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Foreword to 
the Second Edition

 

W

 

hen John Stott in 1972

presented the lecture that became this book, the tar-

get in his sights was Christian anti-intellectualism.

His message was aimed especially at ritualists who

exalted church performance over thought, ecumen-

ical activists who treated social reform as a substitute

for doctrine, and Pentecostal evangelicals who abso-

lutized experience at the expense of reflection. As an

antidote, Stott pled for balance—for hard thinking

to come alongside ritual, activism and experience.

And he developed his plea by drawing on the main

s
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themes of Scripture. God as creator, God as revealer,

God as redeemer, God as judge—this biblical por-

trait provided a foundational rationale for using the

mind as a gift from God in faithful service to God. 

On that basis, Stott then explored the manifold

ways in which diligent thinking could function as a

fully contributing part of Christian life—in worship,

belief, holiness, guidance, evangelism and ministry.

Stott brought his appeal to a close by once again

drawing on Scripture to show how the 

 

Christian

 

 use

of the mind confirmed the validity of intellectual la-

bor, but also insured that intellectual activity would

function for the general good, for others and for

God—instead of as an arid thing unto itself.

In the early twenty-first century, this biblically

based message is every bit as relevant to the circum-

stances of church and society as it was a generation

ago. If anything, the pressures against using the

mind carefully, honestly and faithfully as an essential

aspect of the Christian’s calling are stronger now

than ever before. Most Christian communities, even

those that once prided themselves on separation

from the world, now participate eagerly in different
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forms of popular culture. The gains in that move

have been to end the artificial segregation of the sa-

cred from the secular and to give Christian values a

chance at baptizing television, radio, cinema, con-

temporary music, the Internet and the iPod. The

danger has been capitulation to the sentimentalism,

the raw emotionalism, the reliance on cliché and the

impatience with sustained reasoning that prevails so

powerfully in the world of pop. 

In addition, at least in the United States, increased

Christian participation in political life has brought

the same sort of good news mingled with bad. As

more and more examples attest, responsible political

service by conscientious believers can be a fruitful

means of service to the kingdom of God. But as

other examples demonstrate, all-or-nothing political

partisanship and crassly self-serving political action

can overwhelm Christian participants as well as

their secular counterparts. Among the first casualties

in such political excess is careful use of the mind.

In a world where pop culture and political strife

have joined residual religious reasons for turning

aside from responsible intellectual effort, the biblical
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message that “your mind matters” is more relevant

today than when it was first presented. As John Stott

underscores in what follows, God’s Word explains

clearly what is at stake: “every thought is our pris-

oner, captured to be brought into obedience to

Christ” (2 Cor 10:5 

 

JB

 

). As this altogether helpful

book shows, the Bible is full of such admonitions.

Stott would have us consider how much this rich

vein of scriptural teaching, even as it focuses on the

character and work of God, also says about the faith-

ful use of our minds.

 

Mark Noll

Francis McAnaney Professor of History,

University of Notre Dame



 

Foreword to
the First Edition

 

N

 

obody wants a cold, joy-

less, intellectual Christianity. But does this mean we

should avoid “intellectualism” at all costs? Is it expe-

rience, rather than doctrine, that really matters?

Many students close their minds with their text-

books, satisfied that the intellect should play little, if

any, part in the Christian life. How far are they right?

For the Christian, enlightened by the Spirit, just

what is the place of the mind?

These are questions of vital practical importance;

they affect all aspects of our faith. To what extent, for

s
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example, should we appeal to people’s reason in our

presentation of the gospel? Does “faith” imply some-

thing completely irrational? Does common sense

play any part in the Christian’s guidance?

It was with these and other problems in view that

the Rev. John Stott gave his Presidential Address at

the 1972 Inter-Varsity Fellowship Annual Confer-

ence on the place of the mind in the Christian life.

This booklet gives the full text of his address. It ex-

plains why the use of the mind is so important for

the Christian and how it applies to practical aspects

of the Christian life. It makes a forceful appeal to

Christians to show “devotion set on fire by truth.”

 

The Publisher
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Mindless Christianity

 

W

 

hat Paul wrote about

unbelieving Jews in his day could be said, I fear, of

some believing Christians in ours: “I bear them wit-

ness that they have a zeal for God, but it is not en-

lightened.”

 

1

 

 Many have zeal without knowledge, en-

thusiasm without enlightenment. In more modern

jargon, they are keen but clueless.

Now I thank God for zeal. Heaven forbid that

knowledge without zeal should replace zeal without

knowledge! God’s purpose is both, zeal directed by

knowledge, knowledge fired with zeal. As I once

s
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heard Dr. John Mackay say, when he was president

of Princeton Seminary, “Commitment without re-

flection is fanaticism in action. But reflection with-

out commitment is the paralysis of all action.”

The spirit of anti-intellectualism is prevalent to-

day. The modern world breeds pragmatists, whose

first question about any idea is not “Is it true?” but

“Does it work?” Young people tend to be activists,

dedicated supporters of a cause, though without al-

ways inquiring too closely either whether their cause

is a good end to pursue or whether their action is the

best means by which to pursue it. An undergraduate

from Melbourne, Australia, while attending a con-

ference in Sweden, heard that a student protest had

started in his own university. He wrung his hands in

dismay. “I

 

 wish 

 

I were back home,” he cried. “I’d have

been in it. What’s it all about?” He had zeal without

knowledge.

Mordecai Richler, the Canadian commentator,

has been very outspoken on this issue: “What scares

me about this generation is the extent to which igno-

rance is their armour. If know-nothingness goes on

much longer, somebody will yet emerge from a com-
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mune having discovered . . . the wheel.”

 

2

 

This same specter of anti-intellectualism rises reg-

ularly to haunt the Christian church. It regards the-

ology with distaste and distrust. Let me give you

some examples.

Catholic Christians have nearly always placed a

strong emphasis on ritual and its proper perfor-

mance. This at least has been a traditional feature of

Catholicism, even if many contemporary Catholics

(influenced by the liturgical movement) prefer the

simple, not to say the austere. Now outward ceremo-

nial is not to be despised if it is a clear and seemly

expression of biblical truth. The danger of ritual is

that it easily degenerates into ritualism, that is, into

a mere performance in which the ceremony has be-

come an end in itself, a meaningless substitute for

intelligent worship.

Radical Christians, on the other hand, are con-

centrating their energies on social and political ac-

tion. The preoccupation of the ecumenical move-

ment is no longer with ecumenicity itself, or with

church union schemes, or with questions of faith

and order, but rather with feeding the hungry, hous-
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ing the homeless, combating racism, securing justice

for the oppressed, promoting aid programs in devel-

oping nations and supporting the revolutionary

movements of the underprivileged world. Although

the issues of violence and of Christian political in-

volvement are controversial, in general one must

pronounce the struggle for the well-being, dignity

and freedom of all men a Christian quest. Neverthe-

less, historically speaking, this new preoccupation

owes much of its impetus to the widespread despair

of ever reaching doctrinal agreement. Ecumenical

activism thrives on the rebound from the task of

theological formulation, a task which cannot be

avoided if the world’s churches are ever to be re-

formed and renewed, let alone united.

My third example is Pentecostal Christians, many

of whom make experience the major criterion of

truth. Leaving aside questions regarding the validity

of what they seek and claim, one of the most serious

features at least of some neo-Pentecostalism is its

avowed anti-intellectualism. One of the movement’s

leaders said recently, apropos of the Catholic Pente-

costals, that what matters in the end is “not doctrine
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but experience.” This is tantamount to putting our

subjective experience above the revealed truth of

God. Others say they believe that God is deliberately

giving people unintelligible utterance in order to by-

pass—and so humble—their proud intellect. Well,

God certainly abases the pride of men, but he does

not despise the mind which he himself has made.

These three emphases—of many Catholics on rit-

ual, radicals on social action and Pentecostals on ex-

perience—are all to some extent symptoms of the

same malady of anti-intellectualism. They are escape

routes by which to avoid our God-given responsibil-

ity to use our minds Christianly.

In negative terms I would like to subtitle this es-

say “the misery and menace of mindless Christian-

ity.” More positively, I want to try to summarize the

place of the mind in the Christian life. Let me survey

the field I hope to cover.

In the second chapter, by way of introduction, I

shall marshal some arguments—both secular and

Christian—why it is important for us to use our

minds. In the third, as my main thesis, I shall de-

scribe six aspects of Christian life and responsibility
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in which the mind occupies an indispensable place.

In conclusion, I shall issue some cautions against

jumping out of the frying pan into the fire, that is,

against abandoning a superficial anti-intellectualism

in favor of an arid hyper-intellectualism. I am not

pleading for a dry, humorless, academic Christianity,

but for a warm devotion set on fire by truth. I long

for this biblical balance and the avoidance of fanati-

cal extremes. I shall urge that the remedy for an exag-

gerated view of the intellect is neither to disparage it,

nor to neglect it, but to keep it in its God-appointed

place, fulfilling its God-appointed role.



 

2

Why Use Our Minds?

 

W

 

hy  should Christians

use their minds? The first reason will appeal to every

believer who longs to see the gospel spread and

Jesus Christ acknowledged throughout the world. It

concerns the power of men’s thoughts to shape their

actions. History is full of examples of the influence

of great ideas. Every powerful movement has had its

philosophy which has gripped the mind, fired the

imagination and captured the devotion of its adher-

ents. One has only to think of the fascist and com-

munist manifestos of this century, of Hitler’s 

 

Mein

s
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Kampf

 

 on the one hand and of Marx’s 

 

Das Kapital

 

and 

 

Thoughts

 

 of Chairman Mao on the other. A. N.

Whitehead sums it up:

The great conquerors, from Alexander to Cae-

sar, and from Caesar to Napoleon, influenced

profoundly the lives of subsequent genera-

tions. But the total effect of this influence

shrinks to insignificance, if compared to the

entire transformation of human habits and hu-

man mentality produced by the long line of

men of thought from Thales to the present day,

men individually powerless, but ultimately the

rulers of the world.

 

1

 

Much of today’s world is dominated by ideologies

which, if not totally false, are alien to the gospel of

Christ. We may talk of “conquering” the world for

Christ. But what sort of “conquest” do we mean? Not

a victory by force of arms. Our Christian crusade is

far different from the shameful crusades of the Mid-

dle Ages. Listen to Paul’s description of the battle:

“Our war is not fought with weapons of flesh, yet

they are strong enough, in God’s cause, to demolish
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fortresses. We demolish sophistries, and the arro-

gance that tries to resist the knowledge of God; every

thought is our prisoner, captured to be brought into

obedience to Christ.”

 

2

 

 This is a battle of ideas, God’s

truth overpowering the lies of men. Do we believe in

the power of the truth?

Not long after the Soviet Russia’s brutal suppres-

sion of the Hungarian uprising in 1956, Mr. Krush-

chev referred to the example set by Tsar Nicholas I,

whose Russian forces had repressed the Hungarian

revolt of 1848. In a debate on Hungary in the Gen-

eral Assembly of the United Nations, Sir Leslie

Munro quoted Mr. Krushchev’s remarks and con-

cluded his speech by recalling a statement made by

Lord Palmerston in the House of Commons on July

21, 1849, on the same subject. This is what Palmer-

ston had said:

Opinions are stronger than armies. Opinions,

if they are founded in truth and justice, will in

the end prevail against the bayonets of infan-

try, the fire of artillery and the charges of

cavalry. . . .

 

3



 

22

 

Y

 

OUR

 

 M

 

IND

 

 M

 

ATTERS

 

I turn now from secular examples of the power of

thought to some more specifically Christian reasons

for using our minds. My argument now is that the

great doctrines of creation, revelation, redemption

and judgment all imply that man has an inescapable

duty both to think and to act upon what he thinks

and knows.

 

C

 

REATED

 

 

 

TO

 

 T

 

HINK

 

I begin with creation. God made man in his own im-

age, and one of the noblest features of the divine

likeness in man is his capacity to think. It is true that

all subhuman creatures have brains, some rudimen-

tary, some more developed. Mr. W. S. Anthony of the

Oxford Institute of Experimental Psychology read a

paper to the British Association in September, 1957,

in which he described certain experiments with rats.

He put obstacles before their food and water “goal-

boxes,” which had frustrated them in their attempts

to find their way through the maze. He discovered

that, faced with the more complicated mazes, his

rats showed signs of what he called “primitive intel-

lectual doubt”! That may well be. But if some crea-
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tures have doubts, only man has what the Bible calls

“understanding.”

 

4

 

Scripture assumes and portrays this from the be-

ginning of man’s creation. In Genesis 2 and 3 we see

God communicating with man in a way that he does

not communicate with animals. He expects man to

cooperate with him, consciously and intelligently, in

tilling and keeping the garden in which he has

placed him, and to discriminate—rationally as well

as morally—between what he is permitted to do and

the one thing he is prohibited from doing. Moreover,

God invites man to name the animals, symbolizing

the lordship over them which he has been given;

and he creates woman in such a way that man im-

mediately recognizes her suitability as his life part-

ner and, as a result, breaks spontaneously into the

first love poem ever composed!

This basic rationality of man by creation is every-

where taken for granted. Indeed, Scripture bases

upon it the regular argument that since man is dif-

ferent from the animals he should 

 

behave 

 

differently:

“Be not like a horse or a mule, without understand-

ing.”

 

5

 

 Consequently, man is mocked and rebuked
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both when his behavior is more bestial than human

(“I was stupid and ignorant, I was like a beast toward

thee”

 

6

 

) and when the behavior of animals is more

human than that of some human beings. For some-

times animals actually outshine humans. Ants are

more industrious and more prudent than the human

sluggard. Oxen and donkeys tend to give their mas-

ters a more obedient recognition than God’s people.

And migratory birds are better at repentance, for

when they go away on migration they always return,

whereas some backsliders go and fail to come back.

 

7

 

The theme is clear and compelling. There are

many similarities between man and the animals. But

animals were created to behave by instinct, human

beings (

 

pace 

 

the behaviorists) by intelligent choice.

So when humans fail to do by their own mind and

consent what animals do by instinct, they are con-

tradicting themselves, contradicting their creation

and their distinctive humanity, and they ought to be

ashamed of themselves.

It is quite true that man’s mind has shared in the

devastating results of the Fall. The “total depravity”

of man means that every constituent part of his hu-
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manness has been to some degree corrupted, in-

cluding his mind, which Scripture describes as

“darkened.” Indeed, the more men suppress the

truth of God which they know, the more “futile,”

even “senseless,” they become in their thinking.

They may claim to be wise, but they are fools. Their

mind is “the mind of the flesh,” the mentality of a

fallen creature, and it is basically hostile to God and

his law.

 

8

 

All this is true. But the fact that man’s mind is

fallen is no excuse for a retreat from thought into

emotion, for the emotional side of man’s nature is

equally fallen. Indeed, sin has more dangerous ef-

fects on our faculty of feeling than on our faculty of

thinking, because our opinions are more easily

checked and regulated by revealed truth than our

experiences.

So then, in spite of the fallenness of man’s mind,

commands to 

 

think, 

 

to use his mind, are still ad-

dressed to him as a human being. God invites rebel-

lious Israel: “Come now, let us reason together, says

the L

 

ORD

 

.”

 

9

 

 And Jesus accused the unbelieving mul-

titudes, including the Pharisees and Sadducees, of



 

26

 

Y

 

OUR

 

 M

 

IND

 

 M

 

ATTERS

 

being able to interpret the sky and forecast the

weather but quite unable to interpret “the signs of

the times” and forecast the judgment of God. “Why

do you not judge for yourselves what is right?” he

asked them. In other words, why don’t you use your

brains? Why don’t you apply to the spiritual and

moral realm the common sense which you use in the

physical?

 

10

 

What Scripture teaches concerning man’s basic

rationality, constituted by his creation and not alto-

gether destroyed by his fall, secular society every-

where assumes. Advertisers may address their ap-

peal to our baser appetites, but they take for granted

our ability to distinguish between products; indeed,

they often try to flatter the “discriminating” cus-

tomer. When a crime is first reported by the news

media, it is often added that “no motive has yet been

discovered.” It is assumed, you see, that even crimi-

nal behavior has a motivation of some kind. And

when our behavior is more emotional than rational,

we still insist on “rationalizing” it. The very process

called “rationalization” is significant. It indicates that

man has been constituted such a rational being that
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if he has no reasons for his behavior he has to invent

some in order to live with himself.

 

T

 

HINKING

 

 G

 

OD

 

’

 

S

 

 T

 

HOUGHTS

 

I turn now from creation to revelation. The simple

and glorious facts that God is a self-revealing God

and that he has revealed himself to man indicate the

importance of our minds. For all God’s revelation is

rational revelation, both his general revelation in na-

ture and his special revelation in Scripture and in

Christ.

Take nature. “The heavens are telling the glory of

God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.

Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night

declares knowledge. There is no speech, nor are

there words; their voice is not heard; yet their voice

goes out through all the earth, and their words to the

end of the world.”

 

11

 

 That is to say, God speaks to

man through the created universe and proclaims his

divine glory, although it is a message without words.

The message is quite clear, however, and men who

stifle its truth are guilty before God. “For what can

be known about God is plain to them, because God
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has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the

world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power

and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things

that have been made. So they are without excuse; for

although they knew God they did not honor him as

God . . .”

 

12

 

Both these passages refer to God’s self-revelation

through the created order. Although it is a proclama-

tion without speech, a voice without words, yet as a

result of it all men to some degree “know God.” This

assumed ability of man to read what God has written

in the universe is extremely important. All scientific

research depends upon it, upon a correspondence

between the character of what is being investigated

and the mind of the investigator. This correspon-

dence is

 

 rationality. 

 

Man is able to comprehend the

processes of nature. They are not mysterious. They

are logically explicable in terms of cause and effect.

Christians believe that this common rationality be-

tween man’s mind and observable phenomena is

due to the Creator who has expressed his mind in

both. As a result, in the astronomer Kepler’s famous

words, men can “think God’s thoughts after him.”
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The same essential correspondence is even more

direct between the Bible and the Bible reader. For in

and through Scripture God has spoken, that is, com-

municated in words. One may perhaps say that if in

nature God’s revelation is visualized, in Scripture it

is verbalized, and in Christ it is both, for he is “the

Word made flesh.” Now communication in words

presupposes a mind which can understand and in-

terpret them. For words are meaningless symbols

until they are deciphered by an intelligent being.

So the second Christian reason why the human

mind is important is that Christianity is a revealed

religion. I doubt if this point has been better ex-

pressed than by James Orr in his book The Christian

View of God and the World:

If there is a religion in the world which exalts

the office of teaching, it is safe to say that it is

the religion of Jesus Christ. It has been fre-

quently remarked that in pagan religions the

doctrinal element is at a minimum—the chief

thing there is the performance of a ritual. But

this is precisely where Christianity distin-

guishes itself from other religions—it does
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contain doctrine. It comes to men with defi-

nite, positive teaching; it claims to be the truth;

it bases religion on knowledge, though a

knowledge which is only attainable under

moral conditions. . . . A religion divorced from

earnest and lofty thought has always, down the

whole history of the Church, tended to be-

come weak, jejune and unwholesome; while

the intellect, deprived of its rights within reli-

gion, has sought its satisfaction without, and

developed into godless rationalism.13

Some people, to be sure, have reached the oppo-

site conclusion. Since man is finite and fallen, they

argue, since he cannot discover God by his intellect

and God must reveal himself, therefore the mind is

unimportant. But no. The Christian doctrine of rev-

elation, far from making the human mind unneces-

sary, actually makes it indispensable and assigns to it

its proper place. God has revealed himself in words

to minds. His revelation is a rational revelation to ra-

tional creatures. Our duty is to receive his message,

to submit to it, to seek to understand it and to relate

it to the world in which we live.
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That God needs to take the initiative to reveal

himself shows that our minds are finite and fallen;

that he chooses to reveal himself to babies14 shows

that we must humble ourselves to receive his Word;

that he does so at all, and in words, shows that our

minds are capable of understanding it. One of the

highest and noblest functions of man’s mind is to

listen to God’s Word, and so to read his mind and

think his thoughts after him, both in nature and in

Scripture.

I venture to say that when we fail to use our

minds and descend to the level of animals, God ad-

dresses us as he addressed Job when he found him

wallowing in self-pity, folly and bitter complaining:

“Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you,

and you shall declare to me.”15

MINDS RENEWED

We now move on from the doctrine of revelation to

the doctrine of redemption, the redemption which

God has achieved through the death and resurrec-

tion of Jesus Christ. Having achieved it through his

Son, he now announces it through his servants. In-
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deed, the proclamation of the gospel—again ad-

dressed in words to minds—is the chief means

which God has appointed to bring salvation to sin-

ners. Paul puts it like this:

For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did

not know God through wisdom, it pleased

God through the folly of what we preach to

save those who believe.16

Notice carefully the contrast which the apostle is

making. It is not between a rational and an irrational

presentation, as if to say that, since human wisdom

could not discover God, God has dispensed with a ra-

tional message altogether. No. What Paul is contrast-

ing with human wisdom is divine revelation. But it is

a rational revelation, “what we preach,” the kerygma

of Christ crucified and risen. For, although men’s

minds are dark and their eyes are blind, although the

unregenerate cannot by themselves receive or under-

stand spiritual things “because they are spiritually dis-

cerned,”17 nevertheless the gospel is still addressed to

their minds, since it is the divinely ordained means of

opening their eyes, enlightening their minds and sav-
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ing them. I shall have more to say about this when we

come to the subject of evangelism.

Now redemption carries with it the renewal of the

divine image in man, which was distorted by the Fall.

This includes the mind. Paul could describe converts

from paganism as having “put on the new nature,

which is being renewed in knowledge after the image

of its creator”18 and as “being renewed in the spirit of

your minds.”19 He could go further. A “spiritual” man,

a man indwelt and ruled by the Holy Spirit, has new

powers of spiritual discernment. He may even be said

to have “the mind of Christ.”20

This conviction that Christians have new minds

enabled Paul to appeal to his readers with confi-

dence: “I speak as to sensible men; judge for your-

selves what I say.”21

I find myself wondering how the apostle would

react if he were to visit Western Christendom today.

I think he would deplore, as Harry Blamires has

justly deplored, the contemporary lack of a Chris-

tian mind. A “Christian mind” is described by Mr.

Blamires as “a mind trained, informed, equipped to

handle data of secular controversy within a frame-
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work of reference which is constructed of Christian

presuppositions,”22 presuppositions (for example) of

the supernatural, of the pervasiveness of evil, of

truth, authority and the value of the human person.

The Christian thinker, he goes on, “challenges cur-

rent prejudices . . . disturbs the complacent . . . ob-

structs the busy pragmatists . . . questions the very

foundations of all about him and . . . is a nuisance.”23

But, he says, Christian thinkers with Christian

minds do not seem to exist today. On the contrary:

The Christian mind has succumbed to the sec-

ular drift with a degree of weakness and nerve-

lessness unmatched in Christian history. It is

difficult to do justice in words to the complete

loss of intellectual morale in the twentieth-

century Church. One cannot characterize it

without having recourse to language which

will sound hysterical and melodramatic. There

is no longer a Christian mind. There is still, of

course, a Christian ethic, a Christian practice,

and a Christian spirituality. . . . But as a think-

ing being, the modern Christian has suc-

cumbed to secularization.24
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It is a sad denial of our redemption by Christ,

whom God is said to have “made our wisdom.”25

JUDGED BY OUR KNOWLEDGE

The fourth Christian doctrine which presupposes

the importance of the mind is the doctrine of judg-

ment. For if one thing is clear about biblical teaching

on the judgment of God, it is that he will judge us by

our knowledge, by our response (or lack of re-

sponse) to his revelation.

Take as an Old Testament example the book of

Jeremiah. Jeremiah predicted by the word of the

Lord, with great personal courage and unremitting

persistence, that unless the people listened to God’s

voice their nation, city and temple would be de-

stroyed. But instead of listening, they shut their ears,

stiffened their necks and hardened their hearts.

These are some of the key phrases of the book. Here

are a few examples:

From the day that your fathers came out of the

land of Egypt to this day, I have persistently

sent all my servants the prophets to them, day

after day; yet they did not listen to me, or in-
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cline their ear, but stiffened their neck.26

. . . I brought them [your fathers] out of the

land of Egypt . . . saying, Listen to my voice,

and do all that I command you. So shall you be

my people, and I will be your God. . . . I sol-

emnly warned your fathers when I brought

them up out of the land of Egypt, warning

them persistently, even to this day, saying,

Obey my voice. Yet they did not obey or in-

cline their ear, but every one walked in the

stubbornness of his evil heart.27

For twenty-three years . . . the word of the

LORD has come to me, and I have spoken per-

sistently to you, but you have not listened. You

have neither listened nor inclined your ears to

hear, although the LORD persistently sent to

you all his servants the prophets. . . .28

They have turned to me their back and not

their face; and though I have taught them per-

sistently they have not listened to receive in-

struction.29
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Even after Jerusalem had been destroyed by Neb-

uchadnezzar and the hapless Jeremiah had himself

been reluctantly carried off to Egypt, he continued

to warn his Jewish compatriots of the judgment of

God on the wickedness of his people:

I persistently sent to you all my servants the

prophets, saying, “Oh, do not do this abomina-

ble thing that I hate!” But they did not listen or

incline their ear. . . .30

This principle of judgment our Lord himself en-

dorsed:

He who rejects me and does not receive my

sayings has a judge; the word that I have spo-

ken will be his judge on the last day.31

And the essence of the argument of the apostle

Paul in the early chapters of his letter to the Romans

is that all men are guilty before God precisely because

all men possess some knowledge—the Jews through

God’s written law and the Gentiles through nature

and through God’s law written on their hearts—but

no man has lived up to the knowledge he has.



38 YOUR MIND MATTERS

It is a solemn thought that by our anti-intellectu-

alism, in which we either refuse or cannot be both-

ered to listen to God’s word, we may be storing up

for ourselves the judgment of Almighty God.

I have tried to show how basic is man’s rationality

to the great doctrines of creation, revelation, re-

demption and judgment. God has constituted us

thinking beings; he has treated us as such by com-

municating with us in words; he has renewed us in

Christ and given us the mind of Christ; and he will

hold us responsible for the knowledge we have.

Perhaps the current mood (cultivated in some

Christian groups) of anti-intellectualism begins

now to be seen as the serious evil it is. It is not true

piety at all but part of the fashion of the world and

therefore a form of worldliness. To denigrate the

mind is to undermine foundational Christian doc-

trines. Has God created us rational beings, and

shall we deny our humanity which he has given us?

Has God spoken to us, and shall we not listen to his

words? Has God renewed our mind through Christ,

and shall we not think with it? Is God going to

judge us by his Word, and shall we not be wise and
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build our house upon this rock?32

It is not surprising, in view of these doctrines, to

discover how much emphasis Scripture—in both

Old and New Testaments—places upon the acqui-

sition of knowledge and wisdom. In the Old Testa-

ment God complained that his people behaved like

“stupid children” who had “no understanding”33

and declared that they were “destroyed for lack of

knowledge.”34 All the wisdom literature of the Old

Testament was given them to stress that only “fools

hate knowledge” and that only the wise man is

truly happy since in gaining wisdom he has some-

thing “better than gold” and “more precious than

jewels.”35

Similarly in the New Testament much of the

apostles’ instruction is directed to the acquisition

of divine wisdom and its application to holy living.

“Make every effort,” wrote Peter, “to supplement

your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge.

. . .”36 “Among the mature we do impart wisdom,”

wrote Paul, and went on to chide the Corinthians

for their immaturity. They were still like babies, he

said, needing milk and unable to digest the solid
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food of heavenly wisdom.37

So Paul’s great prayers for the young churches and

their members were all first and foremost that they

might grow in knowledge and that the Holy Spirit

might exercise his ministry among and within them

as the Spirit of truth.

For the Ephesians he prayed “that the God of our

Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you

a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge

of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened,

that you may know what is the hope to which he has

called you, what are the riches of his glorious inher-

itance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable

greatness of his power in us who believe. . . .”38

Later in the same letter he prayed that they might

“be strengthened with might through his Spirit in

the inner man, and that Christ may dwell in your

hearts through faith.” Why? Here was the reason:

“that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may

have power to comprehend with all the saints what is

the breadth and length and height and depth, and to

know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge,

that you may be filled with all the fulness of God.”39
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For the Philippians he prayed “that your love may

abound more and more, with knowledge and all dis-

cernment, so that you may approve what is excellent,

and may be pure and blameless for the day of Christ,

filled with the fruits of righteousness. . . .”40

For the Colossians he prayed “that you may be

filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual

wisdom and understanding, to lead a life worthy of the

Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every

good work and increasing in the knowledge of

God.”41

The repetition of these words knowledge, wisdom,

discernment and understanding is surely very striking.

There can be no doubt that the apostle regarded

these as the very foundation of the Christian life.





3

The Mind in
the Christian Life

We are now in a position

to consider in what ways God expects us to use our

minds. It is not my purpose here to defend the ac-

quisition of “secular” knowledge or “culture,” but

rather to outline six spheres of Christian living,

each of which is impossible without the proper use

of the mind. We shall examine in turn Christian

worship, Christian faith, Christian holiness, Chris-

tian guidance, Christian evangelism and Christian

ministry.

s
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TRUE WORSHIP

I am rather fond of the story (and have quoted it in

Christ the Controversialist1) which used to be told by

an American minister, the late Dr. Rufus M. Jones.

He believed in the important place of the intellect in

preaching. But one of his congregation objected to

his emphasis and wrote to him to complain. “When-

ever I go to church,” said his critic, “I feel like un-

screwing my head and placing it under the seat, be-

cause in a religious meeting I never have any use for

anything above my collar button!”

Such mindless worship was certainly offered in

pagan Athens where Paul found an altar dedicated

“to an unknown god.”2 But it is not becoming in

Christians. The apostle was not content to leave the

Athenians in their ignorance. He proceeded to pro-

claim to them the nature and works of the God they

ignorantly worshiped. For he knew that the only

worship acceptable to God is intelligent worship,

worship “in truth,” the worship offered by those

who know whom they are worshiping and who love

him “with all their mind.”3

The Psalter was the great hymnbook of the Old
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Testament church, and the Psalms are still sung in

Christian worship today. It is instructive, therefore,

to learn from this source what true worship is. The

basic definition of worship in the Psalter is to “praise

the name of the Lord,” or to “ascribe to the Lord the

glory due to his name.”4 And when we begin to in-

quire what is meant by his “name,” we find that it is

the sum total of all that he is and has done. In par-

ticular, he is worshiped in the Psalms as both the

Creator of the world and the Redeemer of Israel, and

the psalmists delight in their praises to give lengthy

catalogs of God’s works of creation and redemption.

Psalm 104, for example, expresses open-eyed

wonder at the wisdom of God’s manifold works, in

the sky and the earth, in animal and vegetable life,

among birds and mammals and the “things innu-

merable” with which the great and wide sea teems.

Psalm 105, on the other hand, celebrates a differ-

ent set of God’s “wonderful works,” namely his spe-

cial dealings with his covenant people. It rehearses

the history of the centuries, God’s promises to Abra-

ham, Isaac and Jacob, his providence toward Joseph

in Egypt exalting him from prison to princedom, his
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mighty acts through Moses and Aaron, sending the

plagues and rescuing the people, his provision for

them in the wilderness and his power in causing

them to inherit the Promised Land. Psalm 106 tells

much the same story but marvels this time at God’s

patience with his people, who kept forgetting his

works, disbelieving his promises and rebelling

against his commands.

Psalm 107 praises God for his steadfast love in re-

deeming different groups of people from their par-

ticular plight, travelers lost in the desert, prisoners

languishing in a dungeon, the sick who draw near to

death and seafarers caught in a mighty storm. These

all “cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he deliv-

ered them from their distress.” So “let them thank

the LORD for his steadfast love, for his wonderful

works to the sons of men!”

My last example is Psalm 136. Here the same li-

turgical refrain occurs in every verse: “for his stead-

fast love endures for ever.” And the summons to give

thanks to the Lord for his goodness begins with his

creation of the heavens, the earth, the sun, the moon

and the stars, and then goes on to his redemption of
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Israel from Egypt and from the Amorite kings, in or-

der to give them their land as a heritage.

These examples are enough to show that Israel did

not worship God as some distant or abstract deity but

as the Lord of nature and of nations, one who had re-

vealed himself in concrete acts, by creating and sus-

taining his world, and by redeeming and preserving

his people. They had good cause to praise him for his

goodness, for his works and for “all his benefits.”5

To these mighty deeds of God (the creation-God

and the covenant-God), Christians add the might-

iest deed of all in the birth, life, death and exaltation

of Jesus, his gift of the Spirit and his new creation,

the church. Such is the story of the New Testament,

and this is why readings from the Old and the New

Testament together with a Scripture exposition are

an indispensable part of public worship today.

Only as we hear again what God has done are we

ready to respond in praise and worship. This too is

why Bible reading and meditation are an essential

part of a Christian’s private devotion. All Christian

worship, public and private, should be an intelli-

gent response to God’s self-revelation in his words
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and works recorded in Scripture.

It is in this context that a passing reference may

be made to “speaking in tongues.” Whatever glosso-

lalia may have been in New Testament days, whether

a gift of foreign languages or of ecstatic utterance,

the speech was certainly unintelligible to the

speaker. And this is why Paul forbade its exercise in

public if there was no one to translate or interpret,

and discouraged its exercise in private if the speaker

continued not to understand what he was saying. He

wrote: “Therefore, he who speaks in a tongue should

pray for the power to interpret. For if I pray in a

tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful.

What am I to do? I will pray with the spirit and I will

pray with the mind also. . . .”6 In other words, Paul

could not contemplate any prayer or worship in

which the mind was barren or inactive. He insisted

that in all true worship the mind must be fully and

fruitfully engaged. The Corinthians’ cult of unintel-

ligibility was a childish thing. They should indeed

be as childish and innocent as possible in evil, but,

he added, “in thinking be mature.”7

Christian worship will not be perfected until
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heaven, for not until then shall we know God as he

is and therefore be able to praise him as he deserves.

FAITH: ILLOGICAL BELIEF IN THE IMPROBABLE?

One wonders if there is any Christian quality more

misunderstood than faith. Let me begin with two

negatives.

First, faith is not credulity. H. L. Mencken, the

American anti-supernaturalist critic of Christianity,

once said that “faith may be defined briefly as an il-

logical belief in the occurrence of the improbable.”

But Mencken was wrong. Faith is not credulity. To be

credulous is to be gullible, to be entirely uncritical,

undiscerning and even unreasonable in one’s beliefs.

But it is a great mistake to suppose that faith and rea-

son are incompatible. Faith and sight are set in op-

position to each other in Scripture,8 but not faith

and reason. On the contrary, true faith is essentially

reasonable because it trusts in the character and the

promises of God. A believing Christian is one whose

mind reflects and rests on these certitudes.

Second, faith is not optimism. This seems to be

the confusion made by Norman Vincent Peale.
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Much of what he writes is true. His fundamental

conviction concerns the power of the human mind.

He quotes William James that “the greatest discovery

of my generation is that human beings can alter their

lives by altering their attitudes of mind,”9 and Ralph

Waldo Emerson that “a man is what he thinks about

all day long.”10 So Dr. Peale develops his thesis about

positive thinking, which he goes on (mistakenly) to

equate with faith. What exactly is the “faith” which

he is advocating? His first chapter in The Power of

Positive Thinking is significantly titled “Believe in

Yourself.” In chapter seven (“Expect the Best and Get

It”) he offers a suggestion which he guarantees will

work. Read the New Testament, he says, collect “a

dozen of the strongest statements about faith” and

memorize them. “Let these faith concepts drop into

your conscious mind. Say them over and over again.

. . .” Gradually they will sink into your subconscious

and “change you into a believer.” So far this sounds

promising. But wait a moment. When the Bible re-

fers to “the shield of faith,” he goes on, it is teaching

a “spiritual-power technique,” namely “faith, belief,

positive thinking, faith in God, faith in other people,
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faith in yourself, faith in life. This is the essence of

the technique that it teaches.”11 Dr. Peale continues

by quoting splendid verses like “if thou canst be-

lieve, all things are possible to him that believeth,”12

“if ye have faith . . . nothing shall be impossible unto

you”13 and “according to your faith be it unto you,”14

but then he spoils it all by expounding this last text

as follows: “According to your faith in yourself, ac-

cording to your faith in your job, according to your

faith in God this far will you get and no farther.”15

These quotations are enough to show that Dr.

Peale apparently draws no distinction between faith

in God and faith in oneself. Indeed, he does not

seem to be at all concerned about faith’s object. He

recommends as part of his “worry-breaking for-

mula” that first thing every morning before we get

up we should say out loud “I believe” three times,16

but he does not tell us in what we are so confidently

and repeatedly to affirm our belief. The last words of

his book are simply “so believe and live success-

fully.”17 But believe what? Believe whom? To Dr. Peale

faith is really another word for self-confidence, for a

largely ungrounded optimism. I am told that Dr.
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Peale may have modified his position since he wrote

this book, but the book is still in circulation and be-

ing read. And in that book it seems clear that his

positive thinking is in the end merely a synonym for

wishful thinking.

The same is true of Mr. W. Clement Stone, the

philanthropist and founder of “Positive Mental Atti-

tudes,” who claims that “President Nixon would

have been a soured, second-rate ex-politician if he

had not thrown off his emotional immaturity by dis-

covering PMA.” “We make supermen out of ordinary

men,” he says, for he has developed “the sales tech-

nique to end all 36 sales techniques.” Why, “you can

even sell yourself to yourself by chanting as do his

salesmen every morning ‘I feel happy, I feel healthy,

I feel terrific!’”18

But neither Peale’s “positive thinking” nor Stone’s

“positive mental attitudes” is the same thing as

Christian faith. Faith is not optimism.

Faith is a reasoning trust, a trust which reckons

thoughtfully and confidently upon the trustworthi-

ness of God. For example, when David and his men

returned to Ziklag, before the Philistines had killed
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Saul in battle, a terrible sight awaited them. During

their absence the Amalekites had raided their vil-

lage, burned down their houses and carried off their

women and children. David and his men wept “until

they had no more strength to weep,” and then in

their bitterness the people talked of stoning David.

It was a major crisis, and David might easily have

given way to despair. Instead, we read that “David

strengthened himself in the LORD his God.”19 This

was true faith. He did not shut his eyes to the facts.

Nor did he try to build up his own self-confidence

or tell himself that he was really feeling fine. No. He

remembered the Lord his God, the God of creation,

the God of the covenant, the God who had promised

to be his God and to set him on the throne of Israel.

And as David recalled the promises and the faithful-

ness of God, he grew strong in faith. He “strength-

ened himself in the LORD his God.”

Thus faith and thought belong together, and be-

lieving is impossible without thinking.

Dr. Lloyd-Jones has given us an excellent New

Testament example of this truth while commenting

on Matthew 6:30 in his Studies in the Sermon on the
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Mount: “But if God so clothes the grass of the field,

which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into

the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O men

of little faith?”

Faith according to our Lord’s teaching in this

paragraph, is primarily thinking; and the

whole trouble with a man of little faith is that

he does not think. He allows circumstances to

bludgeon him. . . . We must spend more time

in studying our Lord’s lessons in observation

and deduction. The Bible is full of logic, and

we must never think of faith as something

purely mystical. We do not just sit down in an

armchair and expect marvelous things to hap-

pen to us. That is not Christian faith. Christian

faith is essentially thinking. Look at the birds,

think about them, and draw your deductions.

Look at the grass, look at the lilies of the field,

consider them. . . . Faith, if you like, can be de-

fined like this: It is a man insisting upon think-

ing when everything seems determined to

bludgeon and knock him down in an intellec-

tual sense. The trouble with the person of little
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faith is that, instead of controlling his own

thought, his thought is being controlled by

something else, and, as we put it, he goes

round and round in circles. That is the essence

of worry. . . . That is not thought; that is the ab-

sence of thought, a failure to think.20

Before leaving the place of the mind in Christian

faith, I would like just to mention the two ordinances,

or sacraments, of the gospel, baptism and the Lord’s

Supper. For both are meaningful signs which are in-

tended to bring blessing to the Christian by arousing

his faith in the truths which they signify. Take the

Lord’s Supper. At its simplest it is a visible dramatiza-

tion of the Savior’s death for sinners. It is a rational re-

minder of it. Our minds need to play upon its mean-

ing and grasp the assurance which it offers. Christ

himself speaks to us through the bread and the wine.

“I died for you,” he says, and as we receive his word it

should set our guilty hearts at rest again.

Thus Thomas Cranmer writes that the Lord’s Sup-

per “was ordained for this purpose, that every man,

eating and drinking thereof, should remember that

Christ died for him, and so should exercise his faith,
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and comfort himself by the remembrance of Christ’s

benefits. . . .”21

Christian assurance is the “full assurance of

faith.”22 And if assurance is the child of faith, faith is

the child of knowledge, the sure knowledge of

Christ and of the gospel. As Bishop J. C. Ryle put it:

“Half our doubts and fears arise from dim percep-

tions of the real nature of Christ’s Gospel. . . . The

root of a happy religion is clear, distinct, well-

defined knowledge of Jesus Christ.”23

THE QUEST FOR HOLINESS

Many secrets of holiness are given us in the pages of

the Bible. Indeed, a major purpose of Scripture is to

show God’s people how to lead a life that is worthy

of him and pleasing to him. But one of the most ne-

glected aspects of the quest for holiness is the place

of the mind, even though Jesus himself put the mat-

ter beyond question when he promised “you will

know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”24

It is by his truth that Christ liberates us from the

bondage of sin. How is this? Wherein lies the liber-

ating power of the truth?



The Mind in the Christian Life 57

To begin with, we need to have a clear picture of

the kind of person God intends us to be. We must

know God’s moral law and commandments. As John

Owen expressed it, “That good which the mind can-

not discover, the will cannot choose, nor the affec-

tions cleave unto.” Therefore, “in Scripture the de-

ceit of the mind is commonly laid down as the

principle of all sin.”25

The best example of this may be found in the

earthly life of our Savior. Three times the devil came

to him and enticed him in the wilderness of Judea.

Three times he recognized that the devil’s suggestion

was evil and contrary to the will of God. Three times

he countered the temptation with the word gegrap-

tai, “it stands written.” There was no room for debate

or argument. The matter was settled in his mind at

the outset. For Scripture had laid down what was

right. This clear biblical knowledge of God’s will is

the first secret of a righteous life.

It is not enough to know what we should be,

however. We must go further and set our minds

upon it. The battle is nearly always won in the mind.

It is by the renewal of our mind that our character
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and behavior become transformed.26 So Scripture

calls us again and again to mental discipline in this

respect. “Whatever is true,” it says, “whatever is hon-

orable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever

is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excel-

lence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think

about these things.”27

Again, “If . . . you have been raised with Christ,

seek the things that are above, where Christ is,

seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on

things that are above, not on things that are on earth.

For you have died, and your life is hid with Christ in

God.”28

Yet again, “those who live according to the flesh

set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those

who live according to the Spirit set their minds on

the things of the Spirit. To set the mind on the flesh

is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and

peace.”29

Self-control is primarily mind-control. What we

sow in our minds we reap in our actions. “Feed the

Minds” is the slogan of a current campaign for the

spread of Christian literature. It bears witness to the
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fact that men’s minds need to be fed just as much as

their bodies. And the kind of food our minds devour

will determine the kind of person we become.

Healthy minds have a healthy appetite. We must sat-

isfy them with health-giving food and not with dan-

gerous intellectual drugs and poisons.

There is, however, a second kind of mental disci-

pline to which we are summoned in the New Testa-

ment. We are to consider not only what we should

be but what by God’s grace we already are. We are

constantly to recall what God has done for us and

say to ourselves: “God has united me with Christ in

his death and resurrection, and thus obliterated my

old life and given me an entirely new life in Christ.

He has adopted me into his family and made me his

child. He has put his Holy Spirit within me and so

made my body his temple. He has also made me his

heir and promised me an eternal destiny with him in

heaven. This is what he has done for me and in me.

This is what I am in Christ.”

Paul keeps urging us to call these things to mind.

“I want you to know,” he writes. “I don’t want you to

be ignorant.” And some ten times in his letters to the
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Romans and Corinthians he utters his incredulous

question, “Don’t you know?” Don’t you know that

by being baptized into Christ you were baptized into

his death? Don’t you know that you are the slaves of

the one to whom you have yielded yourselves in

obedience? Don’t you know that you are God’s tem-

ple, and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? Don’t you

know that the unrighteous will not inherit God’s

kingdom? Don’t you know that your bodies are

members of Christ?30

The apostle’s intention in this battery of questions

is not just to make us feel ashamed of our ignorance.

It is rather to prevail upon us to recall these great

truths about ourselves, which in fact we know very

well, and to talk to ourselves about them until their

truth grips our mind and molds our character. This is

not the self-confident optimism of Norman Vincent

Peale. Peale’s way is to get us to pretend we are other

than we are. Paul’s way is to remind us what we truly

are, because God has made us that way in Christ.

THE CHRISTIAN’S GUIDANCE

That God is willing and able to guide his people is a
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fact. We know this from Scripture, from its promises

(for example, Prov 3:6, “he will make straight your

paths”), from its commands (for example, Eph 5:17,

“do not be foolish, but understand what the will of

the Lord is”) and from its prayers (for example, Col

4:12, “that you may stand mature and fully assured

in all the will of God”).

But how do we discover the will of God? Some

Christians claim rather glibly “the Lord told me to

do this” or “the Lord called me to do that,” as if they

had a hot line to heaven and were in direct and con-

tinuous telephonic communication with God. I find

it hard to believe them. Others think they get de-

tailed guidance from God through the most fanciful

interpretations of Scripture passages which murder

the natural sense, violate the context and have no

basis in either sound exegesis or common sense.

If we are to discern God’s will for us, we should

begin by drawing an important distinction between

his “general” will and his “particular” will. The “gen-

eral” will of God may be so called because it is his

will for all his people in general at all times, whereas

the “particular” will of God may be so called because
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it is his will for particular people at particular times.

God’s general will for us is that we become con-

formed to the image of his Son. God’s particular will,

on the other hand, concerns such questions as the

choice of a life work and a life partner, and the use

of our time, our money and our vacations.

Once this distinction has been made, we are in a

position to repeat and answer our question about

how we may discover God’s will. For God’s general

will has been revealed in Scripture. Not that it is al-

ways easy to discern his will in complex modern

ethical situations. We need to have sound principles

of biblical interpretation. We need to study, to dis-

cuss and to pray. Nevertheless, it remains true, re-

garding God’s general will, that the will of God for

the people of God is in the Word of God.

God’s particular will, on the other hand, is not to

be sought in Scripture, for Scripture does not con-

tradict itself, and it is of the essence of God’s partic-

ular will that it may be different for different mem-

bers of his family. Certainly we shall find in Scripture

some general principles to guide us in our particular

choices. And I do not deny that some of God’s peo-
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ple down the ages have claimed to receive very de-

tailed guidance from Scripture. Yet I must repeat

that this is not God’s usual way.

Take, as an example, the question of a man and

his marriage. (The illustration is, of course, equally

applicable to a girl.) Scripture will guide you in gen-

eral terms. It can tell you that marriage is God’s good

purpose for mankind, and that a single life is the ex-

ception, not the rule; that one of the primary pur-

poses of marriage is companionship and that this is

one of the qualities to look for in the girl you hope

to marry; that as a Christian man you are at liberty

to marry only a Christian girl; and that marriage (the

full and permanent commitment of one man to one

woman) is the God-ordained context in which sex-

ual love and union are to be enjoyed. These and

other vital truths about God’s general will regarding

marriage Scripture will tell you. But Scripture will

not tell you whether your wife is to be Jane or June

or Joan or Janet!

How then are you to decide this major question?

There is only one possible answer, namely by using

the mind and the common sense which God has
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given you. Certainly you will pray for God’s guid-

ance. And if you are wise, you will ask the advice of

your parents and of other mature people who know

you well. But ultimately you must make up your

mind, trusting that God will guide you through your

own mental processes.

There is good scriptural warrant for this use of the

mind in Psalm 32:8-9. These two verses need to be

read together and supply a fine example of the bal-

ance of the Bible. Verse 8 contains a pledge of divine

guidance: “I will instruct you and teach you the way

you should go; I will counsel you with my eye upon

you.” It is, in fact, a threefold promise: “I will in-

struct you, I will teach you, I will guide you.” But

verse 9 immediately adds: “Be not like a horse or a

mule, without understanding, which must be

curbed with bit and bridle, else it will not keep with

you.” In other words, although God promises to

guide us, we must not expect him to do so in the

way in which we guide horses and mules. He will

not use a bit and bridle with us. For we are not

horses or mules; we are human beings. We have un-

derstanding, which horses and mules have not. It is,
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then, through the use of our own understanding, en-

lightened by Scripture and prayer and the counsel of

friends, that God will lead us into a knowledge of his

particular will for us.

It is urgent to heed this warning of Scripture. I

have known several young Christians make serious

and foolish mistakes through acting on some irra-

tional impulse or “hunch,” instead of using their

God-given mind. Many could echo the confession of

Bernard Baruch: “Whatever failures I have known,

whatever errors I have committed, whatever follies I

have witnessed in private and public life have been

the consequence of action without thought.”31

PRESENTING THE GOSPEL

In Romans 10 Paul argues cogently for the necessity

of preaching the gospel if people are to become

Christians. Sinners are saved, he says, by calling on

the name of the Lord Jesus. That much is clear. But

how can men call on someone in whom they have

no faith? And how can they have faith in someone of

whom they have never heard? And how can they

hear of him unless a preacher tells them? He con-
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cludes his argument: “So faith comes from what is

heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of

Christ.”32

His argument implies that there must be a solid

content in our evangelistic proclamation of Christ. It

is our responsibility to set Jesus Christ forth in the

fullness of his divine-human person and saving

work so that through this “preaching of Christ” God

may arouse faith in the hearer. Such evangelistic

preaching is far removed from its tragic caricature,

all too common today, namely an emotional, anti-

intellectual appeal for “decisions” when the hearers

have but the haziest notion what they are to decide

about or why.

Let me invite you to consider the place of the

mind in evangelism, and let me supply two reasons

from the New Testament for a thoughtful proclama-

tion of the gospel.

The first is taken from the example of the apos-

tles. Paul summed up his own evangelistic ministry

in the simple words “we persuade men.”33 Now

“persuading” is an intellectual exercise. To “per-

suade” is to marshal arguments in order to prevail on
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people to change their mind about something. And

what Paul claims to do Luke illustrates in the pages

of the Acts. He tells us, for example, that for three

weeks in the synagogue at Thessalonica Paul “argued

with them from the scriptures, explaining and prov-

ing that it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and

to rise from the dead, and saying, ‘This Jesus, whom

I proclaim to you, is the Christ.’” As a result, Luke

adds, “some of them were persuaded.”34 Now all the

verbs Luke uses here of Paul’s evangelistic ministry—

to argue, to explain, to prove, to proclaim and to

persuade—are to some extent “intellectual” words.

They indicate that Paul was teaching a body of doc-

trine and arguing toward a conclusion. He was seek-

ing to convince in order to convert. And the fact that

after a mission we tend to say “thank God some were

converted” is a mark of our departure from New Tes-

tament vocabulary. It would be equally if not more

biblical to say “thank God some were persuaded.” At

least that is what Luke said after Paul’s mission in

Thessalonica.

It is the reasoned nature of Paul’s evangelism

which explains the long periods in which he stayed
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in some cities, notably Ephesus. His first three

months were spent in the synagogue where he

“spoke boldly, arguing and pleading about the king-

dom of God.” Later he withdrew from the synagogue

and “argued daily in the hall of Tyrannus,” which

was presumably a secular lecture hall which he hired

for the purpose. Some manuscripts add that his lec-

tures went on “from the fifth hour to the tenth,” that

is, from eleven o’clock in the morning to four o’clock

in the afternoon. And “this continued,” Luke tells us,

“for two years.” If we may assume that he worked a

six-day week, his daily five-hour lecturing for a pe-

riod of two years amounts to some 3,120 hours of

gospel argument. It is not altogether surprising that,

in consequence, Luke says, “all the residents of Asia

heard the word of the Lord.”35 For Ephesus was the

capital city of the province of Asia. Nearly everybody

would come up to the city at some time, to do some

shopping, or to consult a doctor, a lawyer or a poli-

tician, or to visit a relative. And evidently one of the

sights of town was to go and listen to this Christian

lecturer Paul. You could hear him on any day. Many

did so, were persuaded of the truth of his message
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and went back to their villages reborn. So the word

of God spread throughout the province.

The second New Testament evidence that our

evangelism should be a reasoned presentation of the

gospel is that conversion is not infrequently de-

scribed in terms of a person’s response not to Christ

himself but to “the truth.” Becoming a Christian is

“believing the truth,” “obeying the truth,” “acknowl-

edging the truth.” Paul even describes his Roman

readers as having “become obedient from the heart

to the standard of teaching to which you were com-

mitted.”36 It is plain from these expressions that in

preaching Christ the early Christian evangelists were

teaching a body of doctrine about Christ.

Let me now attempt to defend my thesis about

evangelism against some objections.

First, it is sometimes asked, does not such a

reasoned evangelism as I am advocating minister

to people’s intellectual pride? Certainly it may. We

must be on our guard against this danger. At the

same time there is a substantial difference be-

tween flattering a person’s intellectual conceit

(which we must not do) and respecting his intel-
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lectual integrity (which we must do).

Second, does not a reasoned evangelism disqual-

ify uneducated people from hearing the gospel? No,

it does not. Or at least it should not. Like Paul we are

under obligation, or in debt, “both to the wise and

to the foolish.”37 The gospel is for everybody, what-

ever their education or lack of it. And the kind of

evangelism for which I am pleading, which sets

Jesus Christ forth in his fullness, is relevant to all

kinds of people, children as well as adults, the uncul-

tured as well as the cultured, Australian aboriginals

as well as Western intellectuals. For the presentation

implied by this evangelism is not academic—

couched in philosophical terms and complicated vo-

cabulary—but rational. And the uneducated are just

as rational as the educated. Their minds may not

have been trained to think in a particular way, and

we should certainly take note of the distinction

which Marshall McLuhan and his followers are mak-

ing between linear and nonlinear thought. But they

still think. All human beings think, because God

made a human being a thinking creature. The teach-

ing of Jesus himself, although beautifully simple,
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certainly made his listeners think. He presented

them with great truths about God and man, about

himself and the kingdom, about this life and the

next. And he often ended his parables with a teasing

question to force his hearers to make up their minds

on the issue under discussion.

Our duty then is to avoid distorting or diluting

the gospel, and at the same time to make it plain, to

cut the word of truth straight so that people can fol-

low it,38 lest “when any one hears the word of the

kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one

comes and snatches away what is sown in his

heart.”39 I fear that our clumsy explanations some-

times give the devil this very opportunity which he

ought never to be allowed.

Third, does not a reasoned evangelism usurp the

work of the Holy Spirit and thus effectively dispense

with it? Now of course there can be no evangelism

without the power of the Holy Spirit. But it is a grave

mistake to suppose that to give doctrinal content to

the good news and to use arguments to demonstrate

its truth and relevance is a mark of either self-

confidence or unbelief, and that if only we had more
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faith in the Holy Spirit we could omit all doctrine and

arguments. The opposite is, in fact, the case. To set the

Holy Spirit and a reasoned presentation of the gospel

over against each other is a false antithesis.

What Paul had renounced, he told the Corin-

thians, was the wisdom of the world (as the sub-

stance of his message) and the rhetoric of the Greeks

(as his method of presenting it). Instead of worldly

wisdom he resolved to preach Christ and him cruci-

fied, and instead of rhetoric to rely on the power of

the Spirit. But he still used doctrine and arguments.

Gresham Machen expressed this matter admira-

bly in his book The Christian Faith in the Modern

World: “There must be the mysterious work of the

Spirit of God in the new birth,” he wrote. “Without

that, all our arguments are quite useless. But because

argument is insufficient, it does not follow that it is

unnecessary. What the Holy Spirit does in the new

birth is not to make a man a Christian regardless of

the evidence, but on the contrary to clear away the

mists from his eyes and enable him to attend to the

evidence.”40

Wolfhart Pannenberg, the young professor of sys-
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tematic theology at Munich, has written something

similar in his Basic Questions in Theology: “An other-

wise unconvincing message cannot attain the power

to convince simply by appealing to the Holy Spirit.

. . . Argumentation and the operation of the Spirit

are not in competition with each other. In trusting in

the Spirit Paul in no way spared himself thinking

and arguing.”41

So then in our evangelistic proclamation we must

address the whole person (mind, heart and will)

with the whole gospel (Christ incarnate, crucified,

risen, reigning, coming again and much else be-

sides). We shall argue with his mind and plead with

his heart in order to move his will, and we shall put

our trust in the Holy Spirit throughout. We have no

liberty to present a partial Christ (man but not God,

his life but not his death, his cross but not his resur-

rection, the Savior but not the Lord). Nor have we

any liberty to ask for a partial response (mind but

not heart, heart but not mind, or either without the

will). No. Our objective is to win a total man for a

total Christ, and this will require the full consent of

his mind and heart and will.
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I pray earnestly that God will raise up today a new

generation of Christian apologists or Christian com-

municators, who will combine an absolute loyalty to

the biblical gospel and an unwavering confidence in

the power of the Spirit with a deep and sensitive un-

derstanding of the contemporary alternatives to the

gospel; who will relate the one to the other with

freshness, pungency, authority and relevance; and

who will use their minds to reach other minds for

Christ.

THE MINISTRY AND ITS GIFTS

My sixth and last example of the place of the mind

is Christian ministry. We have to use our mind in

every kind of ministry, but especially in the ordained

or pastoral ministry of the church.

There is a good deal of renewed interest today in

the subject of ministry and in the charismata (gifts of

the Spirit) which qualify and equip God’s people for

their ministry. All spiritual gifts (and there are many)

are intended for ministry of some kind. They are

given to be exercised “for the common good,”42 their

purpose being to build up the church, the body of
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Christ, that it may grow up into maturity. The gifts

most to be coveted and prized, therefore, are the

teaching gifts, since it is by these that the church is

most “edified” or built up.

Such a teaching gift is certainly necessary for pres-

byters, who have the pastoral care of the local church.

We shall take a look both at the nature of their min-

istry and at the necessary qualifications for it.

The “ordained” ministry is essentially a “pastoral”

ministry, and a “pastoral” ministry is a “teaching”

ministry. Let me elaborate this. The minister is a pas-

tor, a shepherd, entrusted by Christ the chief shep-

herd with the care of a part of his flock and charged

in particular to feed (that is, teach) them.

Thus the apostle Paul could say to the presbyter-

bishops of the Ephesian church: “Take heed to your-

selves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit

has made you guardians [overseers], to feed the

church of the Lord which he obtained with his own

blood.”43

And the apostle Peter, who had himself three

times been commissioned by the risen Lord to tend

or feed his sheep and lambs,44 wrote later to other
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presbyters: “Tend the flock of God that is your

charge. . . .”45 

Dropping the pastoral metaphor, the ultimate re-

sponsibility of local presbyters is to “present every

man mature in Christ.” And for the attainment of

this goal they must proclaim Christ in his fullness,

“warning every man and teaching every man in all

wisdom.”46 It is by the knowledge of Christ as he is

portrayed in the Scriptures and proclaimed by the

ministry that Christians reach spiritual maturity.

The qualifications for the ministry are consistent

with its nature. Every candidate for the pastoral

ministry or the presbyterate must possess both the

biblical faith and a gift for teaching it. He must be or-

thodox. “He must hold firm to the sure word as

taught [literally ‘according to the didache,’ or the

apostles’ teaching], so that he may be able to give in-

struction in sound doctrine and also to confute

those who contradict it.”47 He must also be “an apt

teacher.”48 These are two of his indispensable quali-

fications. He must be loyal to the didache and he

must be didaktikos, a teacher of the teaching.

This will involve him in study, both in his prepa-
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ration for the ministry and in his exercise of it. It is

very striking that those who wish to commend

themselves in every way as God’s ministers must do

so, Paul wrote, not only by their patient endurance

of hardship, nor only by their purity, forbearance,

kindness and love, but also by their knowledge.49

I was thankful to hear Dr. Billy Graham say, when

addressing some six hundred ministers in London in

November, 1970, that if he had his ministry all over

again he would study three times as much as he had

done. “I’ve preached too much and studied too lit-

tle,” he said. The following day he told me of Dr.

Donald Barnhouse’s statement: “If I only had three

years to serve the Lord, I would spend two of them

studying and preparing.”

I myself have a growing burden that God will call

out more men for this teaching ministry today; that

he will call men with alert minds, biblical convic-

tions and an aptitude for teaching; that he will set

them in the great capital cities and university cities

of the world; that there, like Paul in Tyrannus’s hall

in Ephesus, they will exercise a thoughtful, system-

atic teaching ministry, expounding the ancient
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Scriptures and relating them to the modern world;

and that such a faithful ministry under the good

hand of God will not only lead their own congrega-

tion up to Christian maturity but will also through

the visitors who come briefly under its influence

spread its blessing far and wide.



4

Acting on
Our Knowledge

At the beginning of this

booklet, I mentioned the risk of jumping out of the

frying pan into the fire, that is, the peril of overreac-

tion, of turning from a barren anti-intellectualism to

an equally barren hyper-intellectualism. We shall

easily avoid this danger if we remember just one

thing: God never intends knowledge to be an end in

itself but always to be a means to some other end.

I have tried to sketch six spheres of Christian liv-

ing in which the mind plays an essential part—

s
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Christian worship, faith, holiness, guidance, evan-

gelism and ministry. If these things are impossible

without using our minds and acquiring some bibli-

cal knowledge, we must also recognize the corollary,

that the acquisition of biblical knowledge must lead

into these things and enrich our experience of them.

Knowledge carries with it the solemn responsibility

to act on the knowledge we have, to translate our

knowledge into appropriate behavior. Let me en-

large on this.

First, knowledge should lead to worship. The

true knowledge of God will result not in our being

puffed up with conceit at how knowledgeable we

are, but in our falling on our faces before God in

sheer wonder and crying, “O the depth of the riches

and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearch-

able are his judgments and how inscrutable his

ways!”1 Whenever our knowledge becomes dry or

leaves us cold, something has gone wrong. For

whenever Christ opens the Scriptures to us and we

learn from him, our heart should be aglow within

us.2 The more we know God the more we should

love him. I believe it was Bishop Handley Moule
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who said that we should beware equally of an unde-

votional theology and an untheological devotion.

Second, knowledge should lead to faith. We have

already seen that knowledge is the foundation of

faith and makes faith reasonable. “Those who know

thy name put their trust in thee,” wrote the psalm-

ist.3 It is our very knowledge of God’s nature and

character which elicits our faith. But if we cannot be-

lieve without knowing, we must not know without

believing. That is, our faith must grasp hold of what-

ever truth God reveals to us. Indeed, God’s message

brings no benefit unless it meets with faith in the

hearers.4

This is why Paul does more than pray that the

eyes of our hearts may be enlightened to know the

greatness of God’s power which has been demon-

strated in the resurrection; he adds that this power

which God accomplished in Christ is now available

to us who believe. The first and necessary step is that

we know in our minds the magnitude of God’s

power, but this should lead us to appropriate his

power in our lives by faith.5

Third, knowledge should lead to holiness. We
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have considered some ways in which our conduct

could be transformed if only we knew more clearly

both what we should be and what we already are.

But now we have to see how the more our knowl-

edge grows, the greater our responsibility is to put it

into practice. Many biblical examples could be

quoted. Psalm 119 is full of aspirations to know

God’s law. Why? In order the better to obey it: “Give

me understanding, that I may keep thy law and ob-

serve it with my whole heart.”6 The Lord Jesus said

to the Twelve: “If you know these things, blessed are

you if you do them.”7 Paul wrote: “What you have

learned and received and heard and seen in me,

do.”8 And James was emphasizing the same princi-

ple when he urged his readers to be “doers of the

word, and not hearers only” and warned them that

faith without works was but a dead orthodoxy

shared with demons.9

Thomas Manton, the Puritan minister, who at one

time was Oliver Cromwell’s chaplain, likened a dis-

obedient Christian to a child suffering from rickets:

“Rickets cause great heads and weak feet. We are not

only to dispute of the word, and talk of it, but to
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keep it. We must neither be all ear, nor all head, nor

all tongue, but the feet must be exercised!”10

Fourth, knowledge should lead to love. The more

we know, the more we should want to share what we

know with others and use our knowledge in their

service, whether in evangelism or in ministry. Some-

times, however, our love will restrain our knowl-

edge. For by itself knowledge can be harsh; it needs

the sensitivity which love can give it. This is what

Paul meant when he wrote: “Knowledge puffs up,

but love builds up.”11 The “man of knowledge” he

was talking about is the instructed Christian who

knows that God is one, that idols are nothing and

that there is therefore no theological reason why he

may not eat food which has previously been offered

to idols. There may be a practical reason for refrain-

ing, however. For some Christians do not possess

this knowledge, and as a result their conscience is

“weak,” that is, uninstructed and overscrupulous.

They were themselves previously idolaters. And

even after their conversion they find they cannot

with a good conscience eat idol-meats. In their com-

pany, therefore, Paul argues, the “strong” or in-
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structed Christian should abstain in order not to of-

fend his “weak” brother’s conscience. He himself has

liberty of conscience to eat. But his love will limit the

liberty which his knowledge gives him. Perhaps it is

against this kind of background that a few chapters

later Paul goes so far as to say: “If I . . . understand

all mysteries and all knowledge . . . but have not

love, I am nothing.”12

Let us heed these warnings. Knowledge is indis-

pensable to Christian life and service. If we do not

use the mind which God has given us, we condemn

ourselves to spiritual superficiality and cut ourselves

off from many of the riches of God’s grace. At the

same time, knowledge is given us to be used, to lead

us to higher worship, greater faith, deeper holiness,

better service. What we need is not less knowledge

but more knowledge, so long as we act upon it.

If you ask how such knowledge is to be attained,

I cannot do better than reply in some words of one

of Charles Simeon’s sermons: “For the attainment of

divine knowledge we are directed to combine a de-

pendence on God’s Spirit with our own researches.

Let us, then, not presume to separate what God has
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thus united.”13 That is to say, we must pray and we

must study. This is what Daniel was told: “Fear not,

Daniel, for from the first day that you set your mind

to understand and humbled yourself before your

God, your words have been heard. . . .”14 Indeed,

both the setting of the mind to understand and the

self-humbling before God are tokens of a man’s hun-

ger for divine truth. Such hunger will surely be sat-

isfied. For God has promised that the earnest seeker

will find:

My son, if you receive my words and treasure

up my commandments with you, making your

ear attentive to wisdom and inclining your

heart to understanding; yes, if you cry out for

insight and raise your voice for understanding,

if you seek it like silver and search for it as for

hidden treasures; then you will understand the

fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of

God. For the LORD gives wisdom; from his

mouth come knowledge and understanding.15
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