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“SET FOR THE DEFENCE
OF THE GOSPEL”

Joey Davis

INTRODUCTION1

Charles Spurgeon is credited with having said: “The gospel is like
a caged lion. It does not need to be defended, it just needs to be let out
of its cage.”2 This statement, in present form, offers a platform for
serious debate, for, one can neither fully agree nor fully disagree with
it. The Gospel is without doubt the “sword of the Spirit” of God (Eph.
6:17) and “power of God to salvation” (Rom. 1:16). Consequently,
simply because God so willed it to be, the Gospel alone is capable of
convicting and converting sinners (Acts 2:38) and building up the
saints of God (Acts 20:32). So, if this was the thought that Spurgeon
was attempting to communicate, he was correct. However, to say that
the Gospel needs no “defense,” and to suggest that attempts to defend
the Gospel against attack are unnecessary, is to deny plain Bible
teaching.

DOES THE GOSPEL NEED TO BE DEFENDED?

Without doubt, there is a sense in which the scope of the Gospel’s
influence is dependent upon a human defense. If Truth gets an
opportunity for a fair hearing then Truth will always reign supreme. By
way of illustration, suppose a man has been charged with a crime of
which he is entirely innocent. The man is in possession of undeniable
evidence for personal vindication. However, when he is tried in court,
he is not allowed to present his evidence and consequently has no
opportunity to vindicate himself. To further compound the matter, false
witnesses are allowed to misrepresent the man with lies. The evidence
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in his possession would have stood alone as sufficient proof, but since
it had no opportunity to be considered, it offered him no help at all.

The scenario depicted above suits well to demonstrate the need for
Gospel defense. The Gospel will stand on its own when faced with
opposition but only if it is given an honest opportunity to represent
itself. Unfortunately, when individuals are opposed to Truth, they will
not give it a fair voice, out of fear that it will vindicate itself. Paul
demonstrated this point when he wrote: “Now I urge you, brethren,
note those who cause divisions and offenses, contrary to the doctrine
which you learned, and avoid them. For those who are such do not
serve our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly, and by smooth words
and flattering speech deceive the hearts of the simple” (Rom. 16:17-18,
emphasis added).

It is evident that deceptive speech can turn hearts from the Truth of
the Gospel so that it does not get a legitimate hearing in the courts of
men’s hearts. This has been a problem since the first century. Paul
spoke of some “whose minds the god of this age has blinded, who do
not believe, lest the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the
image of God, should shine on them” (2 Cor. 4:4).

In fact, Paul spoke often about the “defensive” posture that became
necessary in his proclamation of the Gospel. For instance, in his epistle
to the church at Philippi, he wrote: “[J]ust as it is right for me to think
this of you all, because I have you in my heart, inasmuch as both in my
chains and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel, you all are
partakers with me of grace” (Phil. 1:7, emphasis added). He further
stated: “Some indeed preach Christ even from envy and strife, and
some also from good will: The former preach Christ from selfish
ambition, not sincerely, supposing to add affliction to my chains; but
the latter out of love, knowing that I am appointed for the defense of the
gospel” (Phil. 1:15-17, emphasis added).

Regarding “appointed” in this passage, it is important to note that
the Greek word keimai (keivmai), translated in various ways (ap-
pointed, set, put here) is in the Greek middle voice and not the passive
voice. The middle voice indicates that Paul had positioned himself in
this defensive posture. Furthermore, he had earlier commended the
Philippians for being joint participants in this defense. This is not an
obligation placed exclusively upon Paul as an apostle, and it is
incorrect to conclude from the English word “appointed” or “set” that
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the duty of defending the Gospel does not apply to Christians in
general.

Again, in Acts 22:1, Luke recorded Paul’s address to the restrained
mob in Jerusalem, in which he says: “Brethren and fathers, hear my
defense before you now.” In each of these passages and in almost every
passage where Paul speaks of defending the message he preached, the
Greek word apologia is employed.

Apologia, according to Thayer, means “verbal defense, speech in
defense.”3 Louw and Nida say of apologia, “to speak on behalf of
oneself or of others against accusations presumed to be false—‘to
defend oneself.’”4 Furthermore, Eadie’s commentary on Philippians 1:7
notes:

It was the apostle’s uniform work, on all times and occasions, to
answer for the gospel against its adversaries, whether they
impugned its doctrines or suspected its tendencies, libeled its
preachers or called in question the facts and evidences on which
it rested. But, as the non-repetition of the article shows, the
defence and confirmation were closely connected, were but
different aspects of one course of action. The first was more
elementary, and the last more positive and advanced—the first
warded off objections, and the second might consist of proofs.
The confirmation resulted from the defence. The gospel stood
out in power and demonstration, when its opponents were
silenced, and the objections brought against it, no matter from
what quarter, found to be groundless. That grace which had
enabled the apostle to bear his chain, and to defend and confirm
the gospel, was common to the Philippians with himself;
therefore did he cherish them in his heart, and thank God for
such fellowship. And he appends a further vindication of his
sentiment (emphasis added).5

Regarding “defense and confirmation of the gospel,” in Philippians
1:7, Lightfoot further demonstrates that apologia has specific reference
to “the negative or defensive side of the Apostle’s preaching, the
preparatory process of removing obstacles and prejudices.”6

With the meaning of the word apologia now established, the
following additional passages, wherein the word is employed, are
offered to demonstrate that those who proclaimed the Gospel did, in the
face of opposition, defend it vigorously.

Peter wrote: “But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and always
be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the
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hope that is in you, with meekness and fear” (1 Pet. 3:15, emphasis
added). Some translations render apologia as “answer,” but Vincent
points out that in this context apologia is used, “not in the popular
sense of excuse, but in the more radical sense of defence.”7

After the Gospel was preached at Ephesus, Demetrius, the
silversmith whose trade had been affected by the new conversions,
initiated an uproar. In Acts 19:33-34, Luke recorded: “And they drew
Alexander out of the multitude, the Jews putting him forward. And
Alexander motioned with his hand, and wanted to make his defense to
the people. But when they found out that he was a Jew, all with one
voice cried out for about two hours, ‘Great is Diana of the Ephesians!’”
(emphasis added). The word apologia here is used by Luke to represent
an attempt at vindication or defense.

Finally, in Acts 25:13-21, as Felix was bringing Festus up to speed
on Paul’s detention and subsequent appeal to Caeser, his description of
what happened is most revealing. Felix informs Festus that he had
advised Paul’s accusers: “It is not the custom of the Romans to deliver
any man to destruction before the accused meets the accusers face to
face, and has opportunity to answer for himself concerning the charge
against him” (v. 16, emphasis added). The word translated “answer” is
apologia and it is used here by a civil official to explain the practice of
Roman law that allows an accused criminal to present evidence to
vindicate himself.

Philippians 1:7, 15-17; Acts 22:1; 1 Peter 3:15; Acts 19:33; 25:16
and others as well—such as 1 Corinthians 9:3; 2 Corinthians 7:11;
2 Timothy 4:16—constitute adequate evidence that: first, the word
apologia means to give a defense, second, that the word was employed
in the New Testament where the individuals quoted were describing
verbal defenses to things that they either said or practiced; third, that
these examples represent individuals who had a vested interest in the
promotion of the Gospel as well as individuals who were either
indifferent or opposed to the Gospel; and fourth, that adherents to the
Christian religion were and are still today expected to defend the Truth
when it is being challenged, maligned, or misrepresented. This would,
of necessity, also include defending the true Gospel against perverted
gospels (Gal. 1:6-7).

Demonstrating the necessity of defending the Gospel need not be
limited to a study of passages containing the Greek word apologia.
There are other words employed by New Testament writers to
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communicate this need. Paul told Timothy: “Fight the good fight of
faith” (1 Tim. 6:12). The Greek word for “fight” means “to contend
with adversaries.”8 This could hardly be understood in any other way
but as a defense against those who attack Christianity, the church, or
the Gospel plan of salvation. Moreover, Jude admonished Christians:
“Beloved, while I was very diligent to write to you concerning our
common salvation, I found it necessary to write to you exhorting you
to contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered to
the saints” (Ju. 3). The phrase “the faith” has reference to the Gospel
System of Faith, and here Jude tells Christians to contend earnestly for
it.

In the following examples, the writers use yet another Greek word
that means “to question, dispute, quibble, argue, reason, and deliber-
ate.”9 First, Acts 9:29 records that Paul “spoke boldly in the name of
the Lord Jesus and disputed against the Hellenists, but they attempted
to kill him” (emphasis added). Second, subsequent to Jesus having
revealed His knowledge of the approaching betrayal, Luke recorded, of
the disciples: “Then they began to question among themselves, which
of them it was who would do this thing” (Lk. 22:23, emphasis added).
While one might conclude that this has reference to private struggles of
their individual consciences, the language rather suggests that they
were likely questioning one another. Third, in Acts 6:9, Luke wrote:
“Then there arose some from what is called the Synagogue of the
Freedmen (Cyrenians, Alexandrians, and those from Cilicia and Asia),
disputing with Stephen” (emphasis added).

The foregoing Biblical examples and the corresponding definitions
of words are given as proof that, during the first century, the proclama-
tion of the Gospel was met with resistance. On those occasions the
apostles, preachers, and other Christians did not cower or run from
controversy. Rather, they reasoned, argued, disputed, debated, and
contended with adversaries so that the Gospel could have a fair hearing,
unprejudiced and untainted by those who opposed it.

OCCASIONS WARRANTING A DEFENSE OF THE GOSPEL

This is not intended to be an exhaustive consideration of every
occasion on which defense was made for the Gospel. The purpose is
simply to demonstrate thoroughly that even in the early days of the
Gospel of Christ and the church of Christ, it was already necessary to
answer attacks.
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According to Acts 13, as Paul and Barnabas were passing through
Paphos, the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, called for them because he
wanted to hear the Word of God. Luke records that the proconsul was
an intelligent man; however, Elymas the sorcerer opposed them intent
on turning the proconsul “away from the faith” (Acts 13:8). How did
Paul handle this opposition? Did he leave the message he had spoken
to Sergius Paulus to defend itself against Elymas’ interference? His
defense is most revealing:

Then Saul, who also is called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit,
looked intently at him and said, "O full of all deceit and all
fraud, you son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, will
you not cease perverting the straight ways of the Lord?" And
now, indeed, the hand of the Lord is upon you, and you shall be
blind, not seeing the sun for a time." And immediately a dark
mist fell on him, and he went around seeking someone to lead
him by the hand (Acts 13:9-11, emphasis added).

Thayer explains Elymas’ actions as “to oppose, plot against, the
saving purposes and plans of God.”10 If Paul had stopped short of
defending the Gospel against Elymas’ attack, the proconsul would have
easily been discouraged from further considering, believing, and
obeying the Word of God. However, Paul was set for the defense of the
Gospel and the inspired record says: “Then the proconsul believed,
when he saw what had been done, being astonished at the teaching of
the Lord” (Acts 13:12). Clearly, the necessity and benefit of Paul’s
defense cannot be denied.

At Iconium Paul and Barnabas “went together to the synagogue of
the Jews, and so spoke that a great multitude both of the Jews and of
the Greeks believed” (Acts 14:1). This evangelistic effort was met with
opposition. In fact, “the unbelieving Jews stirred up the Gentiles and
poisoned their minds against the brethren” (Acts 14:2). How did Paul
and Barnabas handle this opposition? Did they conclude that their work
here was done and that the Gospel could take care of itself? The next
verse records that they stayed there a long time, continued to speak
boldly in the Lord, who bore witness to their message with miraculous
proof of the Gospel’s divine origin (Acts 14:3). It was only when a
violent attempt was made on their life that they turned to other venues
for the proclamation of the Gospel (Acts 14:5-7).

In Acts 14:26-28, Luke records the return of Paul and Barnabas
from their missionary work and their arrival at Antioch of Syria. Paul
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and Barnabas assembled the church, reported on their success among
the Gentiles, and remained in Antioch for a long time. In the next verse,
Acts 15:1, Luke says: “And certain men came down from Judea and
taught the brethren, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the
custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.’” Now, if it is the case that
once the Gospel has been taught that it can take care of its own defense
and human intervention is not necessary, then there would be little
concern on the part of Paul. However, Luke states: “Therefore, when
Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and dispute with them, they
determined that Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should
go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, about this question”
(Acts 15:2). Here again, as in the other cases noted, when the Gospel
was under fire, a defense was made to answer false claims and
accusations.

At Caesarea, Paul stood before king Agrippa, along with Festus,
and gave his defense against the slanderous accusations of the Jews. At
the conclusion of his discourse, Festus said: “Paul, you are beside
yourself! Much learning is driving you mad!” (Acts 26:24). Paul
defended himself and the message he had preached by saying: “I am
not mad, most noble Festus, but speak the words of truth and reason”
(Acts 26:25). Paul had spoken Truth and an attempt was made to
dismiss it as madness. Paul, not wanting such baseless assessments to
dissuade king Agrippa, and others perhaps, further explained that rather
than madness, these were the words of verifiable truth and reason (Acts
26:26-27). This was a defensive move on the part of Paul.

When Paul arrived in Rome as a prisoner, he called upon the
leaders of the Jews and began his defense before them. It is abundantly
evident that these men had heard of Christianity, but their knowledge
of it was not pure and it was tainted for they said:
“But we desire to hear from you what you think; for concerning this
sect, we know that it is spoken against everywhere” (Acts 28:22,
emphasis added). Accordingly, a day was appointed on which Paul was
allowed to speak on behalf of the Gospel. Of this occasion, Luke wrote:

So when they had appointed him a day, many came to him at his
lodging, to whom he explained and solemnly testified of the
kingdom of God, persuading them concerning Jesus from both
the Law of Moses and the Prophets, from morning till evening.
And some were persuaded by the things which were spoken, and
some disbelieved (Acts 28:23-24, emphasis added).
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The significance of this account is that when Paul arrived, he found
a perverted understanding of the Gospel. Paul took advantage of an
opportunity to explain, testify, and persuade these misguided Jews.
This defense against their incorrect teaching resulted in some being
persuaded by his defense. The significance and necessity of what Paul
did cannot be denied. For the benefit of those who had open and honest
hearts among these Jews, it was necessary for Paul to defend the Truth;
that is to say, he needed to make sure that the Gospel was given a fair
hearing.

These are just a few examples to demonstrate from Scripture that
it was and remains to be necessary for God’s people to meet attacks on
the Gospel head-on so that the purity of God’s message might reach
open and honest hearts. In each of these situations, if the Devil and his
emissaries had been allowed to get a louder voice, the Gospel would
have been misrepresented and souls would have been lost unnecessar-
ily.

WE ARE NOT DONE DEFENDING THE GOSPEL

Today, perhaps more than ever before, God needs faithful
Christians to stand in defense of Gospel Truth. The church and the
Gospel of Jesus Christ continue to be attacked by the Devil. These
skirmishes are not happening in the closet; his attacks are open and
evident to those who know enough—and who care enough—to notice.

Denominational religion has succeeded in convincing millions of
religious people that one church is just as good as any other and that
God does not care to which church a person belongs. These misguided
individuals possess and even read God’s Book that clearly shows the
falsity of denominational teaching. Yet, their smooth-talking religious
leaders explain those Gospel truths away into lies. The Devil’s
salesmen are not going to point out passages like Matthew 16:18,
wherein Jesus promised to build His church, only one. They will not
explain to people, as did Paul, that Jesus is the head of the body, the
church (Col. 1:18) and that He is the savior of that body (Eph. 5:23).
We must stand in defense of the Gospel and help misguided people
come to know the one true church of the Gospel plan of salvation.

Even the plan of salvation, relative to what one must do in order to
be saved, is under attack and needs to be defended. Most religious
authorities teach that salvation is by “faith only.” Some do teach the
necessity of baptism but certainly not as a necessity to salvation. So,
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there are people who read of the need to be baptized in their Bibles and
their preachers will baptize them, but they do not teach them correctly
why they are being baptized. Consequently, you have individuals who
have faith and who have been baptized, and they think they are saved.
Unfortunately, their instruction was not correct and so their baptism
was not correct. Now, how are they ever going to get their predicament
straightened out? They likely will not unless a courageous servant of
God stands in defense of Truth and helps those unfortunate individuals
to see that it is possible to be baptized and yet to have done so
incorrectly (Acts 19:1-5). The Bible teaches abundantly that baptism is
necessary for (in order to obtain) the remission of sins (Acts 2:38;
22:16; 1 Pet. 3:21). Denominational preachers are not teaching that.
They are misrepresenting the Gospel and misleading souls by the
droves, most of which will never come to know the Truth unless it is
defended and allowed to have a fair and honest hearing.

Another area where defense of the Gospel is needed has to do with
God’s law on marriage relationships. The legal system of our land has
given up on trying to regulate the appalling rate of divorce. It is now
just as easy to get a divorce as it is to get married. It is not uncommon
to see individuals who have been married and divorced two or three
times. Yet, few people who are in the position to defend God’s Truth
will do it. Jesus defended the Truth in this regard when it was chal-
lenged:

The Pharisees also came to Him, testing Him, and saying to
Him, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for just any
reason?" And He answered and said to them, "Have you not read
that He who made them at the beginning 'made them male and
female,' "and said, 'For this reason a man shall leave his father
and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become
one flesh'? "So then, they are no longer two but one flesh.
Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate."
They said to Him, "Why then did Moses command to give a
certificate of divorce, and to put her away?" He said to them,
"Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts, permitted you to
divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. "And
I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual
immorality, and marries another, commits adultery; and whoever
marries her who is divorced commits adultery" (Mt. 19:3-9).

Today, religious leaders are perverting the Gospel and making
provisions for divorce and liberty of marriage to adulterers and
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adulteresses. Why? It has always been easier to take the path of least
resistance, but we owe it to the individuals who are in such sinful
relationships—and we owe it to the church—to stand as boldly as did
our Lord and to give God’s marriage law an honest and fair hearing in
our society.

In Romans 1, shortly after elevating the Gospel as “the power of
God to salvation” (Rom. 1:16), Paul condemns the practice of homo-
sexual behavior. Today, as our society continues to become more and
more perverse, such a defense of God’s Word is reaching the heights
of political incorrectness. There are states that are now allowing same-
sex marriages. Furthermore, there are religious groups that claim to be
“Christian” that are turning a blind eye to what the Bible says regarding
homosexuality. Paul was not ashamed of the Gospel, even though it put
him at odds with culture and society. Children of God must be bold and
determined to stand in defense of the Gospel’s declaration that
homosexuality is a sin that has, and will, bring down nations. This was
the most glaring atrocity in Sodom (Gen. 19), as well as its undoing.
Paul described the perversity of his day as “vile passions” and said:

For even their women exchanged the natural use for what is
against nature. Likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of
the woman, burned in their lust for one another, men with men
committing what is shameful, and receiving in themselves the
penalty of their error which was due (Rom. 1:26-27).

This letter was written to Christians and yet he found it necessary to
defend God’s Will. This necessity and duty has not lost its significance.

This is but a sampling of the many areas in which the Gospel is
being attacked today. Yet, in each of these areas it is imperative that
Christians be ready to give the right answer (1 Pet. 3:15) so that
erroneous and perverted gospels do not lead innocent souls to Hell.

HOW DID PAUL DEFEND THE GOSPEL?

Some might try to draw a line of distinction between the apostolic
age and the present age and conclude that in the absence of miraculous
ability, we have no real defense against attacks on the Gospel.
However, several observations can be made from Paul’s defense that
will eliminate such concerns. What did Paul do to defend the Gospel?

First, we can observe that he often went to the source of the
perversion. In Acts 15, the attack on the simplicity of the Gospel came
from Jerusalem. Therefore, Paul went to the source to put to silence
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those efforts to bind Mosaic custom on Gentile Christians. Today, we
can do the same thing. In the past, our brethren have defended the
Gospel by meeting the originators of pervasions on the polemic
platform. The best way to defend the Truth and to silence opposition is
to go to the source.

Second, Paul simply appealed to the miraculous demonstrations
that were done in connection with revelation. Namely, when defending
the Gentile’s right to the Gospel, he called upon the miracles that were
done at Cornelius’ house. The New Testament Will of God has been
adequately confirmed with signs and wonders both at the hand of Jesus
and at the hands of His apostles. The divine record of this confirmation,
according to Jesus, is sufficient proof of its authenticity (Jn. 20:30-31).
In Paul’s defense of Truth, he pointed gainsayers to the undeniable
record of miraculous confirmation.

Thirdly, Paul used Scripture to defend the Gospel. In fact, he
assured us that the Word of God, the sword of the Spirit (Eph. 6:17), is
sufficient to mount a successful defense. He wrote: “All Scripture is
given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof,
for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God
may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim.
3:16-17). He further charged Timothy:

Preach the word! Be ready in season and out of season. Con-
vince, rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching. For
the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but
according to their own desires, because they have itching ears,
they will heap up for themselves teachers; and they will turn
their ears away from the truth, and be turned aside to fables
(2 Tim. 4:2-4).

We are not at any disadvantage today. We can still go to the source
of the attack. Furthermore, we can turn honest and open hearts to the
record of divine confirmation. Finally, we can use the Gospel itself, by
presenting it in its purity, to defend against any attack that evil men and
their master may launch.

CONCLUSION

Paul admonished the Christians in Galatia:

I marvel that you are turning away so soon from Him who called
you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel, which is not
another; but there are some who trouble you and want to pervert
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the gospel of Christ. But even if we, or an angel from heaven,
preach any other gospel to you than what we have preached to
you, let him be accursed. As we have said before, so now I say
again, if anyone preaches any other gospel to you than what you
have received, let him be accursed (Gal. 1:6-9, emphasis added).

This passage demonstrates clearly that even Christians can be led
away from the Gospel that saves men’s souls. They were being led
away by a perverted form of the Gospel. Paul had two choices in this
situation: he could remain silent and allow the Gospel to defend itself,
or he could do what was obviously necessary and stand in defense of
the precious soul-saving message. Because he was set for the defense
of the Gospel, he did not let the Devil have the upper hand.

Christians today play a much more important role in God’s scheme
of redemption than they often realize. Will we sit idly by while the
Gospel is under attack or will we be like Paul, Peter, Jude, and every
other great servant of God and stand “ready to give a defense to
everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you, with
meekness and fear” (1 Pet. 3:15)?
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