
 

 

Conversation Starters   
– Ignition and Gear Questions 

 

Be a Co-Journeyer 
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I am amazed at the power of questions.   
 
I had an aisle seat on the plane flying home from Sydney. I sat next to an elderly lady, Beverly, who was reading a 
book. I asked her what she was reading and what she thought of it. This led to a lively discussion of her spiritual 
journey. I was able to share my testimony and propose answers to some questions she had about faith. The point: 
ask questions and then to listen to the journey and heart of the one you are talking with. Be a Co-Journer with them.  
 
There are 3 Articles to this series (bold is this Article): 

1. Adventuring with Jesus – Great Perspectives which enable you to move forward in sharing your faith 
2. Be a Co-Journeyer – Conversation Starters (Ignition and Gear Questions) 
3. Challenging Apathy with Conversation Jolters 

 
This article is designed to equip and empower you to ask good questions to discover what God’s Holy Spirit is doing 

in a person’s life (where they are up to with God). Then you can help them take the next step towards Jesus. 

Remember, the Holy Spirit’s role is to draw the non-Christian towards Christ. Our role is to find out where that is up 
to, and co-operate with the Holy Spirit to be a positive part of that journey. 
 
 

Persuasions and Questions work – when God is at work!  

For some Christians, using good reasons to persuade people as to why they 
need to respond to Jesus seems unspiritual. I even heard one person say, “If 
we just love other people – serve them, or take them to church, or give them 
good Christian music, they will just become Christians won’t they? After all, 
you can’t argue someone into the Kingdom – only the Spirit can change a 
rebel’s heart.”  

 
It’s true that only the Spirit can change a rebel’s heart. But the rest is not 
scriptural. Consider what Paul did in Acts: 

“When Paul and his companions had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where 
there was a Jewish synagogue. As was his custom, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he 
reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Messiah had to suffer and rise from the 
dead. ‘This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Messiah,’ he said. Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul 
and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and quite a few prominent women.” (emphases mine Acts 17:1-4) 

 
Notice that “a large number” were persuaded! Why was this? As Gregory Koukl says in Tactics – A game plan for 
discussing your Christian Convictions (p36), “A vital principle was in operation - without God’s work, nothing else 
works; but with God’s work, many things work. Under the influence of the Holy Spirit, love persuades. By the power 
of God, the gospel transforms. With Jesus at work, arguments convince.” God is happy to use each of these methods.  
 



 
 
There are 3 Modes of Evangelism – this training is useful in each of these to have Spiritual Conversations 

1) Broad Sowing - with people you have just met (eg through questionnaires on campus) 

 you learn how to start and conduct a spiritual conversation (and get lots of practice) 

 you get to meet lots of people, a proportion of whom will become Christians  

 follow-up opportunities may not be present, or hard to arrange 
2) Relational – with people you are friends with  

 Feels  more natural, generally leads to a higher percentage of responses 

 Follow-up opportunities are good 

 Takes a significant investment of time with each friendship 
 

3) Incarnational - with people you journey through life with (family, closest friends, flatmates) 

 It’s a full lifestyle opportunity. People get to see how a Christian lives all aspects of life. 

 Generally leads to the greatest percentage of responses 

 Follow-up opportunities are excellent 

 Takes a significant investment of time with each person. Therefore, there are only a few people you can 
have this mode of evangelism with. 

 You need to be active in Broad Sowing to have the skill base to initiate and continue spiritual 
conversations in the other 2 modes of evangelism 

 
In each mode of evangelism, it is essential to engage in meaningful spiritual conversations. This is what you are 
setting out to do straight away in Broad Sowing.  For Relational and Incarnational Evangelism, you have to 
intentionally plan and take the initiative, or it probably won’t happen. So we all need to be active in broad sowing, to 
continue to develop the skills and readiness necessary to initiate and continue spiritual conversations in the 
relational and incarnational modes. 
 
 

 

Spiritual Conversation Starters  

I have paralleled the example of driving a car to a spiritual conversation. This helps with remembering the emphasis 
of the questions, plus what the questions are!  
 

The Car Door Question   (Use our Oz Culture...)  
 
 

       In our Australian Culture there are a couple of useful openings to a spiritual            
    conversation. 
 

  
Weekends   
What did you do on the weekend?  
What are you doing this weekend? 
 
Religious Holidays (or Holy-days) 
What are you doing for Christmas/Easter? 
What did you do for Christmas/Easter?  

 
These two lines of questions are great because they are natural things to ask in our culture, and you can even ask 
them of someone you’ve only just met. It’s not weird or especially religious to ask these questions. 
 
More often than not, after you’ve asked the question, the person will ask you back, what about you? If they don’t 
even ask you that question in return, they may not be able to engage you in a conversation. That’s fine. You gave 



them an opportunity for a conversation to start. You don’t have to try and coerce one out of them. (You could just 
throw into the conversation what you did on the weekend anyway and see what happens. You never know where it 
might lead, maybe even to a spiritual conversation.) 
 
Them: What did you do on the weekend? 
You:  On Saturday I got into an assignment. Sunday I went to church and caught up with friends over coffee 
afterwards. I had a good time. 
 
You have now set the stage for the Ignition Question. This question can be easily asked, because you have laid the 
ground work for it, plus they have just asked you about your weekend. The ignition question starts up the 
conversation question ready to drive it in a spiritual direction 
 
I have paralleled the example of driving a car to a spiritual conversation. This helps with remembering the emphasis 
of the questions, plus what the questions are!  

 
 
IGNITION QUESTION: How about you, what’s been your experience of Christian stuff? 

Maybe they’ve gone to church, maybe they had a Christian friend, maybe they did Religious 
Instruction at school, or maybe they’ve had no Christian input at all and you’re the first Christian 
they’ve ever met. Ask them to describe their connection to Christianity, however tenuous, and 
what it meant to them. 
 

 
 

 
CLUTCH QUESTION: Was that a positive or negative experience for you? 

This follows on from the Ignition Question to give you more info about 
where they are coming from. You find the gear for a spiritual 
conversation by letting them tell you the good, the bad and the ugly of 
their Christian experience.  
 
Them:  I went to a church school 

You: Was that a positive or negative experience for you? 

 
 
HEADLIGHTS  (take a closer look at their experience): 

 
With a positive experience, you can ask them about it and what they learned about Jesus 
through it.  
If they have had a negative experience of Christian things or a bad perception of the 
church, ask them thoughtfully about it. Then empathise with them. You don’t have to 
defend the Church or Christians! For the great majority of negative experiences, you can 
honestly say, “If I was in your place and that happened to me, I would feel the same 

way.” Or “I’m sorry that happened to you.” You now have a point of empathy with that person.   
 
This is very powerful, as this may be the first time a Christian has agreed 
that they received a difficult time in their experience of Christianity. This can 
really leave that person with a positive experience of Christianity, which the 
Holy Spirit can use to turn them towards Christ. In our culture it takes 
around 4-5 positive experiences of Christianity before someone is ready to 
have a serious look at God. 

 



At this point, they may be ready to ask you questions, or you can ask them something to see if there is anything you 
can help them with. Ask “If you could ask a Christian (eg me) any question, what would it be?” 
 

Questions To Drive through Roadblocks  the Columbo Questions 

Have you ever come to a dead stop in a spiritual conversation? Perhaps you got 
thrown by a claim the other made (eg. I think the Bible is a bunch of fairy tales and 
legends). Here are some questions to help you get past conversational roadblocks. 
Even if the other appears antagonistic to Christianity, these questions are 
awesome, and even fun to ask. (Adapted from Gregory Koukl, see More Resources 
at the end of this article.)    
 

It is called the “The Columbo Tactic” after Columbo, the seemingly inept, bumbling TV detective who solved cases by 
asking good questions (I am calling them The Columbo Conversation Continuer Questions). Columbo questions are 
dialoguing the gospel, by answering a question with a question. This has significant advantages over direct answers. 
It brings to the surface the questioner's assumptions. It also takes the pressure off you—the one being asked—and 
puts the ball back in the court of the one doing the asking. If we have taken up the defensive position, the 
questioners are not really wrestling with issues. They're just watching us squirm. 
 
Responding to a question with a question paves the way for a concept that the questioner might not otherwise 
consider. Many ideas that are central to our gospel message—God's holiness, people's sinfulness, Christ's atoning 
work on the cross, and people's responsibility—are alien concepts. Questions bring these concepts into clearer focus 
for consideration and even acceptance.  
 
What if they make a claim or accusation against Christianity? The Columbo Conversation Continuer Questions can 
help.  
 

 
 
The Columbo Conversation Continuer Questions 

 
 What do you mean by that? 

If you deliver this clarification question in a mild, genuinely inquisitive fashion, it’s awesome because: 

 It immediately engages the non-believer (or the believer, if the difference of opinion is an in-house, 
theological point) in an interactive way 

 it's flattering because you've expressed a genuine interest in knowing more about the other's view 

 it forces the other to think more carefully – maybe for the first time – about exactly what they do mean 

 it gives you valuable information, so be sure to pay attention to the response  
 

 How did you come to that conclusion?  
This is a gentler version of Where did you get your facts? How can you back up your claim? It has a nicer tone 
that graciously implies the non-Christian has actually thought through the issue carefully instead of just making 
an assertion.  

 
You are not obliged to move on to the next question, because sometimes just asking the first 2 questions is enough 
to expose some flaws in their reasoning or trigger further conversation. But if you want to proceed, your third 
question suggests an alternative.  

  
 Have you ever considered…?  

Offer an alternative view that gently challenges their beliefs, possibly exposing a point of weakness you uncovered in 
the answers to your first two questions.  
 
Remember, your motive is not to win an argument, catch people out or expose them as idiots, but to show the love 
of God. So it needs to be done gently. 
 



 

Challenges and Accusations Against Christianity  
adapted from Columbo and Common Ground Tactics  by Gregory Koukl of Stand to 
Reason 

 
The Columbo Conversation Continuer Questions are excellent to utilise 
here also: 
 
If someone makes a claim or accusation against Christianity, you do not 
have to address it directly at first. Nor do you have to go on the 
defensive. You are not the one making the claim; they are. Therefore, 
the onus is on them to defend it. 

When a non-believer makes a claim against Christianity that you want 
to challenge, you can do so without being obnoxious. Use a softening agent like “Can you clear this up for me?” or 
“Can you help me understand this?” as opposed to “what the hell kind of loony idea is that?” Then offer your 
objection gently.  

Your mission is to listen to them and carefully ask questions to explore their views and gently challenge. Think of it as 
a learning and information-gathering opportunity. You will hopefully obtain a good picture of what they believe and 
why they believe it. You can also develop a level of friendship here. 

Koukl suggests ways you can gently offer alternative views that are intellectually honest rather than dogmatic, 
including, “Let me suggest an alternative, and tell me if you think it’s an improvement.” Koukl says that this is a 
humbler way to put your view forward and allows room for the possibility that you could be wrong (which you could 
be). It provides for you to adjust your view too if you need to, during the conversation. If you’re out of your depth in 
a conversation, you can retreat by saying something like, “that’s an interesting view. Let me mull on that for a while 
and I’ll give you my response at another time.” 

Remember the Columbo Conversation Continuer Questions can be utilised to move a conversation forward, discern 
their interest after they have made an accusation against Christianity, and what to do next: 

 What do you mean by that? 

 How did you come to that conclusion? 

 Have you ever considered…? 

 Gauge their interest – get them to place a value on your answer 

  What if I don’t know the answer? 

 
 

  

You don’t have to go on the defensive... 



Putting it all Together       P = Potential Christian / Y = You! 

 
CAR DOOR (Oz Cultural Question)  What are you doing this weekend? 

     Y: What did you do this weekend? 
 P: Worked on an assignment, had a family dinner, the usual stuff. What did you get up to? 
 Y: Well, I pretended to study on Saturday, then went to church on Sunday, and hung out with   

     some friends after.  It was good.  

 

 

 

IGNITION QUESTION: How about you, what’s been your experience of Christian stuff?  

Y: Well, I pretended to study on Saturday, then went to church on Sunday, and hung out with some friends 
after.  It was good.  So, what about you? Have you had any experience with Christian stuff before? 
P: Yeah, I went to a Christian school. 

 

 

 

 
CLUTCH QUESTION: So, was that a positive or negative experience for you? 

Y: So, was that a positive or negative experience for you?   
P: It was a bit negative actually. 
 
 
 

 
 
HEADLIGHTS: (take a closer look) –  A Negative Christian Experience?  

Y: Can you tell me what happened? 
P: Well, the Christian teachers seemed to be a bit hypocritical at times to me. 
Y: How did you see their hypocrisy? 
P: Well, they talked a lot about being kind to everyone, but they weren’t very kind to me. 
Y: How do you mean? 
P: I was told if I got into trouble, the school would ring my parents before giving me the cane. But 

they didn’t, they just caned me.  It was just hypocritical. 
Y: I’m sorry to hear that. If I were you, I’d be upset about that. Can I please apologise for what happened to you – on behalf of 
Christians who do wrong and stupid things. 
P: Gosh, I no one has said anything like that to me before. 
Y: I’m glad to be able to.  
 

At this point, they may be ready to ask you questions, or you can ask them something to see if there is anything you 
can help them with. Ask “If you could ask a Christian (eg me) any question, what would it be?” 
Or “So where does that leave you up to with God and how you think of Him?” 
 
Y: So where does that leave you up to with God and how you think of Him? 
P: Well – the Bible is really just a bunch of fairy tales for superstitious types and a crutch for people who don’t know better. 
 

 

 

 

 

  



FIRST GEAR  What do you mean by that?    

P: Well – the Bible is really just a bunch of fairy tales for superstitious types and a crutch for people who don’t 

know better. 
Y:  What do you mean by that?  

P: Huh? 

Y: Do you think the Bible made up from scratch, or was there some truth in it that’s been distorted over time? 
            P:  Well, maybe there was some truth in it back somewhere. Then it was distorted over time. 

 

 

SECOND GEAR  How did you come to that conclusion? 

Y:  How did you come to that conclusion? 
P:  I saw a documentary with scholars or scientists discussing it. 
Y:  Do you have the references they used? 
P:  No. 
Y:  How do you know what they were saying was true? 
P:  Well they were scholars! 
Y:  Yes, but anybody can give an opinion and sound very convincing about it.  It is whether that opinion is 

justified with solid fact that makes the difference. 

 
 
THIRD GEAR  Have you ever considered...?  

Gently suggest an alternative to their position. 
 
Y:  Have you ever considered that the Bible has been severely tested over centuries by some of the finest 
intellects and found to be factual? 
P:  No not really... 

 
 
BRAKE  Gauge the real interest behind a question... 

Gauge how genuine their interest is in the answer to their question by getting them to place 
value on it. This stops you dumping unwanted info on them, or Bible bashing them or getting into 
an argument (that is why it is brake).  
 
Y:  If I were to answer this question to your satisfaction, what difference would it make in your 
life? 
P:  Well, none really. 
Y:  In that case, let’s just chat about other stuff, like how about this weather, eh? We’ve been 

having quite a bit of weather lately, don’t you think?  

 
If their response is positive, give an answer. If you don’t know the answer, see 5 below. 
 
 
REV THE ENGINE  What if I don’t know the answer? 

Y:  If I were to answer this question to your satisfaction, what difference might it make in your 
life? 
P:  Well, it would make me interested to look closely at God  
Y:  The question you have posed is an excellent one I don’t know the answer off the top of my 
head, but thanks for asking it, I know there is info I can look into it, and if we can meet again 
next Monday I will tell you what I find out.  
 



If it’s unlikely you’ll meet again (eg. met on a plane), you can ask for their email address. If they give you one, be sure to follow 
through with an answer.  If you can see them again, say, “That question is one I can research. Let’s arrange to meet for coffee 
next Monday….”   
Rev the Engine is about positioning – helping get them ready to hear an answer! 

 
 

Indicator Question  See if they have any interest in Knowing God Personally   

Y: I’m interested to know, have you ever come across the concept that you can know 
God personally – that is, have a friendship with God? 
P: No I haven’t heard that idea. 
Y: Does the idea of being able to have a friendship with God interest you? 
P: Hmmm, well it is an intriguing concept. 
Y: Would it be worthwhile for you to know how you can have a friendship with God? 
P: Well, you know it could change the way I see thing, so yes. 
Y: I have a Knowing God Personally Booklet with me that I would like to show you. I would 
like to hear what your feedback on it: – is it clear, does it make sense? What response do 

you have to the information in it? Is it easy to understand? Can I go through it with you? 
P: Yes, I’d like to see it. 
Now simply go through the KGP with them asking questions to see if they are understanding it, plus questions on their feedback. 
 
 

How do you start talking to people you have known for some time? (but got 

stuck or haven’t spoken to about Christian stuff for some time, or at all) 

This is a situation you might realise yourself in. 
Simply state the truth to them to begin looking at the spiritual 
aspect of life. Like this: 
“I’m sorry, I feel in our relationship have been a bit remiss. I have 
never asked you about something that is important to me, what 
you think about the spiritual side of life? What has been your 
experience of Christian things...” 
 
 

 

 

 
 

What do you need now to Keep Developing? 

Do you want to keep developing? 
 
Place yourself where the Vision, Motivation and Skills will flourish!  
• Focus on God’s Word to continue in you an Eternal Perspective  

(Daniel 2: 26-47  Rock, the Kingdom of God which can’t be  
             Destroyed) 
• Become a Great Commandment, Great Commission Person. Love God – 
with your whole heart, mind, soul and strength + love people  

Matthew 22:34-40 and Matthew 28:16-20 
• Join with others to meet and encourage each other Heb 10:25 

• Share your adventures, roll-play with each other, help each other get un-stuck! 
 

 
 

 



Develop, Practice and Hone your Evangelism Tool-Belt  

 
Begin wherever you are....   Enjoy the Adventure with Jesus!  
Let’s practice first using scripted role-play of these questions. 
The Scenario: catching up with a friend, or sitting next to a stranger on the 
bus, or even talking to a telemarketer... 
Y = You P=Potential Christian 

 
 
Y: What did you do this weekend? 
P: Worked on an assignment, had a family dinner, the usual stuff. What did you get up to? 
Y: Well, I pretended to study on Saturday, then went to church on Sunday, and hung out with some friends after.  It was good.     
     So, what about you? Have you had any experience with Christian stuff before? 
 
P: Yeah, I went to a Christian school. 
Y: So, was that a positive or negative experience for you? 
P: It was a bit negative actually. 
 
Y: Can you tell me what happened? 
P: Well, the Christian teachers seemed to be a bit hypocritical at times to me. 
Y: How did you see their hypocrisy? 
P: Well, they talked a lot about being kind to everyone, but they weren’t very kind to me. 
Y: How do you mean? 
P: I was told if I got into trouble, the school would ring my parents before giving me the cane. But they didn’t, they just caned 
me.  It was just hypocritical. 
Y: I’m sorry to hear that. If I were you, I’d be upset about that. Can I please apologise for what happened to you – on behalf of 
Christians who do wrong and stupid things. 
P: Gosh, I no one has said anything like that to me before. 
 
Y: I’m glad to be able to. Was there anything positive about it? 
P: Not really 

Y: So where does that leave you up to with God and how you think of Him? 

P: Well – the Bible is really just a bunch of fairy tales for superstitious types and a crutch for people who don’t know better. 

Y:  What do you mean by that?  

P: Huh? 

Y: Do you think the Bible made up from scratch, or was there some truth in it that’s been distorted over time? 
P: Well, maybe there was some truth in it back somewhere. Then it was distorted over time. 
 
Y:  How did you come to that conclusion? 
P:  I saw a documentary with scholars or scientists discussing it. 
Y:  Do you have the references they used? 
P:  No. 
Y:  How do you know what they were saying was true? 
P:  Well they were scholars! 
Y:  Yes, but anybody can give an opinion and sound very convincing about it.  It is whether that opinion is justified with solid fact 
that makes the difference. 
 
Y:  Have you ever considered that the Bible has been severely tested over centuries by some of the finest intellects and found to 
be factual? 
P:  No not really... 
Y:  If I were to answer this question to your satisfaction, what difference would it make in your life? 
P:  Well, none really. 
Y:  In that case, let’s just chat about other stuff, like how about this weather, eh? We’ve been having quite a bit of weather 
lately, don’t you think?  
 
OR: 
Y:  If I were to answer this question to your satisfaction, what difference might it make in your life? 
P:  Well, it would make me interested to look closely at God  
Y:  The question you have posed is an excellent one. I don’t know the answer off the top of my head, but thanks for asking it, I 
know there is info I can look into it, and if we can meet again next Monday I will tell you what I find out. (or if you kno. 



 
Y: I’m interested to know, have you ever come across the concept that you can know God personally – that is, have a 
friendship with God? 
P: No I haven’t heard that idea. 
Y: Does the idea of being able to have a friendship with God interest you? 
P: Hmmm, well it is an intriguing concept. 
Y: Would it be worthwhile for you to know how you can have a friendship with God? 
P: Well, you know it could change the way I see thing, so yes. 
Y: I have a Knowing God Personally Booklet with me that I would like to show you. I would like to hear what your feedback on it: 
– is it clear, does it make sense? What response do you have to the information in it? Is it easy to understand? Can I go through it 
with you? 
P: Yes, I’d like to see it. 
 
 

Freelance Role-plays 

This is where you get to have a go at a spiritual conversation unscripted. 
Pair up, and pick one of you to be the potential-Christian (PC). The PC takes a minute to 
think of where they are up to with God based on: 

1. Experience thus far of Christian things 
2. Resulting attitude towards God  
3. Degree of openness 

 
Some suggested questions for the Christian to ask the PC about their spiritual journey: 

 Where are you in your spiritual pilgrimage?  
 What do you like/dislike about Christians?  

 How do you deal with disappointment, rejection, distress and discouragement?  
 What is your philosophy of life based on?  
 Do you believe what you've been brought up with? Why/why not? 
 What are you living for? What do you value most?  
 Do you think you'll go to heaven when you die? Why/why not? 
 If you could know God personally, would you be interested?  
 Did you have a chaplain at your school? Was that positive or negative? 
 In a conversation with someone who has never heard about God, what would you say about him from 

your experience?  
 Has anything ever happened to you that was dramatic, personal or spectacular enough to cause you to 

be certain there is a God who is both infinite and personally caring? 
 What do you consider to be two major turning points in your life? 


