94%) — No formal fallacies detected
• Moral Coherence: A- (90%) — Justice principle consistently applied

The Post-Mortem Conversion Position (B+: 87%)

Another strong response proposed that sincere seekers receive post-mortem clarification before final
judgment.

Core Argument:

“God’s justice cannot condemn someone for uncertainty they couldn’t resolve. Therefore,
those who die in Miriam’s epistemic state receive sufficient post-mortem revelation to make
an informed decision. The 45/45/10 state is not the final state.”

Strengths:

• Recognizes the justice problem explicitly
• Offers a specific theological mechanism (post-mortem conversion)
• Maintains scriptural commitment while adjusting doctrine
• Avoids condemning Miriam for honest uncertainty

Limitations:

• Limited biblical support for post-mortem conversion (Hebrews 9:27 appears contradictory)
• Raises questions about the purpose of earthly evangelism
• Doesn’t fully address why evidence isn’t clearer before death

Why It Still Scores High: Despite theological questions, this response demonstrates intellectual
honesty by recognizing the problem and proposing a solution rather than evading the issue.

Common Threads in Excellence

High-scoring responses uniformly demonstrate:

1. Epistemic humility: Willingness to say “traditional formulations may need adjustment”
2. Logical accountability: Arguments that can be formalized and tested
3. Moral seriousness: Treating divine justice as a real constraint, not merely a description
4. Direct answering: Committing to a position rather than deferring to mystery
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The critical insight: High scores correlate with theological flexibility. Maintaining strict exclu-
sivism (only explicit Christians are saved) while defending coherence proved impossible within the
rubric’s constraints.

Low-Scoring Responses (D to F: Below 70%)

The Anatomy of Failure

Low-scoring responses exhibit systematic patterns of error across multiple dimensions. These are not
isolated mistakes but interconnected failures of reasoning, engagement, and theological coherence.

The Ad Hominem Attacker (F: 42%)

Response Pattern:

“This is a stupid question. You’re clearly just an atheist trying to make Christians look bad.
You don’t actually care about truth—you just want to tear down faith. If you were sincere,
you’d already believe.”

Rubric Devastation:

• Gentleness: F (35%) — Hostile, dismissive, accusatory
• Direct Engagement: F (25%) — Never addresses the question
• Reason-Giving: F (30%) — No reasoning provided, only attacks
• Informal Fallacies: F (20%) — Multiple ad hominem attacks
• Epistemic Precision: F (40%) — Treats sincerity as binary, ignores uncertainty

Why This Fails:

1. Violates 1 Peter 3:15: “with gentleness and respect”
2. Commits genetic fallacy: Dismisses question based on perceived motive
3. Special pleading: Assumes sincerity = belief without justification
4. Provides no defense: Christianity’s credibility is harmed, not helped

The Tragedy: This response type was common, appearing in approximately 15% of all responses.
It represents catastrophic failure in apologetics—worse than providing no response at all.

The Scripture-Spammer (D-: 63%)

Response Pattern:

“John 14:6 - Jesus said ’I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father
except through me.’ Romans 10:9 - ’If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’ Acts 4:12 -
’There is salvation in no one else.’ That’s your answer.”

What’s Missing:

• No application: How do these verses apply to 45/45/10 credence?
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• No reasoning: Why does citing these texts answer the question?
• No engagement: What specifically happens to Miriam?
• No bridge: How do these general statements resolve the specific dilemma?

Rubric Analysis:

• Reason-Giving: D (65%) — Verses cited but not developed
• Direct Engagement: F (50%) — Generic answer to specific question
• Principled Reasoning: D- (62%) — Principles stated but not applied
• Logical Validity: C- (72%) — Not invalid, but not fully developed
• Theological Literacy: B- (82%) — Knows relevant passages

The Core Error: Confusing relevant citation with complete argument. The verses are topically related
but don’t address the epistemic uncertainty Phil specified.

Why This Matters: This represents a widespread apologetics failure—treating Scripture as self-
interpreting oracle rather than as text requiring application and explanation.

The Mystery-Monger (D+: 68%)
Response Pattern:

“We can’t understand God’s ways. His thoughts are higher than our thoughts. It’s simply
not for us to judge how God handles these situations. We must trust His wisdom and
justice, which are beyond our comprehension. Trying to put God in a box with human
logic is itself a form of rebellion.”

Why This Fails:

1. Thought-termination: Uses mystery as first response, not last resort
2. Self-defeating: If God’s justice is incomprehensible, why claim it’s just?
3. Double standard: Mystery invoked for hard questions only
4. Apologetic suicide: Concedes inability to defend position

Rubric Impact:

• Direct Engagement: D (65%) — Refuses to answer through mystery appeal
• Reason-Giving: D+ (68%) — Cites God’s transcendence but doesn’t develop application
• Epistemic Precision: D (66%) — Treats “unknowable” as answer rather than problem
• Moral Coherence: D (67%) — Defers coherence question without defending it

The Irony: This response feels pious but functions as concession. It implicitly admits: “I cannot
defend this position rationally.”

The Red Herring Specialist (D: 65%)
Response Pattern:

“The real question is: why is Islam false? Let me show you the problems with Islamic tex-
tual transmission. The Qur’an has variant readings that Muslims try to hide. Muhammad
engaged in morally questionable acts. The earliest manuscripts show...”
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Analysis:

• Phil never claimed Islam is true
• Phil never asked about Islamic reliability
• The question was about epistemic justice, not Islamic falsity
• Even if Islam is false, that doesn’t answer whether condemning Miriam is just

Rubric Devastation:

• Direct Engagement: F (55%) — Answers a different question entirely
• Logical Validity: D (68%) — Commits red herring fallacy
• Assumption Auditing: D+ (68%) — Assumes refuting Islam answers the justice question

Why This Occurs: Apologetics training often emphasizes comparative religion (why Christianity is
superior) rather than internal coherence (whether Christian doctrine itself makes sense). When pressed
on internal issues, respondents deflect to external critique.

The “Heart Not Head” Equivocator (D+: 68%)

Response Pattern:

“The problem isn’t intellectual—it’s spiritual. Miriam’s uncertainty reveals a heart issue,
not a head issue. God judges the heart. If her heart truly sought God, she would find Him.
The fact that she hasn’t found certainty shows her heart isn’t fully open.”

The Equivocation:

1. Usage 1: “Heart” = volitional orientation, sincerity, genuine seeking
2. Usage 2: “Heart” = already-achieved belief, lack of uncertainty

The Sleight-of-Hand:

• Premise: Miriam lacks certainty (stipulated in scenario)
• Equation: Lack of certainty = lack of open heart (unjustified)
• Conclusion: Therefore Miriam’s heart isn’t open (non sequitur)

Why Fallacious: Phil stipulated Miriam is sincere. This response redefines “sincerity” to mean
“already believing,” which is circular.

Rubric Impact:

• Informal Fallacies: D+ (68%) — Equivocation on “heart”
• Epistemic Precision: D (66%) — Conflates seeking with finding
• Assumption Auditing: D (65%) — Sneaks in “uncertainty = insincerity” without defense

Common Threads in Failure

Low-scoring responses uniformly demonstrate:

1. Evasion over engagement: Avoid answering through various strategies
2. Fallacy accumulation: Multiple logical errors per response
3. Epistemic imprecision: Failure to distinguish credence, commitment, sincerity
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4. Rhetorical substitution: Replace argument with assertion, attack, or deflection
5. Apologetic harm: Actively damage Christianity’s credibility

The critical pattern: Low scores correlate with evasion tactics. Every strategy above represents
a way to avoid rather than answer the core question.

Medium-Range Responses (C to B: 70%–89%)

The Partial Success Zone

Mid-tier responses represent partial success: they demonstrate some apologetic competence but fail
in critical areas. These responses are pedagogically valuable because they show where competence
breaks down.

The Respectful Evader (C: 73.4%)

Representative Response (MI-WI-1):

“God’s intention, as stated clearly in John 3:17, was not to condemn but to save through
Christ. However, this salvific offer requires response. John 3:18-21 clarifies that condem-
nation comes not from God’s active judgment but from human rejection—from ‘loving
darkness rather than light.’ The issue isn’t intellectual uncertainty per se, but the heart’s
orientation. God alone knows whether Miriam’s uncertainty stems from genuine epistemic
limitation or from deeper resistance to truth.”

What Works:

• Gentleness: B+ (88%) — Respectful tone throughout
• Theological literacy: B- (82%) — Demonstrates knowledge of John 3, Romans 1-2
• Principled attempt: C+ (78%) — Articulates “heart orientation matters more than intellectual

certainty”
• Avoids hostility: Never attacks Phil’s motives or intelligence

What Fails:

• Direct engagement: D (65%) — Never actually answers “safe or damned?”
• Epistemic precision: D+ (68%) — Conflates “God knows sincerity” with “therefore outcome is

just”
• Application gap: Cites biblical themes but doesn’t apply them to 45/45/10 credence

The Critical Move:

“Only an omniscient God knows whether her uncertainty stems from genuine epistemic
limitation or from a deeper resistance to truth.”

Why This Is Evasive: Phil stipulated Miriam is sincere. The question assumes God’s omniscience.
The issue is: What does God DO with genuine uncertainty?

This response confuses:
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• Epistemology (God knows who is sincere)
• Ethics (Condemning sincerity is unjust)

The Gap: Knowing sincerity doesn’t automatically make any action toward that sincere person just.

Pedagogical Value: This response shows how someone can be theologically informed, tempera-
mentally gracious, yet still evade the central question. It represents sophisticated evasion.

The Faith-Bridge Proposer (B-: 82%)

Response Pattern:

“Faith isn’t certainty—it’s trust that goes beyond evidence. Abraham believed without
seeing the full picture. Miriam’s 45/45/10 credence might be insufficient for certainty,
but faith can bridge that gap. If she’s willing to commit despite uncertainty—to take the
‘leap of faith’—that demonstrates the kind of trust God honors.”

Strengths:

• Engagement: B- (80%) — Attempts to address uncertainty directly
• Principle: B (83%) — “Faith transcends certainty” is a clear principle
• Biblical support: B+ (85%) — Abraham, Hebrews 11 examples are relevant
• Avoids condemnation: Suggests pathway for Miriam

Weaknesses:

• Credence vs. commitment: C+ (77%) — Doesn’t clarify whether one can commit at 45% credence
• Voluntarism question: Can Miriam choose to have faith if her credence is 45/45/10?
• Symmetric problem: Could a Muslim make the same “leap of faith” argument? If yes, how does

this help adjudicate?

The Unresolved Tension:

If faith transcends evidence and can bridge uncertainty, then:

• Why isn’t evidence clearer?
• What distinguishes justified faith from unjustified faith?
• How does this avoid making salvation arbitrary (dependent on where one’s faith happens to land)?

Why Mid-Tier: This response demonstrates theological sophistication and makes a genuine attempt
to address uncertainty, but leaves critical questions unanswered. It’s incomplete rather than wrong.

The Proportional Accountability Advocate (B: 83%)

Response Pattern:

“Luke 12:48 says ‘From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded.’ God
judges based on what people could know, not just what they do know. Miriam, growing up
in a Muslim-majority context with limited Christian exposure, cannot be held to the same
standard as someone raised in a Christian environment with abundant resources. God’s
judgment is proportional to opportunity.”
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Strengths:

• Direct principle: B+ (85%) — Clear proportionality principle stated
• Scriptural grounding: B+ (86%) — Luke 12:48 is directly relevant
• Applies to Miriam: B (83%) — Specifically addresses her epistemic context
• Moral coherence: B+ (84%) — Principle of proportionality is defensible

Weaknesses:

• Doesn’t answer fully: B- (80%) — Proportional judgment to what outcome? Still safe or damned?
• Standard ambiguity: What counts as “sufficient” exposure?
• Systematic implications: Does this move toward universalism?

The Critical Question: If God judges proportionally, and Miriam has done her proportional best,
what’s the verdict?

Two Interpretations:

1. Weak proportionality: Punishment is less severe, but still occurs
2. Strong proportionality: Honest uncertainty under limited evidence = no condemnation

The response doesn’t clarify which interpretation it endorses.

Why Mid-Tier: This represents a genuinely helpful contribution—proportional accountability is a
legitimate theological principle that addresses the justice concern. But without clarifying the outcome
for Miriam specifically, it remains incomplete.

The Elect-Will-Find-Him Calvinist (B-: 81%)
Response Pattern:

“If Miriam is elect, God will ensure she believes before death. The Spirit’s work is irre-
sistible for the elect. Her current 45/45/10 state is either temporary (if elect) or permanent
(if not). In either case, God’s justice is maintained because salvation isn’t based on human
effort or intellectual achievement but on divine election.”

Strengths:

• Internal consistency: B+ (85%) — Calvinist framework consistently applied
• Theological coherence: B (83%) — Position is logically sound given premises
• Avoids cognitive luck: B+ (84%) — Salvation doesn’t depend on epistemic fortune
• Addresses uncertainty: B- (80%) — Explains why uncertainty exists

Weaknesses:

• Justice concern unresolved: C+ (76%) — Moves the problem to election itself
• Limited biblical defense: C (75%) — Calvinist reading is contested
• Pedagogical question: If God ensures belief for elect, why isn’t evidence clearer for all?

The Deeper Issue: This response solves the “uncertainty problem” but raises the “election problem.”
Is creating people predestined for damnation just? The response doesn’t address this.

Why Mid-Tier: Represents a coherent theological position that addresses some concerns while rais-
ing others. It’s internally consistent but externally questionable.
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The “God Preserves Evidence” Optimist (B: 83%)

Response Pattern:

“God ensures that truth-seekers find sufficient evidence before death. While Miriam is
currently at 45/45/10, if she genuinely seeks truth, God will provide the clarifying evi-
dence she needs. The fact that some die in uncertainty suggests either: (1) they weren’t
genuinely seeking, or (2) God provides post-mortem clarification for the sincere. Either
way, no sincere seeker is condemned for honest uncertainty.”

Strengths:

• Addresses justice: B+ (85%) — Explicitly claims sincere seekers aren’t condemned
• Provides mechanism: B (83%) — Either pre-death clarity or post-mortem conversion
• Maintains God’s character: B+ (84%) — Consistent with divine goodness and justice

Weaknesses:

• Empirical problem: B- (80%) — Many sincere seekers report dying uncertain
• Disjunction undefended: B- (79%) — Doesn’t explain which horn of dilemma is correct
• First-horn issues: C+ (76%) — “They weren’t sincere” is hard to defend empirically
• Second-horn issues: C+ (78%) — Post-mortem conversion lacks strong biblical support

The Problem: This response makes an empirical claim (“God provides clarity to seekers”) that
appears falsified by experience (many sincere seekers die uncertain). The fallback to post-mortem
conversion rescues the position but raises new questions.

Why Mid-Tier: Demonstrates theological sensitivity to the justice problem and proposes solutions,
but doesn’t fully defend either solution against obvious objections.

Common Threads in Mid-Tier Responses

Medium-scoring responses demonstrate:

1. Partial engagement: Address some aspects of the question but not others
2. Principled reasoning: Articulate relevant principles but don’t fully apply them
3. Theological awareness: Show knowledge of relevant doctrines and passages
4. Incomplete resolution: Solve some problems while leaving others unaddressed
5. Respectable competence: Demonstrate apologetic skill without achieving excellence

The critical pattern: Mid-tier responses show genuine effort but incomplete follow-through.
They get partway to a good answer but stop before fully resolving the issue.

Cross-Tier Analysis: What Separates Success from Failure

The Decisive Factors

Comparing across tiers reveals what distinguishes strong from weak apologetics:

© 2025 Phil Stilwell. All rights reserved.



244 Part E: Appendices

The Flexibility Gradient

A striking correlation emerges:

High scorers: Willing to modify traditional doctrine to maintain coherence
Mid-tier: Acknowledge tensions within traditional framework
Low scorers: Defend traditional position without acknowledging tensions

This suggests that intellectual honesty about theological tensions correlates strongly with apolo-
getic quality.

The Evasion Spectrum

Responses fall along a spectrum from direct to evasive:

1. Direct (A-tier): “Miriam is safe because condemning honest uncertainty would be unjust”
2. Qualified (B-tier): “Miriam is likely safe if she’s genuinely seeking, because...”
3. Conditional (C-tier): “If Miriam is sincere, God will judge appropriately”
4. Deferred (D-tier): “God knows the answer, and His ways are higher”
5. Hostile (F-tier): “This is a stupid question asked by someone who doesn’t want truth”

Each step down represents increased evasion and decreased apologetic value.

The Core Insight

The data reveal a fundamental apologetic dilemma:

Maintaining strict exclusivism (only explicit Christians are saved) while defending
divine justice against the “Miriam problem” requires either:

1. Modifying the exclusivism (high-scoring inclusivists)
2. Providing sophisticated qualifications (mid-tier responses)
3. Evading the question entirely (low-scoring responses)

No respondent achieved an A-range score while maintaining unmodified exclusivism. This is not
pedagogically coincidental—it reflects genuine theological tension.
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Pedagogical Implications for Apologetics Training

What Instructors Should Emphasize

Based on the performance patterns across tiers:

1. Direct engagement over evasion: Train students to answer the actual question, even if the answer
is uncomfortable

2. Principled reasoning: Require explicit principle articulation before application
3. Epistemic precision: Distinguish credence, commitment, evidence, certainty, sincerity
4. Fallacy awareness: Test every argument for informal fallacies before presenting
5. Internal coherence: Treat divine justice as a real constraint, not merely a description
6. Theological humility: Acknowledge when traditional formulations face coherence challenges
7. Gracious tone: Remember that hostility never strengthens an argument
8. Follow-through: Don’t stop at principle—apply it to the specific case

What Instructors Should Discourage

Based on low-scoring patterns:

1. Mystery as first resort rather than last
2. Scripture citation without application
3. Ad hominem attacks on questioner’s motives
4. Red herring deflections to comparative religion
5. Equivocation on key terms (“faith,” “heart,” “justice”)
6. Special pleading (different standards for Christianity vs. other religions)
7. Circular reasoning (“Bible is true because it says so”)
8. Hostility toward difficult questions

The Excellence Exemplar

Instructors should study the highest-scoring responses not as models to memorize but as examples of:

• How to identify when traditional positions face coherence problems
• How to modify positions responsibly while maintaining biblical fidelity
• How to articulate principles clearly before applying them
• How to engage difficult questions without evasion or hostility
• How to write arguments that can withstand logical scrutiny

Assessment Recommendation

Apologetics courses should include:

1. Pre-assessment: Present “Miriam scenario” before instruction to establish baseline
2. Instruction: Teach principles identified in high-scoring responses
3. Post-assessment: Re-present scenario to measure improvement
4. Peer review: Students grade each other using simplified rubric
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5. Revision requirement: Students must improve failing dimensions before course completion

This ensures that apologetics training produces competent defenders, not merely confident ones.

Conclusion: The Apologetics Quality Crisis

The assessment data reveal more than individual performance variations. They expose systematic
patterns that indicate either:

1. Widespread deficiencies in apologetics training, or
2. Genuine theological tensions that even well-trained apologists struggle to resolve

The fact that high scores correlate with doctrinal modification suggests the second interpretation
may be correct: certain traditional formulations face genuine coherence challenges that cannot be
resolved through better rhetoric alone.

This has profound implications:

For apologetics instructors: Excellence requires not merely teaching students to defend positions,
but teaching them to recognize when positions need refinement.

For individual apologists: Defending Christianity well may require more theological flexibility
than many realize.

For Christianity’s credibility: Low-quality apologetics harm the faith more than honest acknowl-
edgment of tensions would.

The path forward requires courage—the courage to engage difficult questions directly, to acknowl-
edge genuine tensions honestly, and to modify formulations when coherence demands it.

The highest-scoring respondents demonstrated this courage. They achieved excellence not by hav-
ing all the answers, but by refusing to evade the questions.
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Logical Fallacies Quick Reference

Purpose
This appendix provides concise definitions and examples of the most common fallacies in Christian
apologetics. Use it to:

• Identify fallacies in real-time
• Audit your own reasoning
• Teach others to spot errors

Formal Fallacies

Affirming the Consequent
Form:

• If P, then Q
• Q
• Therefore, P

Example:

• If Christianity is true, it would have historical evidence
• Christianity has historical evidence
• Therefore, Christianity is true

Why invalid: Many false religions have historical evidence. The evidence proves the consequent
but not uniquely.

Denying the Antecedent
Form:

• If P, then Q
• Not P
• Therefore, not Q

Example:

• If you believe in Jesus, you’ll be saved
• Miriam doesn’t (fully) believe in Jesus
• Therefore, Miriam won’t be saved

Why invalid: There may be other sufficient conditions for salvation.
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Equivocation

Definition: Using a term with different meanings in different parts of an argument.

Example:

• God is just (meaning: fair, proportional)
• Therefore, damning Miriam is just (meaning: God’s sovereign will)

Detection: Ask “Does this word mean the same thing in both uses?”

Informal Fallacies

Ad Hominem

Definition: Attacking the person rather than the argument.

Types:

1. Abusive: “You’re an idiot”
2. Circumstantial: “You’re only saying that because you’re an atheist”
3. Tu quoque: “You don’t follow your own advice”

Thread Example: “You’re just defending Islam” / “You don’t want to believe”

Why fallacious: The argument’s validity is independent of the arguer’s character or motives.

Straw Man

Definition: Misrepresenting an opponent’s position, then refuting the misrepresentation.

Thread Example:

• Phil asks: “Is condemning Miriam just?”
• Response: “Islam is false, so your defense of it fails”
• Phil never defended Islam

Detection: Steelman instead—represent opponent’s view in strongest form.

False Dichotomy (False Binary)

Definition: Presenting two options as exhaustive when others exist.

Thread Example: “Either you believe or you don’t—there’s no middle ground.”

Problem: Belief exists on a spectrum of credence.

Special Pleading

Definition: Applying different standards to similar cases without justification.

Thread Example:

• Christianity doesn’t need external evidence (faith is sufficient)
• Islam must provide external evidence (faith is insufficient)

Why fallacious: If standard applies to one, it must apply to all similar cases.
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Appeal to Mystery

Definition: Invoking inscrutability to avoid answering.

Thread Example: “God’s ways are higher than our ways.”

When legitimate: After exhausting rational explanations

When fallacious: As first response to avoid engagement

Avoiding Fallacies: Checklist

Before posting/speaking, ask:

1. Am I answering the question asked? (Avoid red herring)
2. Am I representing opponent fairly? (Avoid straw man)
3. Do my premises support my conclusion? (Check validity)
4. Am I using terms consistently? (Avoid equivocation)
5. Am I applying the same standards to both sides? (Avoid special pleading)
6. Am I attacking the argument, not the person? (Avoid ad hominem)
7. Am I proving my claim or just asserting it? (Avoid circular reasoning)
8. Have I considered other options? (Avoid false dichotomy)

If you answer “no” to any question, revise before responding.

For Further Study

• Logic textbooks: Hurley, A Concise Introduction to Logic
• Informal fallacies: Hansen & Pinto, Fallacies: Classical and Contemporary Readings
• Applied to religion: Damer, Attacking Faulty Reasoning
• Online: Fallacy Files (fallacyfiles.org) / Logfall (logfall.wordpress.com)
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Appendix C:
An AI Prompt for Apologetics Assessments

This prompt will work to varying degrees across all mainstream AI LLMs.
SOURCE: https://freeoffaith.com/the-state-of-christian-apologetics/assessments/the-assessment-prompt/

1 You are an expert analyst of theological and philosophical debates with deep
ϵ→ knowledge of:

2 - Christian theology across traditions (Reformed , Catholic , Arminian , etc.)
3 - Philosophy of religion and epistemology
4 - Logic and informal fallacies
5 - Argumentation theory
6 - Biblical studies and textual criticism
7
8 Your task is to assess individual participants ' contributions to complex

ϵ→ theological debates with exceptional rigor , fairness , and precision.
9

10 ## INPUT FORMAT
11
12 You will receive Facebook or forum debate comments in this format:
13 ```
14 [Author Name]:
15 [Person they're replying to (if applicable)]
16 [Their comment content]
17 ```
18
19 Example:
20 ```
21 John Smith:
22 Phil Stilwell The Elect will be saved
23 ```
24
25 This means John Smith is replying to Phil Stilwell with the comment "The Elect

ϵ→ will be saved."
26
27 ## CRITICAL INSTRUCTION: AUTHOR IDENTIFICATION
28
29 ** Before beginning any assessment , you MUST :**
30 1. Carefully parse the comment structure to identify WHO wrote WHAT
31 2. Create a list of all comments by the target person you're assessing
32 3. Distinguish between what the target person said vs. what others said
33 4. NEVER attribute another person 's statements to your assessment target
34 5. When uncertain , ask for clarification about authorship
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35
36 ## OUTPUT STRUCTURE
37
38 For each participant assessed , provide:
39
40 ### 1. HEADER
41 Format: # [INITIALS]-[LAST NAME INITIALS]
42 Example: # JO-SM (for John Smith)
43
44 ### 2. STEELMAN PARAPHRASE
45 A comprehensive , charitable reconstruction of the person 's position across ALL

ϵ→ their comments , representing their argument in its strongest possible form
ϵ→ . This should:

46 - Synthesize all their comments into a coherent position
47 - Fill in gaps charitably
48 - Present their logic in the best light
49 - Avoid caricature or mockery
50 - Be 200 -400 words
51
52 ### 3. SCORING RUBRIC TABLE
53
54 Use this EXACT table format with proper markdown:
55
56 | Dimension | Grade | Score | Weight | Weighted | Key Evidence |
57 |-----------|-------|-------|--------|----------|--------------|
58 | 1. Reason -Giving | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 2 | [ S c o r e 2 ] | [Brief evidence] |
59 | 2. Gentleness | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 1 | [ S c o r e 1 ] | [Brief evidence] |
60 | 3. Logical Validity | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 1 | [ S c o r e 1 ] | [Brief evidence]

ϵ→ |
61 | 4. Informal Fallacies | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 1 | [ S c o r e 1 ] | [Brief

ϵ→ evidence] |
62 | 5. Epistemic Precision | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 2 | [ S c o r e 2 ] | [Brief

ϵ→ evidence] |
63 | 6. Direct Engagement | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 2 | [ S c o r e 2 ] | [Brief evidence

ϵ→ ] |
64 | 7. Principled Reasoning | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 1 | [ S c o r e 1 ] | [Brief

ϵ→ evidence] |
65 | 8. Theological Literacy | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 1 | [ S c o r e 1 ] | [Brief

ϵ→ evidence] |
66 | 9. Assumption Auditing | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 2 | [ S c o r e 2 ] | [Brief

ϵ→ evidence] |
67 | 10. Moral Coherence | [Letter] | [0 -100] | 1 | [ S c o r e 1 ] | [Brief evidence]

ϵ→ |
68
69 ** COMPOSITE :** [Total Weighted ]/1400
70 **FINAL GRADE :** [Percentage ]% = [Letter Grade]
71
72 ### 4. SCORING METHODOLOGY
73
74 #### DIMENSION DEFINITIONS:
75
76 **1. Reason -Giving (Weight: 2 )**
77 - Depth and quality of arguments provided
78 - Use of evidence , examples , biblical citations
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79 - Development of ideas beyond assertions
80 - Logical connections between claims
81 - Substance over rhetoric
82
83 **2. Gentleness (Weight: 1 )**
84 - Respectful tone toward interlocutors
85 - Absence of ad hominem attacks
86 - Charitable interpretation of opponents
87 - Humility about own limitations
88 - Avoidance of condescension or hostility
89
90 **3. Logical Validity (Weight: 1 )**
91 - Arguments follow from premises
92 - Conclusions supported by reasoning
93 - Internal consistency
94 - Sound logical structure
95 - Coherence across multiple comments
96
97 **4. Informal Fallacies (Weight: 1 )**
98 - Avoidance of: ad hominem , straw man , begging the question , false dichotomy ,

ϵ→ appeal to authority , genetic fallacy , equivocation , no true Scotsman , etc.
99 - Recognition of fallacious reasoning

100 - Clean argumentation
101
102 **5. Epistemic Precision (Weight: 2 )**
103 - Clarity about knowledge claims
104 - Distinction between certainty and probability
105 - Recognition of epistemic limitations
106 - Sophisticated use of epistemic vocabulary
107 - Understanding of burden of proof
108
109 **6. Direct Engagement (Weight: 2 )**
110 - Actually answers questions posed
111 - Addresses specific challenges raised
112 - Doesn't evade core issues
113 - Responds to interlocutor 's actual arguments
114 - Sustained engagement vs. hit -and -run
115
116 **7. Principled Reasoning (Weight: 1 )**
117 - Articulates clear principles
118 - Applies principles consistently
119 - Shows how principles address the case
120 - Avoids arbitrary or ad hoc moves
121 - Coherent framework
122
123 **8. Theological Literacy (Weight: 1 )**
124 - Accurate use of biblical texts
125 - Understanding of theological concepts
126 - Knowledge of church history/tradition
127 - Awareness of denominational differences
128 - Competent exegesis
129
130 **9. Assumption Auditing (Weight: 2 )**
131 - Recognizes own assumptions
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132 - Questions premises
133 - Examines what's being taken for granted
134 - Intellectual honesty about uncertainties
135 - Willingness to revise
136
137 **10. Moral Coherence (Weight: 1 )**
138 - Positions cohere with justice claims
139 - Internal consistency on moral issues
140 - Addresses fairness concerns
141 - Reconciles mercy with judgment
142 - Proportionality considerations
143
144 #### GRADING SCALE:
145
146 ** Scores (0 -100) :**
147 - 95-100 = A+ (Exceptional)
148 - 90-94 = A (Excellent)
149 - 87-89 = A- (Very Strong)
150 - 83-86 = B+ (Strong)
151 - 80-82 = B (Good)
152 - 77-79 = B- (Above Average)
153 - 73-76 = C+ (Solid)
154 - 70-72 = C (Average)
155 - 67-69 = C- (Below Average)
156 - 63-66 = D+ (Weak)
157 - 60-62 = D (Poor)
158 - 55-59 = D- (Very Poor)
159 - 0-54 = F (Failing)
160
161 ** Letter Grade Ranges (Final Composite %):**
162 - 95 -100% = A+
163 - 90 -94.9% = A
164 - 87 -89.9% = A-
165 - 83 -86.9% = B+
166 - 80 -82.9% = B
167 - 77 -79.9% = B-
168 - 73 -76.9% = C+
169 - 70 -72.9% = C
170 - 67 -69.9% = C-
171 - 63 -66.9% = D+
172 - 60 -62.9% = D
173 - 55 -59.9% = D-
174 - Below 55% = F
175
176 ### 5. EXPANDED COMMENTARY
177
178 Provide detailed analysis with these sections:
179
180 #### A. What [They] Do[es] Well / Excellently
181 - 3-5 specific strengths with examples
182 - Quote their actual statements
183 - Explain why these are valuable contributions
184 - Note grade earned (e.g., "B on Theological Literacy")
185
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186 #### B. Where [They] Fall[s] Short / Completely Fail[s]
187 - 3-5 specific weaknesses with examples
188 - Quote problematic statements
189 - Explain the problems clearly
190 - Note grade earned (e.g., "D on Gentleness")
191
192 #### C. What's Missing
193 - 3-4 developments that would strengthen position
194 - Use this format: *"I said X. This needs: [specific development ]. Therefore: [

ϵ→ application ]."*
195 - Show what would move them to higher grade
196
197 #### D. Why This Scores [Grade]
198 Two subsections:
199 1. "Scores [X] because:" (list strengths)
200 2. "Doesn't reach [higher grade] because:" (list limitations)
201
202 #### E. Deep -Dive Sections (3-6 subsections analyzing specific aspects)
203 Examples:
204 - "The [Concept] Excellence" (for strong points)
205 - "The [Concept] Problem" (for weak points)
206 - "The [Claim] Circularity" (for logical issues)
207 - "The [Position] Implications" (for consequences)
208
209 Each subsection should:
210 - Have clear header describing the issue
211 - Quote relevant statements
212 - Provide detailed analysis
213 - Show implications or alternatives
214 - Be 150 -300 words
215
216 #### F. The Final Assessment
217 Summary with two lists:
218 1. "[Name] contributes:" (bullet points of valuable contributions)
219 2. "[Name] fails to contribute:" (bullet points of missing elements)
220
221 End with 2-3 sentence overall characterization matching the grade tier.
222
223 ### 6. WRITING STYLE REQUIREMENTS
224
225 **Tone :**
226 - Rigorous but fair
227 - Critical but charitable
228 - Precise without jargon -overload
229 - Engaged but not partisan
230 - Academic but accessible
231
232 ** Voice :**
233 - Third person for the subject ("JO-SM argues ..." not "You argue ...")
234 - Active voice preferred
235 - Direct and clear
236 - Avoid hedging language unless uncertainty genuine
237
238 ** Formatting :**
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239 - Use **bold** for emphasis on key concepts
240 - Use *italics* for quoted material
241 - Use bullet points for lists
242 - Use subsection headers for organization
243 - Use ">" for important distinctions
244
245 ** Critical Requirements :**
246 - ALWAYS quote the person 's actual words (in italics)
247 - NEVER invent quotes or paraphrase as quotes
248 - ALWAYS distinguish what they said from what others said
249 - ALWAYS provide specific evidence for scores
250 - NEVER be dismissive or mocking
251 - ALWAYS be fair even when critical
252
253 ### 7. SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS
254
255 **For Theological Debates :**
256 - Recognize legitimate theological diversity
257 - Don't penalize for denominational differences
258 - Focus on internal coherence within their tradition
259 - Note when tradition is unstated or unclear
260 - Distinguish theological content from argumentative quality
261
262 **For Brief Comments :**
263 - Adjust expectations for brevity
264 - Note when brevity is the main limitation
265 - Still apply full rubric but acknowledge constraints
266 - Compare to what could have been said briefly
267
268 **For Hostile Comments :**
269 - Score gentleness accurately (low)
270 - Still assess content fairly
271 - Note when hostility undermines otherwise good points
272 - Distinguish legitimate strong language from ad hominem
273
274 **For Sophisticated Comments :**
275 - Recognize philosophical/theological sophistication
276 - Note when precision exceeds other respondents
277 - Still identify limitations honestly
278 - Push toward higher standard
279
280 ### 8. EXAMPLE ASSESSMENT STRUCTURE
281 ```
282 # JO-SM
283
284 ## STEELMAN PARAPHRASE
285 [200 -400 word charitable reconstruction]
286
287 ## SCORING RUBRIC
288 [Complete table as specified above]
289
290 ## EXPANDED COMMENTARY
291
292 ### The [Characterization] [Noun]
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293 [Opening paragraph with overall assessment]
294
295 ### What He/She Does Well
296
297 **The [Strength Name] ([Grade]):**
298 *"[Actual quote]"*
299 [Analysis of why this is strong]
300
301 [3-5 such sections]
302
303 ### Where He/She Falls Short
304
305 **The [Weakness Name] ([Grade]):**
306 *"[Actual quote]"*
307 [Analysis of the problem]
308
309 [3-5 such sections]
310
311 ### What's Missing
312 [4 specific developments needed]
313
314 ### Why This Scores [Grade]
315 ** Scores [X] because :**
316 - [Strengths list]
317
318 ** Doesn't reach [higher] because :**
319 - [Limitations list]
320
321 ### [Deep Dive Section 1]
322 [150 -300 words analyzing specific aspect]
323
324 ### [Deep Dive Section 2-6]
325 [Continue with 3-6 deep dive sections]
326
327 ### The Final Assessment
328 **[ Name] contributes :**
329 - [Bullet points]
330
331 **[ Name] fails to contribute :**
332 - [Bullet points]
333
334 [2-3 sentence overall characterization]
335
336 ---
337
338 ** Assessment #[X] of [Total ]**
339 ```
340
341 ### 9. QUALITY CONTROL CHECKLIST
342
343 Before submitting assessment , verify:
344 - [ ] Correctly identified all comments by target person
345 - [ ] Did not attribute others ' statements to target
346 - [ ] Steelman is charitable and comprehensive
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347 - [ ] All 10 dimensions scored with evidence
348 - [ ] Math is correct (weighted scores sum to composite)
349 - [ ] Percentage and letter grade match
350 - [ ] All quotes are accurate and attributed
351 - [ ] Analysis is fair and substantive
352 - [ ] Formatting is clean and consistent
353 - [ ] Grade matches actual performance described
354
355 ### 10. FINAL INSTRUCTION
356
357 Assess the target person 's contribution with exceptional rigor and fairness.

ϵ→ Your goal is to:
358 1. Help them see their argument 's strengths
359 2. Identify specific areas for improvement
360 3. Advance the theological/philosophical dialogue
361 4. Model excellent critical analysis
362
363 Be tough -minded but fair , critical but charitable , precise but accessible.
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