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Attacking a Straw Man: John Montgomery and Ross Clifford Target Κέλσος in Lieu of
Richard Packham
Posted on July 11, 2014

John Warwick Montgomery is a juridical apologist who has spent much of his career popularizing the argument
that jural analogies and legal reasoning can be applied in defense of the Christian scriptures and the resurrection
of Jesus. One of his articles, “The Jury Returns: A Juridical Defense of Christianity,” can be accessed online, and
Montgomery is also the editor of his online journal, Global Journal of Classic Theology.

Now, as people who read this blog should well know, I am a strong critic of the argument that we can use
“historical” evidence to prove the resurrection of Jesus. That remains, in my opinion, first and foremost a
theological and philosophical question. But I can at least partially see where some historical apologists are coming
from. The New Testament consists of ancient texts, to which we can apply historical methodology. I do not think,
however, that historical evidence can be used to prove paranormal claims, like the resurrection of Jesus.

That is my opinion of historical apologetics. It should be clear that, in no way whatsoever, do I think that we can
treat the NT books as “legal documents” nor any other texts from ancient history, including Pagan ones. Ancient
literature was not produced in a context or style that makes it useful for legal testimony or courtroom
investigation. Anything we say about the historical Jesus must rely on historical (not legal) methodology alone,
and the resurrection of Jesus is beyond the scope of both historical and legal methodology as a philosophical
question.

With that in mind, I was glad to read the work of retired attorney Richard Packham, whose published article,
“Critique of John Warwick Montgomery’s Arguments for the Legal Evidence for Christianity,” provides an
excellent rebuttal to Montgomery’s legal arguments, drawing from Packham’s professional experience in law.

In Montgomery’s journal, Global Journal of Classic Theology, an author named Boyd Pehrson wrote a response
to Packham’s critique in March 2002, titled “How Not to Critique Legal Apologetics: A Lesson from a Skeptic’s
Internet Web Page Objections.” Mr. Packham wrote a response to Pehrson’s article, titled “Response to Pehrson,”
on his personal website [1].

About a year and a half ago I wrote a short article on Κέλσος, titled “Objection! The Resurrection of Jesus Is Not a
Court Case!,” in which, since I am not a legal expert, I summarized Packham’s arguments against juridical
apologetics. I state at the top of the article:

“I will summarize Packham’s main points (which are his and not mine) below…”

Since my blog post was the summary of another article, I was rather surprised recently to learn that John
Montgomery’s journal is now planning an article, written by Ross Clifford, principal of Morling Baptist
Theological College in Australia, in response to my blog article:
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“The first issue of Volume 12 of the Global Journal will focus upon the defense of classical Christian
faith and its implications for religious freedom.  A recent web article by graduate student Matthew
Ferguson trashing legal apologetics has been welcomed in atheistic and nonChristian circles; the
legallytrained Principal of Australia’s Morling College, Dr. Ross Clifford, will provide a detailed
refutation of Ferguson’s position.”

http://phc.edu/gj_coming_next_issue_121.php

Now, this came as quite a surprise to me, since Montgomery’s journal has already critiqued Packham’s article, and
now they are writing a second critique targeted at my blog post, which is only a summary of Packham’s original
article. This strikes me as a rather unoriginal way to critique Packham a second time, while disguising it has a
rebuttal to my blog post, which, again, is only a brief point-by-point summary of Packham’s article (and clearly
stated to be so in the text).

I emailed both John Montgomery and Ross Clifford about this problem, and their response truly amazed me.

My original email to Montgomery and Clifford can be found here. Since I do not have permission to post
Montgomery and Clifford’s reply online, I will only summarize it below.

First, Montgomery and Clifford stated that Packham’s article is a “sadly unscholarly work.” This surprised me
since the tone of Packham’s article was very respectful and charitable to Montgomery. I am even more surprised
because Packham has extensive legal experience, which he summarizes in his response to Boyd Pehrson.

I contacted Mr. Packham about this personally, and he informed me that Boyd Pehrson, who originally critiqued
him in Montgomery’s journal, could not be found on any list of attorneys in either the US or England. Packham
wrote the following:

“…And to label my article as “unscholarly”! “Pehrson” (if such a person really exists) went on and
on about my inability to comment on the law and my limited legal experience, and yet
Montgomery refused to give me any information about Pehrson’s legal background. (See my e
mail exchange with Montgomery at http://packham.n4m.org/jwmcorr.htm) Pehrson’s name
cannot be found on any list of attorneys in either the US or England.”

I recommend that anyone who is interested read Packham’s email exchange with Montgomery to see what
“scholars” Montgomery has publishing in his own journal.

More importantly, Montgomery and Clifford did not address the problem that they are writing a journal article in
response to only a blog post summarizing Packham’s article. Clearly, the more upfront and honest route would be
to write a second article critiquing Packham, rather than an article critiquing a blog post, which is only summary
of Packham’s arguments.

I pointed out that this is not the most honest and charitable way to go about critiquing Packham’s arguments a
second time, and I received the following response from Montgomery and Clifford (which is the only part of their
email response that I shall publish here):

“And, just incidentally, moral advice to be “civil and charitable” seems especially inappropriate
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coming from one who clearly cannot–owing to disbelief in a moral Deity who has revealed the
existence and the nature of absolute ethical standards–have any sufficient epistemological basis
whatever for making moral judgments.”

This truly amazed me. When I pointed out that they were engaging in an indirect and dishonest way of critiquing
Packham, their response was that, as an atheist, I allegedly do not have a basis for making moral judgements (for
a discussion of whether this claim is true, I recommend professional ethical philosopher and atheist Shelly
Kagan’s debate with apologist William Lane Craig, which even many Christians agree Kagan won). Apparently,
this gives Montgomery and Clifford the right, as Christians, to engage in a dishonest form of critiquing one
person’s work through another. Let me restate this again: Montgomery and Clifford reasoned that because
atheists allegedly have no basis for moral judgements, they therefore as Christians were more than free to engage
in a dishonest and uncharitable way of critiquing Packham’s arguments. This both surprised and
disappointed me.

Fortunately, I have contacted Richard Packham and he is kind enough to have stated that he plans to write a full
rebuttal to Montgomery’s upcoming journal article, regardless of whether they indirectly attack him through
me instead. So, regardless, the real target of Montgomery and Clifford’s critique, Richard Packham, will be
responding to them after their planned journal publication. I have also sent an email to John Montgomery and
Ross Clifford, letting them know that Packham himself will be replying to their article.

As a final note, I would like to point out that my blog post has a cartoon picture in it from the video game Phoenix
Wright:

John Warwick Montgomery’s online journal, Global Journal of Classic Theology, boasts its affiliation with the
Patrick Henry College. On his professional website, Montgomery describes himself as follows:

“JOHN WARWICK MONTGOMERY is considered by many to be the foremost living apologist for
biblical Christianity.”

Apparently, the foremost apologist of biblical Christianity is now using his university journal to target a blog
article that has a cartoon picture in it from a video game. Likewise, Montgomery is using this article to actually
critique the arguments of Richard Packham, after his journal has already written a critique of Packham. If this is
the work of Christianity’s “foremost living apologist” then I think non-believers have little to worry about.

I am, of course, very grateful to Richard Packham for agreeing to rebut Montgomery and Clifford’s upcoming
article! I may plan a critique here as well, now that I have become involved in this whole mess (I have in mind
something along the lines of pointing out that Montgomery’s legal methodology would not even work for Pagan
texts, including the legal speeches of Lysias and Cicero!). Stay tuned here for updates!

http://www.phc.edu/gj_journalindex.php
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2013/02/03/objection-the-resurrection-of-jesus-is-not-a-court-case/
http://www.jwm.christendom.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SiJnCQuPiuo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phoenix_Wright_(character)
https://adversusapologetica.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/phoenix.png


2/1/2015 Attacking a Straw Man: John Montgomery and Ross Clifford Target Κέλσος in Lieu of Richard Packham | Κέλσος

https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2014/07/11/john-montgomery-attacking-a-straw-man/ 4/7

-Matthew Ferguson

[1] When I first wrote this post, I included a statement to the effect that John Montgomery had removed Boyd
Pehrson’s article from his online journal, as of March 20th, 2008. I used this date, because Richard Packham in
his original response to Pehrson had stated that Pehrson’s journal article could no longer be accessed online when
he checked in March 2008. This was technically true, since the original link to Pehrson’s article is now broken and
apparently has been broken as of at least March 2008. However, I have since learned that Pehrson’s article can be
found at a new link in the March 2002 special issue of Montgomery’s journal. Since Packham had been under the
impression that Pehrson’s original article had been removed online, I sent him an email when I found it online
again and received the following response:

“I also found the article online again, and I corrected the note in my response to Pehrson, to give
the new location. I gather that the journal changed names and moved from one institution to
another, probably as a result from Montgomery getting fired from the deanship of his law school.
But I don’t know.”

Apparently there was some confusion when Montgomery’s journal changed its online address and the link was
broken. The new link has now been updated.
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“And, just incidentally, moral advice to be “civil and charitable” seems especially inappropriate coming from one who clearly
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any sufficient epistemological basis whatever for making moral judgments.”

Is this really the sort of behavior of a man who claims to be a professional legal expert responding to a fellow scholar?

Reply

Indy Steve says:
July 11, 2014 at 3:35 pm

Wow, thanks for letting me know that it is “inappropriate” for me to make “moral judgments”….

Hilarious.

Reply

flip says:
July 13, 2014 at 6:33 am

I don’t think they are saying they have more freedom to debate dishonestly; I think they were saying that since you have no
morals, they have no reason to listen to you or your criticisms. Seems to me they think they *are* being honest debaters, but
that you amoral atheists out there are trying to be underhanded instead.

Reply

adversusapologetica says:
July 13, 2014 at 9:45 am

Hey Flip,

Yeah, they definitely wish to appear to have the moral high-ground over us amoral atheists. But, when I sent them
a very polite email, simply pointing out that they needed to be careful in attributing arguments, since they are
really only attacking a summary of Packham’s article, this was a completely inappropriate response. It seems to
me that they want to target my blog post since they can talk trash about me not being a legal expert. However,
such a polemic loses a lot of its force when one points out that I clearly state in the article that I am not an expert
and am only summarizing the expert opinion of attorney Richard Packham (whom they have critiqued before).

I talked to Packham (who has a long history with these people) and he said that Montgomery and his crowd are
always out to slam credentials and to depict anyone who doesn’t buy their arguments as dishonest. Pehrson’s
article even attacked Packham for allegedly not having legal experience, after he was a practicing attorney for
many years! That said, juridical apologetics is not mainstream at all in NT Studies, and even far, far more unheard
of in Classics. Whatever Clifford writes, I will probably respond with a parallel article to Packham’s showing how
their methodology would never apply even for secular ancient texts, including the courtroom orations of Lysias.
That way it should be very clear that I am not only rejecting Montgomery’s arguments out of so-called “bias”
towards the NT, but because I would reject such methodology for any text, including secular ones, from antiquity.

Clearly, if Montgomery and Clifford were interested in critiquing actual arguments, they would target Packham
again, since there are no arguments in my article that do not come from him. However, if they just want to slam
credentials, the best way to do so is to attack a non-expert instead who is only summarizing an expert’s opinion,
rather than to attack the expert himself. That, if nothing else, should shed light on their motives.

Fortunately, I am glad that Packham himself is going rebut their legal arguments, regardless of whatever straw
man they choose to fix them upon.
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Derek says:
July 26, 2014 at 8:56 pm

Dr. Montgomery never removed the article from the journal, it is still available online. As is his response to Packham’s
response to Pehrson in an editor’s note from a subsequent journal. Perhaps you should click through your own links before
making claims that are obviously false.

Reply

adversusapologetica says:
July 27, 2014 at 1:19 pm

Hey Derek,

In my original post, I wrote:

“In Montgomery’s journal, Global Journal of Classic Theology, an author named Boyd Pehrson
wrote a response to Packham’s critique in January 2003. Mr. Packham wrote a response to
Pehrson’s article, titled “Response to Pehrson,” on his personal website. As of March 20th, 2008,
Packham was no longer able to find Perhrson’s article online, and it appears that Montgomery has
removed it from his online journal…”

This was technically true. If you check the original link for Pehrson’s article, it has been broken as of at least March
20th, 2008:

http://www.trinitysem.edu/journal/pehrsonpap.html

I learned of this by reading Packham’s response to Pehrson and by seeing the following note at the bottom of
Packham’s original article on the Secular Web, which includes the dead link:

“Another response has been published in an online journal edited by Montgomery, in its January
2003 edition. After reading it, use your browser’s “back” button to read Packham’s response to it
here.”

Indeed, I did click through my own links when I checked to see if it was true that Pehrson’s article could no longer
be found in the “January 2003″ edition of Montgomery’s journal. I did this by clicking through the index of
previous journal publications:

http://www.phc.edu/gj_journalmain.php

As you can see, there is no edition for January 2003, and, since I had read that this was the publication date of
Pehrson’s article, it appeared that Packham was correct about Montgomery taking it offline.

Since you have sent this comment, however, I checked again and found that Pehrsons’ article CAN BE ACCESSED
in the “March 2002″ special issue of Montgomery’s journal (or April 2002, since it says “04/02” on the index
page, but “03/02” when you click on the link itself):

http://phc.edu/gj_toc_v3n1.php

Indeed, since I had thought that the article was published in January 2003, I missed the fact that it can be
accessed online in the March 2002 special issue of the journal. This was an oversight on my part, which I have
now corrected in footnote 1 of this article, and I thank you for catching the error.
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I also emailed Richard Packham himself about the error with the link, and I received the following response:

“I also found the article online again, and I corrected the note in my response to Pehrson, to give
the new location. I gather that the journal changed names and moved from one institution to
another, probably as a result from Montgomery getting fired from the deanship of his law school.
But I don’t know.”

Just so you know, even before you pointed this out, I had found that Pehrson’s article was also available on
Montgomery’s professional website, and had thus originally included the following note in footnote 1:

“Since writing this post I have learned that Boyd Pehrson’s response to Packham, while it has been
removed from Montgomery’s online journal, can still be accessed on Montgomery’s professional
website. The article is located under a section titled “Boyd Pehrson vs Richard Packham.” I have
provided the link here for people who are curious to read the response.”

So, even when I was under the mistaken impression that the article had been removed and even before learning
that it was under a different month of Packham’s online journal, I had still included a link so that people could
read the article online, if interested. I am glad that now all of the links have been updated, so that people can
smoothly follow the arguments themselves rather than updates about links being broken.

Sincere thanks for informing me about this error.

Reply
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