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o Step 2: Reversing the Burden of Proof 

 The Four Tests 
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 Practicum Questionnaire 

 

The Columbo Method Continued… 
 
Step 2: Reversing the Burden of Proof 
 
How do we keep challengers to Christianity intellectually honest? The answer is the second step of the 

Columbo method: Reversing the burden of proof. 

 

What is The Burden of Proof? 

 

“The burden of proof is the responsibility someone has to defend or give evidence for his view.  

Generally, the rule can be summed up this way: Whoever makes the claim bears the burden.”1 It’s not 

your duty to prove him wrong.  It’s his duty to prove his view.  

 

Koukl’s example:  

 

Atheist: “You could say that there was nothing but an infinite, continuous moment, until one 

tiny, little, insignificant thing happened: a point happened in the nothingness.” 

  

Koukl: “You’re right about one thing...When you start with ‘you could say’ you can spin any yarn 

you want. But then comes the hard part: giving reasons why anyone should take your science 

fiction story seriously. It’s not my job to disprove your something-from-nothing fairy tale.  It’s 

your job to prove it.  You haven’t done that.  You haven’t even tried.”2 

 

1st Columbo question: “What do you mean by that?” 

 

2nd Columbo question is this: “Now, how did you come to that conclusion?” 

 

This is designed to enforce the burden-of-proof rule. 

 

                                                           
1 Koukl, Greg. Tactics (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 2009) 59. 
2 Ibid, 59-60. 
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Other questions you might ask: 

 

1. “Why did you say that?” 

2. “What are your reasons for holding that view?” 

3. “What makes you think that’s the right way to see it?” 

4. “I’m curious - Why would that idea seem compelling to you?” 

 

Here is the difference between the 1st and 2nd Columbo questions: 

 

1. The 1st question helps you know what another person thinks. 

2. The 2nd question helps you know why he thinks the way that he does. 

 

This does three things: 

 

1. It charitably assumes he has actually come to a conclusion - that he has reasons for his view. 

2. It will give him a chance to express his rationale, if he has any. 

3. It will also give you more material to work with in addressing his objections. 

 

 

THE FOUR TESTS 

 

There are 4 questions or tests that are helpful to consider when someone offers an alternate 

explanation. James Anderson offers a helpful set of tests when evaluating worldviews on their own 

terms. 3  They help us to further our dialogue with others so that we begin to ask questions that pertain 

to all four of these tests. They are not academic pie-in-the-sky tests, but tests that philosophers and even 

scientists commonly understand and apply in their respective pursuits.  

 

1. The Consistency Test 

 

This test affirms that, “Any worldview that involves inconsistent beliefs or assumptions cannot be true 

(at least at those points) because it’s a basic rule of logic that no contradiction is true.” Thus, we are 

looking for self-contradictory truths in a logical manner. Remember, that we need to be sure we properly 

understand a worldview before we accuse it of inconsistency. We want our interlocutor to say, “You’ve 

understand my position” before we respond to it with its inconsistencies. And often is the case, asking 

good questions will help your neighbor see your point more clearly in a winsome manner than just 

stating the obvious to them.  

 

 Examples: 

 

                                                           
3 Anderson, James. Why Should I Believe Christianity? (Christian Focus Publications: Ross-Shire, Scotland, 2016), 41-
49. 



Sharing & Defending the Faith    Weeks 9 – 10 | Participant 

Page | 3  
 

 “God exists and doesn’t exist.” 

 “There are no moral absolutes. It’s all relative.”  

 “There are no moral absolutes, and there is a law of karma where we are rewarded for 

our good deeds and punished for bad deeds.”  

 The Big Bang came from nothing. There was nothing; then there was something. 

 

2. The Coherence Test 

 

This test asks how worldviews and their subsequent beliefs “stick together” or “unite.” In other words, 

the ideas within the worldview itself need to support one another and relate to one another. When 

certain parts have no coherence with the whole, then we see that the coherence of the worldview 

begins to break down. In some ways the coherence test is similar to the consistency test but it differs in 

that there is coherence. 

 

Sandra believes in God and asserts that there are moral laws from God that are above our 

personal opinion unto which we ought to live. 

 

Biff believes that there is no God and that there are objective moral laws which we ought to live 

by that are socially constructed for our good (A positive law argument).  

 

3. The Explanation Test 

 

It will be able to explain the reality we live. It will give strong reasons for the things we observe about 

ourselves and the world we live in.  

 

“It is probable?” This would be the power of explanation. If a worldview can better explain itself 

and everything else than another worldview, then the worldview is true. 

 

“It may seem plausible to some that monkeys banging on typewriters long enough could 

eventually pound out the works of Shakespeare. That doesn’t mean we’re justified in thinking a 

baboon wrote Hamlet. I’m still convinced Shakespeare did that.”4  

 

Example: Worldviews that believe humans came about by a blind evolutionary process find it terribly 

difficult to explain why humans should be treated with a unique dignity and respect.  

 

4. The Evidence Test 

 

If the worldview is true, it must fit with the evidences we have available to us: 

 

 The evidence of reason, conscience, history, science, our senses, etc.… 

                                                           
4 Koukl, 64. 
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This is the more difficult test because no one interprets evidences in a blind, unbiased manner. We 

interpret evidences within the worldview we believe. However, as we will see later in the course, 

evidences play a significant role in evaluating worldviews.  

 

“What would we expect” to happen with the evidence before us if the worldview were true.  

 

 For example: Darwin’s problem with the complexity of life.  

 

IMPORTANT - IF YOU KEEP THE BURDEN OF PROOF ON THE OTHER SIDE WHEN THE OTHER PERSON IS 

MAKING THE CLAIM, IT TAKES THE PRESSURE OFF YOU BUT STILL ALLOWS YOU TO DIRECT THE 

CONVERSATION. 

 

Remember the magic words: LET ME THINK ABOUT IT. 

 

“They are like magic because once you say this, you free yourself from any obligation to respond 

further at the moment. All the pressure is gone because you have already pleaded ignorance.”5  

 

“When someone says to you, ‘The Bible’s been changed so many times,’ or ‘you don’t need God 

to have morality’...don’t retreat in silence.  Instead, simply raise your eyebrows and say, ‘Oh? 

How did you come to that conclusion?’”6 

 

Step 3: Using Columbo to Lead the Way 

 

The third step in the Columbo tactic is meant to go on the offensive, but in an inoffensive way. 

This is done by asking “leading questions.”  

 

 “Every time you ask a question and get a favorable response, the person is telling you he 

understands the point you’re making and agrees with it, at least provisionally. He takes another 

step forward with you in the thinking process.”7  

 

“There is no neutral ground when it comes to the tolerance question. Everybody has a point of 

view he or she thinks is right, and everybody passes judgment at some point or another. The 

Christian gets pigeonholed as the judgmental one, but everyone else is judging too, even people 

who consider themselves relativists.”8 

 

Once you have a clear understanding of what a person thinks and why he thinks it, move to this step: 

Using questions to subtly expose a weakness, or to uproot difficulties or problems you detect in his view.  
                                                           
5 Koukl, 69. 
6 Ibid, 70. 
7 Ibid, 72-73. 
8 Ibid, 78. 
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Survey Questionnaire 
 

“Are you willing to answer a 5-10 minute questionnaire that I’m doing for my religious course I’m 

taking? It’s just five questions, and I’m not allowed to answer back. There is no impunity and I can only 

ask clarifying questions.”   

 

Where do you think the world came from?          
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What do you believe about God? 
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What do you believe about Jesus Christ? 
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Where do you believe morality comes from?  
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What do you believe about life after death?          

          

         

 

 

 

 

 


