
Apologetics in the Academy 

Hi everyone.  Thanks so much for coming.  This talk might be a little different from the others 

I’m giving at this conference.  As a scientist, I tend to love hard data, information, and careful 

argumentation.   But this talk is going to be a bit more practical.  My topic is ‘apologetics in the 

academy: bringing the gospel to intellectuals.’  I want to discuss how we engage those in 

academia, whether they’re undergraduates, graduate students or faculty, with the gospel.  

What questions are they likely to have and how can we give a defense of the Christian faith? 

 

Since you all decided to come to this talk, you presumably have some interest in this topic 

(unless you’re in the wrong room, in which case Gary Habermas is down the hall, first door on 

the left.  Just kidding, I have no idea where Gary Habermas is.)  But let me briefly explain why I 

think it’s so important to know how to engage academia if you ever have to explain your 

interest to someone who isn’t really interested in the subject.   

Current faculty, students.  Future college students.  Parents of college students.  

 

Even more than that, the universities are increasingly powerful as culture-shaping 

institutions.  It is where popular ideas and values are formed and reinforced.   In learning to 

engage the university, you are learning to engage the broader intellectual culture as well 

I. From Pharisee to Christian 

Here’s my outline for this afternoon.  I want to start my talk with my own story, since I myself 

became a Christian in academia, while I was a graduate student in academia. I’ll then describe 

four major components to what I call the post/modern worldview which seems to dominate 

academia.  Next, I’ll discuss three major obstacles to the gospel that are especially prevalent at 

a personal level among academics.  I then will outline three apologetic arguments that I think 

are particularly helpful for those in a university setting and I’ll close with some practical tips.  

That’s a lot of material!  So let’s get started. 

 

A. Loving, moral but non-Christian family.  No formal religious training.  Very proud of my 

morality (but not very moral).   

B. I believed in God but the God I believed in was essential a projection of the kind of God I 

would like to exist.  “If I were God,” I thought to myself “this is the kind of God I would be.  So 

this is surely the kind of God who must exist.”  No Christian theology.  Trinity: “The Holy Ghost 

– that’s Jesus after he was raised from the dead, right? He was the Holy Ghost?”  Very proud 

of my religious and philosophical ideas (had no idea what I was talking about) 

C. Started dating Christina.   Now at this point, I always tell people that that is a bad idea.  It 

worked out in our case, but that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.   



D. We ended up going to graduate school at UC-Berkeley together and I fully believed that we 

could compromise on the whole Jesus thing.  And to show Christina that I was willing to meet 

her halfway, I started going to church with her. And that was a big mistake on my part, a 

major tactical error.  

E. Pastor PhD from Cambridge, quantum physics professor in choir.  Couldn’t dismiss 

Christianity any longer as ‘for stupid people.’  Realized I didn’t like Christianity.  Are you telling 

me that Jesus is the only way to God?  What about all those sincere followers of other 

religions?  What about hell?  What about the nice, pluralistic picture of God that I had so 

carefully assembled over the years? 

F. I remember weeping and asking Christina all of these questions and what she said surprised 

me. She said “I don’t know all the answers.”  In retrospect, I think this response was powerful 

in part because it demonstrates that Christianity is not based on a God that we invent, whom 

we completely understand.  Instead, it is based on a God who is real and who reveals Himself 

as he is, whether we can understand Him or not.  And what that meant was that becoming a 

Christian would man admitting the most uneducated, backwards, hillbilly, Bible-thumping 

redneck preacher with a gunrack and antlers on his pickup truck knew more about God that I 

did.  That was a terrifying thought.  But I remember telling God that night “I don’t know who 

you are.  I don’t even know if Jesus is your Son. But if He is, I’m willing to follow Him.”  And I 

think that is the night I became a Christian. 

G. Men’s Bible study.  Discipled.  After PhDs, moved to Yale. 

H. “Come to friend’s blog.”  Fortunately, we were both completely unprepared.  I had no idea 

what I was doing and he had no idea what he was doing.  Two truths: 1) important to defend 

Christian faith 2) possible to defend Christian faith. 

II. The post/modern worldview 

Common worldview presuppositions of people in academia.  Mainly based on experiences in 

the sciences; humanities probably somewhat different.  Beliefs are often implicit and 

unconscious; absorbed from environment. Key step is getting people to reflect on their own 

assumptions. 

Four major beliefs: naturalism, relativism, scientism and pluralism, all of which are defeater 

beliefs for Christianity.  That is, if these beliefs are true, then Christianity cannot be true.  Right 

now, I want to define these beliefs.  I’ll say something very brief about how they can be 

addressed, but you can ask me more during the Q&A session. 

A. Naturalism.  Naturalism not conclusion from science; philosophical assumption.  What is 

nature? “How do you know that nature is all that exists?”  Is there any evidence which would 

convince you of supernatural? 



B. Moral relativism. “How do you know that moral relativism is true?”  Another philosophical 

proposition that most people simply absorb from their environment without ever reflecting 

on it.  How do they know that objective moral truths do not exist? 

Impossibility of moral outrage.  Liberal slant of academia makes liberal causes fruitful: 

environment, oppression of women/minorities.  By what authority do they tell another culture 

that their practices are morally wrong? Other challenges. 

C. Scientism.  

D. Pluralism. Six blind men and the elephant.  “You all merely holding different parts of the 

elephant.  You have part of the truth, but the entire truth too great to be experienced by any 

one of you.”  Analogy for world religions.  Each religion has a part of the truth, but the whole 

truth is too great to be captured by any one religion.  The story of the six blind men and the 

six household objects.  The religious pluralist is really making a very definite claim and exclusive 

about the nature of religious truth, even while insisting that no one can make such claims!  

Someone who is truly unsure about spiritual issues should be open to the possibility that one 

religion really is objectively true, to the exclusion of all the others. 

So to effectively academia, we have to be aware of these worldview assumptions that likely 

underlie many of peoples’ particular beliefs. Our goal is encourage people to reflect on their 

own assumptions and ask questions like: is this true?  How do I know it’s true? I can’t 

emphasize enough how this kind of self-reflection is crucial.  People in academia, especially 

scientists, have a tremendous disdain for philosophy.  That doesn’t mean that they don’t do 

philosophy; it just means that they do bad philosophy and simply absorb the worldview of 

their surroundings.  So prodding people to think carefully about their justification for what 

they believe is a huge step.  

III. Obstacles in academia 

 Next, let’s look at some major obstacles we may run into. Like every culture or subculture, 

academia presents unique challenges.  Consequently, we need to be aware of them and 

sensitive to them whenever we’re presenting the gospel. These issues are by no means limited 

to academics; however, I think they are far more prevalent in academia.  

A. Intellectual pride.  The higher up the academic hierarchy you go, the more intelligent 

people are.  As human beings, it is very easy for us to assume that because we are experts in 

our own particular field, we are naturally experts in every field.  Own example: quantum 

mechanics versus international monetary policy.  Easy to fall into this trap. 

Example: Jesus’ wife and bloodline. Dynasty suppressed by the church.  Da Vinci code. 

It’s very easy for highly educated people to assume that all the information in their brains 

came from a trustworthy source rather than from a Buzzfeed headline that popped up on 

their Facebook news feed last week.  Moreover, intelligence is the social currency of academia.  



Intellect is to the university what physical appearance and money are to normal people.  

Intellectuals like myself are terrified of looking stupid and constantly try to sound more 

informed than we actually are. 

Be incredibly sensitive to embarrassing people.  Don’t charge in guns blazing. My wife always 

reminds me: “give people a way to save face.”  Say something like “Hm. I’m never heard that 

before. Could you point me to a source that would give me more information? I want to make 

sure that what I believe is accurate.”  Harsh answer raises defenses, pushes away. 

B. Cultural animosity.  Human not purely rational, fact-processing robots.  As a result, the 

decision to accept Christianity is something that is influenced not just by evidence and 

reason, but by emotions and peer pressure.  Not persecution complex; data. 

2007 study by Jewish researchers.  Recent work by George Yancey on hiring. 

Political effect?  No.  Evangelicals beat Republicans and NRA members. 

Not just Christ.   We are also calling them to identify with a wildly unpopular group in their 

culture.  We are asking them to “switch sides” and embrace “those people” as their brothers 

and sisters in Christ.  We’d be foolish to pretend that it isn’t going to be a factor. 

Personal example can have huge impact on stereotypes.  

C. Self-sufficiency is a major obstacle to academics.  High-school success, to college, to grad 

school, to tenure-track, to tenured.  As a result, almost everyone you speak to at every level of 

academic achievement has talent and ability and has met with some significant degree of 

success.  As a result, it can be harder to hear the message of the gospel, which declares we 

are all helpless sinners in need of rescue.   

IV. Arguments  

A. Not a purely academic, intellectual exercise.  The God of the Bible exists, then he has a 

comprehensive claim on our lives; surrender not belief.  Because many academics and 

intellectuals are so used to abstract thought, detached from everyday life, this point is vital.  

Your behavior, your beliefs, your affections, everything, are affected by your Christianity.  Belief 

in the biblical God is not a belief that can be placed on the shelf next to all your other beliefs. 

Belief in the biblical God is the foundational belief against which all my other beliefs will have 

to be reevaluated.   

Some ways in which standard arguments from natural theology can lead into discussion of 

implications. 

B. C.S. Lewis’ Trilemma.  Problem of fourth option ‘legend’.  Restore Trilemma with evidence for 

general reliability of gospels.  Game of telephone: home run!  Geographical placenames.  

Onomastics.  



C. Gospel itself.  As Paul says, ‘the gospel is the power of God unto salvation to everyone who 

believes.’  The gospel does not just reveal the power of God, it brings the power of God to the 

heart of those who hear it.  Apologetics removes intellectual obstacles to faith.  But we should 

never substitute apologetics for the message of Jesus Christ dying for our sins and rising for 

our justification.   

While the Holy Spirit can use apologetics as a means to see the truth of the gospel, He can also 

illuminate the gospel so that we immediately recognize its truth.  In fact, I tend to view the 

gospel as its own self-contained apologetic.  Of all world religions, Christianity is utterly unique 

in its approach to two areas: sin and grace. 

All of us as human beings, no matter how much we suppress it, wrestle with feelings of guilt, 

shame, and our own inadequacy.  Our own standards as children.  Our own standards today 

(Schaeffer).  Utilitarian standards.  Religious standards. Jesus’ standards.   

And all of us long for rescue, for adoption, for reconciliation –even when we don’t believe in a 

god who can provide it.  Longing for a home.  Longing for a perfect father.  Longing for 

fulfillment.  Longing for cleansing. Longing to bridge some unbridgeable gap.  Knocking on some 

locked door.  These longings are strongest when we are saddest and happiest, when we are 

closest to reality. 

The truths of the gospel answer the deepest longings of our heart and that itself is an 

argument that the gospel was not something invented by man, but revealed by Man’s 

Creator.   

V. Practical tips 

Finally, what are some practical tips for sharing the gospel with academics?   

First, live out the gospel.  So many obstacles to the gospel can be cleared away by a consistent 

Christian witness: the belief that evangelicals are all hateful hypocrites, the belief that Christian 

morality is concerned only with sexual ethics and not charity and compassion, the belief that 

Christianity has no practical relevance for how someone lives. 

Second, never jeopardize credibility.  I cannot stress this point enough.  Be incredibly 

conservative about which arguments you use and what statements you make.  For example, I 

have a PhD in theoretical chemistry and –as a career scientists- I have a greater understanding 

of evolution than the average layperson.  But that in no way makes me even remotely qualified 

to speak about evolution as some kind of scientific expert.  As a result, I am incredibly careful 

about what statements I make with regard to evolution.  In the same way, be very, very careful 

what you say for the sake of your credibility.  If you make one erroneous statement, that can 

call into question everything else you say, even when you are speaking from a position of 

expertise.   There are enough great arguments out there for the truth of Christianity that we 

don’t need to risk our credibility on questionable ones.  Do your research.  Check your facts.  



Personally, I don’t use arguments unless I’ve seen them used multiple times in public 

debates, have read atheist books and read atheist websites to hear the best objections to 

that argument and am still satisfied that it is a good argument.  Obviously, we’re all going to 

make mistakes from time to time.  But be cautious and just admit when you are wrong.   

Finally, always point to Jesus.  In discussion of Christianity, people sometimes want to bring up 

all kinds of topics: the role of women in the church, Christian sexual ethics, the conquest of 

Canaan, slavery.  Any I’m not saying that we should avoid these kinds of issues.  We should be 

able to explain winsomely and clearly what we believe the Bible teaches.  But I would never let 

these issues obscure the main question: who is Jesus?  I think Tim Keller said that when he is 

asked these questions, he will often reply: “This is what I think the Bible teaches, but that’s not 

the really crucial issue for you. After all, if Jesus was not the Son of God, then why should you 

care what the Bible teaches? It’s just some ancient book.  So I’d start with Jesus and decide who 

he was.  Figuring out what the Bible teaches is secondary to deciding whether Jesus is Lord.” 

Don’t let other issues become a smokescreen that people can deploy to avoid engaging with 

the claims of Christ. 

 

 


