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DEFUNCT BY DEFAULT 
EIGHT EFFECTS OF SIN ON THE MIND 

I loved to excuse myself and to accuse some other mysterious “thing” inside me that 
was disconnected from the real me. But in truth it was wholly me, my wicked heart 
that divided me against myself. — Augustine 

Theological discussions concerning the natural condition of the human mind most often 
revolve around two key interests: defending the faith and evangelizing the world. We will 
not engage in these here, which by no means detracts from their worth. Our purpose is to 
understand what God reveals concerning the natural condition of the human mind for the 
sake of deliberately altering the natural habits of our minds for godliness. It is most 
intriguing that in the majority of cases, when the Bible speaks on the mind it speaks in the 
context of sanctification rather than apologetics or evangelism. The importance of 
understanding the habits of the mind for the sake of sanctification is invaluable. No wonder 
why it is so emphasized by God. 

Imperative to right thinking is the rejection of wrong thinking. Godly minds must 
exercise godly thought habits and intentionally castoff harmful ones. Let us begin with an 
understanding that the natural mind is defunct by default. By this we mean that the 
unregenerate mind does not function as designed; technically it is ‘dead’ to its proper use 
(L. defunctus). Confusion often arises at this point because it does not appear to us that the 
natural mind is defunct. This is illustrated in what follows. 

A biology student walks out of class dispirited, muddled, and emotionally fatigued as 
the ‘extracurricular’ discussion of a few moments’ earlier echoes in his head. This is not the 
first time. In fact, these sorts of things seem to be increasing in frequency and intensity as 
he advances in his studies. He feels alone and a bit overwhelmed by the baffling breadth of 
intellectual criticism against the Bible that he continues to encounter from all levels of 
academia. At times it seems the most intelligent and educated people he knows have 
absolutely no need for the Bible and frankly breathe an anti-Christian air. From all visible 
appearances they get along quite well in life without God and His word. The scent of 
doubt—the middle ground between his once ardent faith and complete rejection of it—
begins to emerge. He asks himself, “How could such intelligent minds be so radically 
wrong? How could such capable minds be called ‘depraved’? How could such accomplished 
minds function so extensively well in so many fields of study and yet be deemed by the 
Bible as futile, vain, and foolish in their thinking?” 

Reality does not always appear true to itself. Surface appearances are often misleading 
and paradox typically goes unnoticed (cf. John 7:24). As for the mind, foolishness may 
appear as wisdom and wisdom as foolishness (1 Corinthians 3:19). As Christians, we must 
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beware and proceed in life with caution, trusting not ourselves through our senses but 
rather supremely trusting God through His word (Proverbs 3:5-6). If our faith was subject 
to the opinions of the world—if it were not for the power of the Spirit of truth at work in the 
regenerate mind, then we would be overwhelmed and fall away a hundred times a day. So 
let us be ever mindful that faithfulness to Christ is due not to our cleverness, strength of 
mind, or discipline but His grace and kindness to us. Nevertheless, reasonable answers to 
our student’s questions are found in rightly grasping God’s word concerning the natural 
mind. 

While we may say that the natural mind is now defunct to its ultimate purpose, we 
must also insist that every human being still bears the image of God. This chief distinction 
of human life is not obliterated or altogether lost by the Fall. It continues as an echo of 
Eden. John Calvin reminds us that even fallen minds are “ornamented” with various gifts 
that reflect the excellencies of God: 

Whenever we come upon these matters in secular writers, let that admirable light of truth 
shining in them teach us that the mind of man, though fallen and perverted from its 
wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and ornamented with God’s excellent gifts.1 

To better understanding the natural situation of the human mind, we will consider how 
the natural mind is defunct in eight key principles. 

Attributes of the Natural Mind 
Plutarch described the hearts of men as “the indigenous fountains of evil.” Elsewhere 

he wrote, “If thou wouldest unlock the door of thine heart, thou wilt find a storehouse and 
treasury of evils diversified, and full of numberless passions.” 

#1 — THE NATURAL MIND IS ______________________. 

As a temporary judgment against man’s rebellion, and a signpost to solicit interest in 
the Redeemer, all creation was subjected to futility (Ecclesiastes 1:2; Romans 8:20). Instead 
of destruction in the immediate exercise of divine justice, God mercifully permitted the 
world and mankind to continue—though in a fallen, broken, and cursed condition. Now the 
created order and life itself longs for restoration through redemption (Romans 8:22). 
Crucial to our theme is the understanding that the human mind is not exempt from these 
cosmic consequences of sin. Theologians refer to this particular set of consequences of the 
Fall as the “noetic effects of sin.” The word noetic derives from the Greek word for “mind,” 
which is nous. 

With respect to the noetic effects of sin, none of the above is intended to say or to imply that 
Adam’s fall brought him and his progeny to a state of brutish irrationality (that is, the 
                                                 

1 Institutes, 2.2.15. 
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inability to reason). Because of God’s common grace extended to them (John 1:9), fallen 
men are able to mount and to follow a logical argument. Otherwise, the Fall could well have 
had the effect of bringing men to brutish nonreason. But because of sin’s effects on them 
men now must face the fact that, in spite of the aid from common grace, there are many 
things hampering them as they construct their sciences—falsehood, unintentional 
mistakes, lapses in logical reasoning, self-delusion and self-deception, the intrusion of 
fantasy into the imagination, intentional and unintentional negative influences of other 
men’s minds upon their’s, physical weaknesses influencing the total human psyche, the 
disorganized relationships of life, the effect of misinformation and inaccuracies learned 
from one realm of science upon ideas in other realms, sinful self-interest, the weakening of 
mental energies, the internal disorganization of life-harmonies, and most importantly their 
detachment from the ποῦ στῶ, pou stō, found only in the revealed knowledge of God which 
alone justifies human knowledge and from which alone true human predication may be 
launched. Any and all of these effects of sin can and do bring men and women in their 
search for knowledge to unrecognized and thus unacknowledged ignorance.2 

TWO ASPECTS 

There are two sides to this coin: cerebral and moral. The former relates to the brain 
and the latter to thoughts. One has a material aspect to its function and the other an 
immaterial.  

Cerebral Condition 
The mind of every human being suffers in measure the traits of cerebral fallenness: 

cognitive disorders, forgetfulness, dullness, distractedness, inconsistencies, lapses in logical 
reasoning, irrationality, comprehension deficiencies, unintentional mistakes, neurological 
ailments (i.e. headaches, dizziness, blackouts, etc.), and intellectual fatigue. Albert Mohler 
adds to this list: ignorance, intellectual apathy, dogmatism, miscommunication, and partial 
knowledge.3  

These traits are not necessarily moral in dysfunction. They are natural symptoms 
common to all—believer and unbeliever alike. They do not change at conversion, but are in 
class with bodily defects, biological infirmities, physical weaknesses, and pathological 
susceptibilities. Therefore, they are no more rectified by regeneration than are physical 
ailments like cancer or multiple sclerosis. In other words, these traits of fallenness are 
related to organic, not moral, disorders. They are qualitative defects resulting from the Fall, 
being hindrances to ideal mental function. 

This effect of the Fall, though not necessarily moral, can still pose a serious challenge 
to loving God faithfully. For example, some things in Scripture, even for regenerate minds, 
are “hard to understand” (2 Peter 3:16). Other things are “hard to explain” (Hebrews 5:11). 
The fallen soul does “faint and grow weary” unlike God (Isaiah 40:28). Our minds under sin, 
though they may toil and strive (Ecclesiastes 2:22), experience vexation (23), often lack 

                                                 
2 Robert Reymond, A New Systematic Theology, 452–453 
3 Albert Mohler, “The Way the World Thinks,” in Thinking. Loving. Doing. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 56-58. 
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wisdom (James 1:5), are sometimes confused and frustrated (Deuteronomy 28:20), and are 
closed to understanding (Job 17:4). 

With the Fall came separation from God. One pervasive result is felt in the human 
inability to see and know God clearly. Even believers suffer from a dim vision due to this 
separation. Paul reminds us that through the gospel we will soon see the Lord, the Fall 
being fully and finally reversed, and our knowledge of Him will be restored even by sight: 
“For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall 
know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). In this fallen world, 
even the regenerate must “walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).  

While in our unredeemed bodies (Romans 8:23) discipline of mind is necessary at one 
level because of these natural hindrances to clear, consistent, and fruitful thinking for the 
sake of loving God. 

Moral Condition 
The above symptoms, significant as they are, do not begin to describe the truly deadly 

consequences that sin has on the mind. The noetic effects of sin are best understood, not 
merely in terms of the above defects, but most distinctly in the mind’s inability to worship 
its Creator. 

This is precisely where the Fall has landed its fatal blow. The worship of God is the 
highest and most pervasive purpose for which man was created. But the natural mind has 
no inclination to worship God, and this is its most fatal flaw. Just as when a tool, designed 
for a particular task, can no longer accomplish its work, it is rendered defunct. So it is with 
the mind of man in its natural—fallen—condition. 

Man in his natural state is altogether corrupt: both soul and body are polluted, as the 
apostle proves at large, Rom. 3:10–18. As for the soul, this natural corruption has spread 
itself through all the faculties thereof; and is to be found in the understanding, the will, the 
affections, the conscience, and the memory. — Thomas Boston 

1. Genesis 6:5 - The LORD saw that the _______________________ of man was great in 
the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only  
 
_________________ continually. 

2. Psalm 146:4 - When his breath departs, he returns to the earth; on that very day  
 
his plans [eshtōn: ______________________] perish. 

3. 1 Corinthians 3:20 - “The Lord knows the _____________________ of the wise, that  
 
they are __________________________.” 

4. 1 Corinthians 3:19 - For the ___________________ of this world is  
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___________________ with God. For it is written, “He catches the wise in their 
craftiness,” 

5. 1 Corinthians 1:21 - For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God  
 
through _______________________, it pleased God through the folly of what we 
preach to save those who believe. 

6. Acts 26:25 - But Paul said, “I am not out of my ___________________, most excellent  
 
Festus, but I am speaking ______________ and __________________ _______________. 

 

#2 — THE NATURAL MIND IS ______________________. 

Despite all efforts, the mind of man labors in vain to effect his final purpose in 
existence. His thoughts are futile. This is the basic meaning of Psalm 94:11, “The LORD 
knows the thoughts of man, that they are but a breath.” The word for ‘breath’ is frequently 
translated in Scripture as ‘vanity’ or ‘futility’, emphasizing nothingness, emptiness, and 
even perishableness.4 So also the ‘expectation’ (Proverbs 10:28) and ‘hope’ (Proverbs 11:7) of 
those who hate God will perish when they do—their thoughts are futile. 

1. Psalm 94:11 - The LORD—knows the thoughts of man, that they are but  
 
________________________ [_________________ and __________________]. 

2. Ephesians 4:17 - Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer  
 
walk as the Gentiles do, in the ________________________ of their minds. 

3. 1 Corinthians 3:20 - and again, “The Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, that  
 
they are ___________________.” 

4. Romans 1:21 - For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give  
 
thanks to him, but they became ____________________ in their thinking… 

5. Romans 8:8 - Those who are in the flesh cannot ____________________ God. 

 

                                                 
4 William Holladay and Ludwig Ko ̈hler, A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 76. 
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#3 — THE NATURAL MIND IS ______________________. 

“Who can understand it?” is the cry of the prophet who bewails the defunct condition of 
the human heart. The natural mind does not understand itself on two accounts: it is 
deceitful and it is desperately sick. Here we will consider the deceitfulness of the natural 
mind. 

Self-deceit is the sting of God’s judgment against the sinful mind. What the mind 
experiences appears quite opposite to its own perception. It is ignorant of its ignorance. It 
deceives itself such that its self-awareness is blind to its own true condition. In this sense, 
the futility of the natural mind is not within the reach of self-diagnosis. “Who can 
understand it?” Who can fathom its nature? Who can objectively evaluate its condition? 
Who can trust their own assessment? The Lord answers swiftly, “I the LORD search the 
heart and test the mind, to give every man according to his ways, according to the fruit of 
his deeds” (Jeremiah 17:10). In other words, though man is incapable of knowing the depths 
of his own heart, the Lord knows fully and will judge accordingly. Or as one commentator 
writes, “Sin is so deeply ingrained in human nature (v. 1) that no one can fathom it except 
the Lord (v. 10).”5 

The word for ‘deceitful’ conveys the idea of one that is a cheat, sly, and crafty. It’s one 
thing for the mind to be fallen and futile in its thinking; it’s entirely another to be self-
deceived about it. 

1. Jeremiah 17:9 - The heart is ______________________ above all things, and 
desperately sick; who can understand it? 

2. Psalm 12:2 - Everyone utters lies to his neighbor; with flattering lips and a  
 
________________________ ______________________ they speak. 

3. Proverbs 12:20 - _____________________ is in the heart of those who devise evil, but 
those who plan peace have joy. 

4. Jeremiah 14:14 - And the LORD said to me: “The prophets are prophesying lies in 
my name. I did not send them, nor did I command them or speak to them. They are 
prophesying to you a lying vision, worthless divination, and the  
 
_______________________ of their own minds.” 

5. Romans 16:18 - For such persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but their own  
 
appetites, and by smooth talk and flattery they _______________________ the hearts 
of the naive. 

                                                 
5 E. A. Martens, Jeremiah, Believers Church Bible Commentary (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1986), 122–123. 
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6. Deuteronomy 11:16 - Take care lest your heart be _________________________, and 
you turn aside and serve other gods and worship them; 

7. Proverbs 28:26 - Whoever trusts in __________ __________ _______________ is a fool. 

8. Proverbs 3:5–6 - Trust in the LORD with all your ___________________, and do not  
 
lean on your own ____________________________. In all your ways acknowledge him, 
and he will make straight your paths. 

 

#4 — THE NATURAL MIND IS ______________________. 

The unconsciousness of the mind’s own depravity is a most unsuspecting consequence 
of self-absorption, willful ignorance, and gross ingratitude. These are the causal features of 
what the Bible calls a debased mind. 

1. Romans 1:28 - And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up  
 
to a _____________________ mind to do what ought not to be done. 

2. Daniel 11:27 - And as for the two kings, their hearts shall be ___________________ 
 
____________________________________________________. They shall speak lies at the 
same table, but to no avail, for the end is yet to be at the time appointed. 

3. Philippians 3:19 - Their end is destruction, their god is their belly, and they glory  
 
in their shame, with ____________________ set on _______________________ things. 

4. Ephesians 2:3 - Among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying  
 
out the desires of the body and the _________________, and were by nature children 
of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

5. Proverbs 21:10 - The soul of the wicked desires ___________________. 

6. Psalm 101:4 - A perverse _______________ shall be far from me; I will know nothing 
of evil. 

7. Proverbs 12:8 - A man is commended according to his ____________ ______________,  
 
but one of _____________________ mind is despised. 

8. Proverbs 17:20 - A man of crooked heart does not ___________________ ___________. 
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9. Titus 1:15 - To the pure, all things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving,  
 
nothing is pure; but both their ______________ and their consciences are  
 
__________________. 

10. Isaiah 32:6 - For the fool speaks folly, and his heart is _____________ __________  
 
_______________________, to practice ungodliness, to utter error concerning the 
LORD, to leave the craving of the hungry unsatisfied, and to deprive the thirsty of 
drink. 

 

#5 — THE NATURAL MIND IS ______________________. 

1. Romans 1:21 - For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give 
thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were  
 
____________________________. 

2. Ephesians 4:18 - They are _______________________________ in their 
understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in 
them, due to their hardness of heart. 

3. John 3:18–19 - Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not 
believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
Son of God. And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people 
____________________ the __________________________ rather than the light because 
their works were evil. 

4. Ecclesiastes 8:11 - Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed  
 
speedily, the heart of the children of man is _______________ ______________ to do 
evil. 

5. 2 Corinthians 4:4 - In their case the god of this world has ________________ the 
minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the 
glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 

 

#6 — THE NATURAL MIND IS ______________________. 

1. Colossians 1:21 - And you, who once were alienated and __________________ in 
mind, doing evil deeds 
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2. Romans 8:7 - For the mind that is set on the flesh is ____________________ to God, 
for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. 

3. Proverbs 19:3 - When a man’s folly brings his way to ruin, his heart 
_________________ ______________ the LORD. 

4. Romans 5:10 - For if while we were ________________ we were reconciled to God by 
the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by 
his life. 

 

#7 — THE NATURAL MIND IS __________________ _______________. 

1. Jeremiah 17:9 - The heart is deceitful above all things, and ________________ 
__________; who can understand it? 

2. Romans 8:7 - For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not  
 
submit to God’s law; indeed, it _____________________. 

3. Proverbs 20:9 - Who can say, “I have _______________ my heart pure; I am clean 
from my sin”? 

4. 2 Corinthians 3:14 - But their minds were ___________________________. For to 
this day, when they read the old covenant, that same veil remains unlifted, because 
only through Christ is it taken away. 

5. Deuteronomy 29:19 - one who, when he hears the words of this sworn covenant, 
blesses himself in his heart, saying, ‘I shall be safe, though I walk in the  
 
_________________________ of my heart.’ This will lead to the sweeping away of 
moist and dry alike. 

6. Psalm 81:12 - So I gave them over to their ________________________ hearts, to 
follow their own counsels. 

7. Romans 5:6 - For while we were still ______________, at the right time Christ died 
for the ungodly. 
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#8 — THE NATURAL MIND IS __________________ _______________. 

1. Ephesians 2:1 - And you were _________________ in the trespasses and sins 

2. Colossians 2:13 - And you, who were ___________________ in your trespasses and 
the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven 
us all our trespasses 

3. Ephesians 4:18 - They are darkened in their understanding, __________________  
 
from the ____________ of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their 
hardness of heart. 

4. Colossians 3:1–2 - If then you have been _____________________ 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. 

5. 1 Timothy 6:5 - and constant friction among people who are _________________ in 
mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain. 

 

A Whole Heart 
2 Chronicles 19:9 - And he charged them: “Thus you shall do in the fear of the LORD,  

 
in faithfulness, and with your _____________________ heart: 

Deuteronomy 6:5 - You shall love the LORD your God with _______ your heart and  
 
with _________ your soul and with ________ your might. 

Psalm 86:11 - Teach me your way, O LORD, that I may walk in your truth;  
 
_______________ my heart to fear your name. 

Jeremiah 32:39 - I will give them one __________ and one ________, that they may fear 
me forever, for their own good and the good of their children after them. 

 

 

We are not transformed until our thinking is transformed! 


