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RESOLVE 
PURSUING GOD’S GLORY AND OUR JOY  

Resolved, that I will not give way to that listlessness [characterized by lack of 

interest, energy, or spirit] which I find unbends and relaxes my mind from being 

fully and fixedly set on religion, whatever excuse I may have for it. 

—JONATHAN EDWARDS, Resolution 61 

 

The chief secret of loving God and enjoying Him lies in the mind. The great tragedy of 

modern Christianity is that we are not deliberate enough in our daily practice of thinking to 

love God and enjoy Him. 

Church history testifies that some of the most influential disciples of Jesus Christ have 

been those marked particularly by the discipline of their thought-life. For example, the 

exceptionally far-reaching influence of Augustine is attributed to “the breadth of 

Augustine’s own outlook and the extraordinary discipline that he maintained over his 

thought.”1 It was not mere intelligent thought that marked Augustine; it was his command 

over thought that distinguished his character. In the truest sense, possessing a great 

intelligence does not mean possessing a great mind. 

Jonathan Edwards, being one of the greatest minds in American history, is another 

prime example. In his series of observations, entitled “The Mind,” Jonathan Edwards 

distinguishes what he calls the two worlds of our living: the external and the internal. He 

argues that the internal, that which is the life of “our own minds,” is the most important 

world of all. Edwards wrote extensively about the importance of our thoughts for the sake 

of devotion to God. He also implicitly demonstrated the value of a disciplined mind through 

most everything he wrote. 

While many men of great influence have demonstrated great intellectual acumen, that 

is not the point here. The influence that we are concerning ourselves with is that influence 

of discipline and direction, principle and pattern. The greatest influence that the world 

needs is Christ and His likeness in us. It is a holistic influence that chiefly involves 

character and cravings. It is an influence of the mind. 

Many equate ‘great mind’ with ‘smart’; but the truly great mind is one that 

characteristically lives in increasing conformity to Christ, demonstrating the purpose for 

                                                
1 Robert Sandin, “One of the Best Teachers of the Church: Augustine on Teachers and Teaching” in Christian History Magazine, Issue 

15 (Worcester, PA: Christian History Institute, 1987). 
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which the human mind was made. This purpose can be nothing less than God’s glory and 

man’s joy. But this purpose cannot be realized apart from a work of grace in rebirth and a 

work of grace in resolve. 

Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil , unbelieving heart,  
leading you to fall away from the living God. 

Hebrews 3:12 

PRINCIPLE #1: THE MIND MUST BE DIRECTED 

The key to disciplining the mind is to have a strategy. Having a strategy is our first 

strategy. Failing to prepare is preparing to fail. To have a strategy is to intentionally set 

out to think with a purpose greater than thinking. What is that purpose? Our strategy 

must be to employ the mind to pursue God’s glory and man’s joy.  

LOVE, NOT LAW 

This is not law—it cannot be forced. It is caught more than learned when taught. It is 

an act of love itself to pursue love.  

We are not talking about will-power here. We are not saying that the answer lies 

within ourselves—that we possess the power to change ourselves. It is not that the answer 

to our struggle with sin and our lack of love to God is found in some sort of mind-over-

matter exercise. We are not talking about harnessing some internal power or strength. This 

is not about unleashing your potential. You have not, in yourself, the power to overcome 

lust. Nor the strength to defeat temptation. You have not, in yourself, the ability or 

strength of resolve to change yourself. It is not within our power to grow—it is not within 

our power to love God more dearly. To be sure we can harm and hinder our growth, but we 

have not the power to sanctify ourselves. The power to truly make a sinner more like Christ 

can only come from God. You do not possess resurrection power apart from Christ. No 

mechanics of discipline could possibly substitute the living power of God. So we do not look 

to the discipline of the mind as our hope for change, we look to Christ. By faith we walk—

and this involves no less than a self-sacrificing interest and pursuit of guarding, 

cultivating, training, and directing the mind. We are talking about God-given desires made 

deliberate. We are recognizing the need for discipline. We are applying our minds to faith. 

We are committing our hearts to God. With our minds we will—out of love—resolve to 

pursue God’s glory and our joy. 

TO RESOLVE IS TO DIRECT YOUR THOUGHTS 

Perhaps the most obvious and yet still the most shocking realization for the redeemed 

is that loving God demands deliberate exercise of the mind and the habitual directing of 
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thoughts. Growing in love to God will necessarily involve growing in the art of redeemed 

thinking, which is both sanctified and sanctifying. We can offer nothing greater to God than 

a faithfully, sincerely, and wholly devoted heart.  

To this end, we must mind the mind. We must be stoutly mindful that God intimately 

cares about our thought-life. Life and devotion rise or fall by the use of the mind, and God 

calls for nothing less than a wholly devoted heart. God is jealous for your mind (cf. James 

4:5). 

It should not be so surprising, then, to find God’s word commanding us to direct our 

thoughts. The words used in the Bible that address our thinking are rich and expansive in 

breadth and depth. The range of meaning and nuance is substantial. God is interested in 

how we ‘view’ reality, how we ‘regard’ persons, history, purpose, meaning, relationships, 

promises, life, creation, and all things moral and ethical. This includes what we ‘assume’, 

what we ‘value’ and ‘hold in high esteem’, what we ‘reckon’ or ‘impute’, as well as what we 

‘devise’ or ‘invent’ in our minds; what we ‘consider’, ‘plan’, ‘plot’, ‘calculate’, ‘intend’, 

‘account’, or otherwise ‘think’ (all deriving from hāshabh). He is interested in what we ‘say 

in our hearts’, ‘contemplate’, or think to ourselves (āmar). He cares about what we find 

‘pleasing’ and what ‘seems attractive’ to the mind (āyin). He is attentive to what we 

‘remember’, what we are ‘mindful of’, what we ‘trust’, ‘name’, ‘profess’, ‘make mention of’, 

and ‘praise’ in our hearts; what we ‘think’ about (zkr). He holds our mental activity 

accountable, evaluating our conclusions that are based on ‘careful deliberation’, 

‘examination’, and ‘consideration’ (zāmam). God is interested in our ‘opinions’, in what we 

‘suppose’, ‘expect’, ‘judge’, ‘presume’, and are ‘convinced of’ (dokeō). He cares about what we 

‘understand’ and ‘perceive’ in our thinking (noeō). He watches over our ‘reasoning’, our 

‘doubts’, our ‘arguments’, our ‘thoughts’ and ‘thinking’ in general (dialogismos). Our 

‘suppositions’ matter (oiomai).  Even what we ‘imagine’ matters (nomizō). What we 

‘commemorate’ matters (mnēmoveuō). Our ‘intentions’ matter (ennoia). Our logical 

deductions from premises are important to God (hēgéomai). He is attentive to our ‘concerns’, 

our ‘observances’, our ‘views’, and to what we ‘agree’, ‘concur’, or ‘accept’ (phroneō). This last 

Greek verb is one of the most practical ‘to think’ words in the NT. It generally implies 

thinking that is valued, suggesting a mental habit rather than an act. This is important, 

since the art of redeemed thinking necessarily involves mental habits. 

Directing the mind to glorify God in thought is the point of the many imperatives or 

commands issued in the Bible that are related to the mind. How we ‘ought to think’ about 

God is commanded (Act 17:29). How to ‘think about’ or ‘regard’ one’s self (Romans 12:3), and 

others (1 Corinthians 4:1; Philippians 1:7), is commanded. There are commands to 

‘understand’ both practically (2 Corinthians 10:11) and what is read (Matthew 24:15). There 

are commands to ‘think carefully’ (Proverbs 23:1; Jeremiah 2:10), to not ‘devise’ certain 

thoughts (Zech 8:17), and to ‘be wise’ (Psalms 94:8). Commands are given concerning what 

not to love (1 John 2:15) and what to love (Mark 12:30). We are commanded to renew our 

minds (Romans 12:2; Ephesians 4:23) and to ‘try to discern’ what is pleasing to the Lord 



DISCIPLINE OF THE MIND  RESOLVE 
SESSION 9  Pursuing God’s Glory and Our Joy 

© Trinity Bible Church | M. V. Pereira   4 

(Ephesians 5:10). Commands are given to ‘remind’ ourselves (2 Corinthians 10:7), ‘think 

over’ (2 Tim 2:7), and to take on a certain ‘mindset’ or ‘way of thinking’ (Philippians 2:5; 

3:15). To ‘think on the same thing’ or ‘think the same way’ is commanded several times 

(Romans 12:16; 15:5; 1 Corinthians 1:10; 2 Corinthians 13:11; Philippians 2:2; 4:2). We are 

commanded to ‘consider’ or ‘reckon’ ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus 

(Romans 6:11). We are commanded to not think highly of ourselves (Romans 11:20; 12:3). In 

fact, the verb ‘to think’ is used four times in different forms in one verse:  “For by the grace 

given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly (hyperphroneō) 

than he ought to think (phroneō), but to think (phroneō) with sober judgment (sōphroneō), 

each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned” (Romans 12:3). Here we are 

commanded to refuse thinking of ourselves too highly, but instead to ‘think as we ought’. 

Notice that the ‘ought’ (dei) expresses a matter of binding necessity (Matthew 17:10) and is 

sometimes used of the compulsion of duty (Acts 5:29). This can mean nothing less than that 

we are commanded to think a certain way about ourselves. We are commanded to think 

with right or ‘sober thinking’—a thinking that is in tune with reality.  

Elsewhere we are commanded ‘to mind’ or ‘to set our minds’ on the things that are 

above (Colossians 3:2) and quite explicitly ‘to dwell’ or continually ‘think about’ certain 

things (Philippians 4:8).  

Directing your thoughts is seminal to loving God with all your mind. Key to the 

strategy of disciplining the mind for the sake of loving God is the directing of your thoughts. 

NO NEUTRAL 

There is no such thing as neutral thinking. Thinking always involves an object. The 

human mind is always aiming at something. The mind is an engine that is locked in gear, 

always heading in some direction whether good or bad. 

This concept is forcefully presented in Romans 8, where Paul writes, “to set the mind 

on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace” (8:6). This striking 

contrast is intended to underscore the importance of the mind’s object and aim. The mind 

cannot be devoted to two opposing and incompatible directions. Direction ultimately reflects 

devotion, and is seen as inseparable both from one’s present situation and final destination. 

‘Death’, for instance, is the outcome of a mindset that is strictly directed to the ‘flesh’ (or 

purely naturalistic and this-worldly thinking), being hostile and unsubmissive to God (8:7). 

But ‘death’ not only involves final judgment (cf. 8:1), it secondarily touches one’s present 

situation (cf. 8:2). So also ‘life and peace’ point primarily to the experience of one’s ultimate 

destination, but also allude to the sense of present freedom in Christ from “the law of sin 

and death” (8:2). Two considerations emerge: (a) your thoughts will be on most what you 

love most, and (b) the peace of mind that only God can avail is presently experienced in 

proportion to the preoccupation of your mind. Stephen Charnock says, “Frequent thoughts 

discover rooted affections.” 
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VAIN THOUGHTS 

John Flavel challenges us to keep account of our daily thoughts: “The order of the soul 

is disturbed by sending forth multitudes of vain and impertinent thoughts, to infest and 

distract the soul in its approaches to God: the sense of this evil gave occasion to that prayer, 

Psalm 86:11. ‘Unite my heart to fear thy name.’ How much have we to do with our own 

hearts upon this account every day?”2  

George Swinnock reminds us that “our daily infirmities and imperfections must not be 

passed over. Some have died of very slight wounds in their fingers or toes. Small sands may 

sink a great ship. Small drops of rain make the earth miry and dirty. Vain thoughts, 

spending time idly, omission of doing good when a price hath been in our hands, are 

counted by us small sins, but such small drops will pollute our consciences to purpose, if not 

bewailed timely.”3  

If we do not discipline our minds, we open ourselves to innumerable vanities and 

corruptions. Stephen Charnock vividly reminds us, “How do vain thoughts intrude into the 

mind! No man can keep a door locked against them. We feel them rushing upon us while we 

endeavour to avoid them. We are confounded and overwhelmed by them, and drawn to 

things against our own resolutions.”4 John Bunyan brilliantly illustrates the point in his 

allegory, The Holy War: “But O how the busy-bodies [vain thoughts] that were in the town 

of Mansoul did now concern themselves! They did run here and there through the streets of 

the town by companies, crying out as they ran in tumultuous wise, one after one manner, 

and another the quite contrary, to the almost utter distraction of Mansoul.”5 

Lastly, Thomas Brooks writes: 

Grace is grown up to a very great height in that soul where it prevails, to the subduing of 

those vain thoughts that walk up and down in the soul. Well! though you cannot be rid of 

them, yet make resistance and opposition against the first risings of them. When sinful 

thoughts arise, then think thus, The Lord takes notice of these thoughts; ‘he knows them 

afar off,’ as the Psalmist speaks, Ps. 38:6. He knew Herod’s bloody thoughts, and Judas his 

betraying thoughts, and the Pharisees’ cruel and blasphemous thoughts afar off. Oh! think 

thus: All these sinful thoughts, they defile and pollute the soul, they deface and spoil much 

of the inward beauty and glory of the soul. If I commit this or that sin, to which my 

thoughts incline me, then either I must repent or not repent; if I repent, it will cost me 

more grief, sorrow, shame, heart-breaking, and soul-bleeding, before my conscience will be 

quieted, divine justice pacified, my comfort and joy restored, my evidences cleared, and my 

pardon in the court of conscience sealed, than the imagined profit or seeming sensual 

                                                
2 John Flavel, vol. 6, The Whole Works of the Reverend John Flavel, Volumes 1-6 (London; Edinburgh; Dublin: W. Baynes and Son; 

Waugh and Innes; M. Keene, 1820), 395. 

3 George Swinnock, vol. 2, The Works of George Swinnock, M.A., Volumes 1–5 (Edinburgh; London; Dublin: James Nichol; James 

Nisbet and Co.; G. Herbert, 1868), 509. 

4 Stephen Charnock, vol. 3, The Complete Works of Stephen Charnock, Volume 1–5 (Edinburgh; London; Dublin: James Nichol; James 
Nisbet and Co.; W. Robertson; G. Herbert, 1864–1866), 186. 

5 John Bunyan, vol. 3, The Holy War, 302. 
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pleasure can be worth: ‘What fruit had you in those things whereof you are now ashamed,’ 

Rom. 6:216 

The sixth remedy against this device of Satan is, To keep up holy and spiritual affections; 

for such as your affections are, such will be your thoughts. ‘Oh how I love thy law! it is my 

meditation all the day,’ Ps. 119:97. What we love most, we most muse upon. ‘When I awake, 

I am still with thee,’ Ps. 139, &c. That which we much like, we shall much mind. They that 

are frequent in their love to God and his law, will be frequent in thinking of God and his 

law: a child will not forget his mother.7 

PRINCIPLE #2: THE MIND IS MORAL 

With great emphasis, let me declare that the life of the mind is not solely mental life—

simply the interchange of neurological impulses. Synapses, for instance, only reveal the 

material equipment of an immaterial entity; the true essence of the mind cannot be 

delineated by the brain or its physiology. The life of the mind is far more than simply the 

passing, cataloguing, and processing of thoughts—there is, distinctively, a moral dimension 

to the mind. 

Behind wrong living is wrong thinking. Many of us do not live as Christ deserves. Even 

in our better moments, we do not exhibit His workmanship. The tendency is to allow 

ourselves to become frustrated and eventually fatigued over the constant struggle to live “in 

a manner worthy of the calling to which [we] have been called” (Ephesians 4:1). The 

solution will not be realized through behavior modification, it is a matter of the heart 

(mind). We do not live worthily first because we do not think worthily. Our cravings will not 

truly transform by means of stricter regulations, stronger chains of constraint, or a mere 

change of environment. Until our minds are renewed by God the Holy Spirit, through the 

instrumentality of the knowledge of God from His written word, our lives will not grow in 

the joy of loving God. 

WRONG THINKING 

The Bible tells us what to love and hate. It tells us what is most valuable and calls us 

to value all things accordingly. It warns us against deception and delusion, alerting us to 

the dangers of wrong thinking. It tells us what to believe and not believe. It imparts joy and 

hope as well as guilt and conviction on the basis of our thoughts and intentions, holding our 

minds accountable. In short, God tells us how we ought to think and holds us accountable 

at the level of our thought-life. We are not free to think like the world; thinking is 

supremely intended for the glory of God.  

                                                
6 Thomas Brooks, The Complete Works of Thomas Brooks, ed. Alexander Balloch Grosart, vol. 1 (Edinburgh; London; Dublin: James 

Nichol; James Nisbet and Co.; G. Herbert, 1866), 88. 

7 Brooks, 89. 
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GOD DELIGHTS IN RIGHT THINKING 

For both the approval of right and the disapproval of wrong, God judges us at the level 

of our thoughts and intentions. We are instructed: “Do not be conformed to this world, but 

be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2). Just as we—with 

renewed minds—discern God’s thoughts by testing, so by testing God discerns our thoughts. 

The ‘testing’ that is here in view takes the form of a constructive assessment. It is positive 

in character; examining, evaluating, and thereby approving or discerning “the precious 

from the worthless” (see Jeremiah 15:19).  

This type of testing is always designed to improve the value of its subject. Positively, 

then, God tests us ‘to prove’ the genuineness of our minds, intending to draw away dross 

and refine value (see Zec 13:9). We should notice that right thoughts are commended and 

are to be desired (see 1 Peter 1:7).  

But our own assessment is rendered more than biased and skewed, since “every way of 

a man is right in his own eyes, but the LORD weighs the heart” (Proverbs 21:2). Weighing 

and testing are similar in this sense. Testing is illustrated in Proverbs 17:3: “The crucible is 

for silver, and the furnace is for gold, and the LORD tests hearts.” Here the picture 

graphically portrays God in the act of stripping bare all pretensions as He ‘tests’ or 

‘examines’ the human heart to determine its genuineness and purity.8 So the Lord is the 

one “who searches hearts” (Romans 8:27)—even for intercession, and commends right 

thinking (see Jeremiah 12:3). Accordingly, David counsels his son, “know the God of your 

father and serve him with a whole heart and with a willing mind, for the LORD searches all 

hearts and understands every plan and thought. If you seek him, he will be found by you, 

but if you forsake him, he will cast you off forever” (1 Chronicles 28:9). God delights in 

thinking—but only honorable thinking—and weighs our thoughts. 

GOD DISDAINS SINFUL THINKING 

Richard Baxter rightly exhorts us: “‘Be not insensible what a great deal of duty or sin 

are in the thoughts, and of how dangerous a signification and consequence a course of evil 

thoughts is to your souls.’ They shew what a man is, as much as his words or actions do: 

'For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he.' A good man or evil is denominated by the good or 

evil treasure of the heart, though known to men but by the fruits. O the vile and numerous 

sins that are committed in men’s thoughts! O the precious time that is lost, in idle, and 

other sinful thoughts! O the good that is hindered hereby both in heart and life!”9 

The Lord both commends right and condemns wrong thinking. The great wickedness of 

man that brought judgment on the whole earth by flood was described in terms of his mind: 

                                                
8 Bruce K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 15–31, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2005), 40. 

9 Baxter, 173. 
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“every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5). Among 

the seven abominations is “a heart that devises wicked plans” (Proverbs 6:18). The other 

abominations involve the tongue, eyes, hands, and feet, but as Thomas Manton said, “The 

tongue, eyes, hands, and feet are but instruments to execute the motions of the heart.” We 

learn through the prophet Jeremiah, that true justice is directed at the mind, a man’s ways 

and deeds only follow: “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” (17:10).  

The Lord repeatedly indicted Israel for her thoughts. For example He says, “For I know 

the things that come into your mind” (Ez 11:5); “I know their works and their thoughts” (Is 

66:18); “their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity” (Is 59:7). Through Moses, He warned them, 

“Take care lest there be an unworthy thought in your heart” (Deuteronomy 15:9). 

Simeon told Mary that Jesus was appointed to be opposed “so that thoughts from many 

hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:35). In the end, Christ is the one who “will disclose the 

purposes of the heart” (1 Corinthians 4:5). In Revelation, He says, “all the churches will 

know that I am he who searches mind and heart, and I will give to each of you according to 

your works” (2:23). God disdains sinful thinking. 

NO THOUGHT IS HIDDEN FROM GOD 

What adds to the weight of God’s judgment against wrong thinking is that no thought 

can be concealed from Him. “For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-

edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and 

discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And no creature is hidden from his 

sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account” 

(Hebrews 4:12-13). Proverbs 15:11 tells us, “Sheol and Abaddon lie open before the LORD; 

how much more the hearts of the children of man!” Therefore, if a man sins, “would not God 

discover this? For he knows the secrets of the heart” (Psalms 44:21). David confesses, “you 

discern my thoughts from afar” (Psalms 139:2). Therefore, “Can a man hide himself in 

secret places so that I cannot see him? declares the LORD. Do I not fill heaven and earth? 

declares the LORD” (Jeremiah 23:24). “For God will bring every deed into judgment, with 

every secret thing, whether good or evil” (Ecc 12:14). So Thomas Boston says, “Who can 

hide his thoughts from him that searcheth the heart? and to what place can the sinner go, 

where God is not before him? Darkness and light are alike to him. And how can the crime 

escape discovery, where the Judge and Lawgiver himself is witness. Little do sinners think 

of this, because God does not strike them down in an instant.”10 

THE MIND SERVES A CENTRAL ROLE IN SALVATION 

Since justice is directed at the mind and faith that reckons a sinner righteous is a 

function of the mind, it follows that the mind serves a central role in salvation. Evil minds 

                                                
10 Thomas Boston, The Whole Works of Thomas Boston, ed. Samuel M‘Millan, vol. 3 (Aberdeen: George and Robert King, 1848), 184. 
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will be condemned by God. Thus, the prophet Jeremiah cries out, “O Jerusalem, wash your 

heart from evil, that you may be saved. How long shall your wicked thoughts lodge within 

you?” (Jeremiah 4:14). In this, salvation is characterized as deliverance from a defiled mind: 

“To the pure, all things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but 

both their minds and their consciences are defiled” (Titus 1:15).  

Purity of heart is marked by repentant faith and corresponds both to regeneration of 

the unbelieving mind and renewal of the believing mind. In both cases the purity of heart or 

renewal of mind corresponds to worship. Notice the direct correlation between the mind and 

worship in James 4:8: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your 

hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.” Drawing near to God has 

in view the practice of formal worship and can be no sooner sought than that the mind be 

purified. The Holy One abounds in lovingkindness and therefore urges, “let the wicked 

forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to the LORD, that 

he may have compassion on him, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon” (Is 55:7). 

In contrast to the thoughts of sinful people, the Lord immediately describes the holiness 

and goodness of His thoughts, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your 

ways my ways, declares the LORD” (Is 55:8). Both justification and sanctification most 

emphatically involve the mind.  

RIGHT THINKING IS BEST FOR US 

I suspect that the anarchical tendency of self does not much like the idea of being told 

how to think. This is sure to be perceived as the apex of tyranny and the highest invasion of 

privacy. Such is the impression that I received from a blog entry that I recently read which 

criticizes the Lord Jesus for tracing murder, adultery, idolatry, and other sins to the heart. 

The article insists that “there is obviously a huge difference between thinking something 

and actually doing it” and then goes on to reveal the real cause of unease: “but it is also an 

attempt to penalise thought crime. Not only are your actions controlled by religion but so 

are your thoughts. This is horrendous. The most important freedom we have is freedom of 

thought, yet Jesus himself is attempting to punish this.” No, Jesus is not attempting to 

punish “freedom of thought” any more than justice is attempting to punish freedom of 

action; He is warning that sin will be punished, not freedom. He is calling good ‘good’ and 

evil ‘evil’ at its starting point. He is showing that sin occurs and is born out of the heart and 

cannot be limited to visible expression. He is dispelling outward ‘religion’ and indicting the 

human tendency of hypocrisy. He was fulfilling the Father’s promise “to magnify His law 

and make it glorious” (Isaiah 42:21) by raising our understanding of sin to a matter, first, of 

thought. Therefore, out of mercy and for our own good, God warns us that we are 

accountable for our thoughts. Far from tyranny, God is after our liberty in truth (John 8:31-

32), love in Christ (Ephesians 3:17-18), and peace in God (Philippians 4:7-8)—all of which 

relate contextually to our thinking. God tells us how we ought to think because He loves us 

and intends the best for us. 
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ACTIONS ARE THE OFFSPRING OF THE MIND 

The world may be satisfied with outer justice, God is not. God is concerned with the 

real me, not just the me that others know. The Lord separates appearances and professions 

from reality (cf. Proverbs 17:3). God hates hypocrisy and knows that hidden evil will 

eventually find an outlet. But even more than this, sin is first an immaterial but vile 

offense against God, who is holy. Sin is not measured merely by the effects it has on other 

people (as terrible as that can be), but finds its original guilt in the evil of the thought 

entertained. In other words, offenses against other people may be limited to what is 

expressed outwardly, but offenses against God are both what is entertained inwardly as 

well as what is expressed outwardly.  

It is the heart that defiles and it is the heart that sanctifies the man (Mark 7:20; Heb 

12:15). The mind is, as theologians of old would say, the fons actionum ad extra (‘the 

fountain of all our outward actions’). Actions are simply the offspring of the mind. 

Unacceptable ways, then, are the fruit of unacceptable thoughts. Stated another way, the 

outward sin of the hands is but the outcome of the inward sin of the heart. When Cain 

brought his self-styled offering to the Lord, the Scripture says that “for Cain and his 

offering he had no regard” (Genesis 4:5). Notice that the essential point of the Lord’s 

disapproval was first “for Cain”—meaning the person and not just his offering. The real 

offense against God was flowing out of Cain’s heart, being manifest in the offering of his 

hands. So also with Saul, as reflected in what the Lord said to Samuel: “Do not look on his 

appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him. For the LORD sees 

not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” 

(1 Samuel 16:7). 

David understood this principle, as evidenced in his cry, “Search me, O God, and know 

my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there be any grievous way in me, and 

lead me in the way everlasting!” (Psalms 139:23–24; see also Psalms 26:2). As D. A. Carson 

rightly comments, “David recognized not only that God knew his thoughts, but that any real 

reform in his life must begin with his thoughts.”11 The content and character of our 

thoughts is the truest test of our submission to God. We engage in true discipleship to the 

lordship of our gracious King when we “take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 

Corinthians 10:5).  

We are to act on the knowledge of God. 

TO THE GLORY OF GOD 

We might summarize this first principle by modifying Descartes’ maxim to state: cogito 

ergo Deo sit gloria (“I think therefore glory be to God”). Thomas Manton says, “It must not 

                                                
11 D. A. Carson, Basics for Believers, 115. 
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be a thing done now and then, but entirely and universally; you must glorify God with all 

your faculties of mind.”12 

PRINCIPLE #3: CHARACTER IS CULTIVATED  

It is not just content that matters. Content is selected and reflected upon, which is 

itself a function of the mind. Therefore, the call for right content of thought is by necessity a 

call for right character of thought. Knowing the importance of what we think about will 

direct how we think in the first place. In the end, we are responsible for both content and 

character of thought. It is not just what, but the way we think that matters to God. 

We think in degrees of excellence. The excellence of a person’s mind is found not in its 

high intellectual quotient, or in its ability to process abstract concepts, or in its 

photographic memory, or in its creative brilliance. No, the true excellence of one’s mind is 

found in its quality of character. 

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I  thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. 
When I became a man, I gave up childish ways.  

1 Corinthians 13:11 

We must also remember that character is not created overnight. 

Brothers, do not be children in your thinking.  
Be infants in evil, but in your th inking be mature.  

1 Corinthians 14:20 

For the one who sows to his own flesh wil l from the flesh reap corruption, but the 
one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life.  

Galatians 6:4  

Sow a thought, reap an act. 

Sow an act, reap a habit. 

Sow a habit, reap a character. 

  

                                                
12 Thomas Manton, The Complete Works of Thomas Manton, vol. 20 (London: James Nisbet & Co., 1874), 327. 
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PROMPTLY CORRECT DEFECTIVE THOUGHTS 

‘Cast out vain and sinful thoughts in the beginning, before they settle themselves and make 

a dwelling of thy heart.’ They are more easily and safely resisted in the entrance. Thy heart 

will give them rooting and grow familiar with them, if they make any stay.13 

‘Be sure to keep up a holy, constant government over thy thoughts.’ Suffer them not to go 

after tempting, filthy, sensual things. As soon as ever a thought of lust comes into thy 

mind, abhor it and cast it out. Abundance of the cure and of thy safety lieth upon thy 

thoughts. They that let their thoughts run uncontrolled, and feed on filthiness, are already 

fornicators in the heart; and are hatching the cockatrice eggs; and no wonder if from 

thoughts they proceed to deeds. O what a deal of uncleanness is committed by the thoughts, 

which people are little ashamed of, because they are unseen of men! If the thoughts of 

many were open to beholders, what wantonness and lust would appear in many adorned 

sepulchres! Even in the time of holy worship; when once such give the unclean spirit 

possession of their thoughts, how hardly is he cast out? they can scarce look a comely 

person in the face without some vicious thought. If Hierome confess, that in his wilderness 

his thoughts were running among the ladies at Rome, what may we think of them that feed 

such filthy fantasies? Say not, you cannot rule your thoughts: you can do much if you will, 

and more than you do. If money and honour can make an ungodly preacher command his 

thoughts to holy things, in the studies of divinity through much of his life, you may see that 

your thoughts are much in your power.14 

He that will find his house in good repair, must stop every chink as soon as discovered; and 

he that will keep his heart, must not let a vain thought be long neglected; the serpent of 

heart-apostasy is best killed in the egg of a small remission of care. Oh! if many poor 

decayed Christians had looked to their hearts in time, they had never come to that sad pass 

they now are in? We may say of heart-neglects, as the apostle doth of vain babblings; that 

they increase to more and more ungodliness. Little sins neglected, will quickly become 

great and masterless: The greatest crocodile once lay in an egg; the greatest oak was once 

but an acorn. The firing of a small train of powder may blow up all, by leading to a greater 

quantity. Men little think what a proud, vain, wanton, or worldly thought may grow to: 

Behold how great a matter a little fire kindles!15 

 

 

                                                
13 Baxter, 177. 

14 Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter: Volume III (London: James Duncan, 1830), 460-61 

15 Flavel, 505–506. 
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