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“‘Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?’ 
And Jesus said to him, ‘“YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD

WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL

YOUR MIND.” This is the great and foremost 
commandment.’”

—Matthew 22:36–38



• Man’s entire being—his material 
and his non-material components—
has been corrupted by sin. 

• Sin’s particular corruption of man’s 
mind is described as the noetic 
effects of sin.



“Sin is the natural man’s element; he is as 
unwilling to part with it as fish are to come 
out of the water onto dry land. . . . He is a 

captive, a prisoner, and a slave, but he 
loves his conqueror, his jailor, and master.” 

—Thomas Boston



“So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord, that 
you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, 

in the futility of their mind, 
being darkened in their understanding, 

excluded from the life of God because of the 
ignorance that is in them, 

because of the hardness of their heart; 
and they, having become callous, have given 

themselves over to sensuality for the practice 
of every kind of impurity with greediness.”

—Ephesians 4:17–19

1. Intellectual 
Bankruptcy 

2. Spiritual 
Animosity 

3. Moral 
Degeneracy



1. Man’s Intellectual Bankruptcy (Eph 4:17–18a)

• “the Gentiles” – not an ethnicity but a metaphor for 
“unbelievers”—all who have not been “made alive” (2:4–5).

• “Walk” – an idiomatic expression for “way of life.”

• The Apostle Paul is providing an authoritative diagnosis of the 
state of every unregenerate human being.

“that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, 
in the futility of their mind, 

being darkened in their understanding”



• “in the futility of their mind” – the sphere of the unbeliever’s 
daily existence. 

▪ “futility” – purposelessness, fruitlessness, emptiness.

▪ “mind” (νοῦς, nous) – a way of thinking, an attitude, a 
pattern of making judgments, a disposition.

• Sin has rendered the unbeliever’s judgment empty.

“that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, 
in the futility of their mind, 

being darkened in their understanding”



• “being darkened in their understanding” – the cause of the 
unbeliever’s behavior (see 4:19 for description). 

▪ “darkened” – darkness, gloom, clouded.

▪ “understanding” (διάνοια, dianoia) – the faculty of 
comprehending, the activity of reasoning.

• Sin has rendered the unbeliever’s reasoning warped.

“that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, 
in the futility of their mind, 

being darkened in their understanding”



• This truth is one of the most emphasized in the Bible:

▪ Genesis 6:5 – “Then the LORD saw that the wickedness of 
man was great on the earth, and that every intent of the 
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.”

▪ Psalm 14:1–3 (quoted in Rom 3:11)– “The fool has said 
in his heart, ‘There is no God.’ They are corrupt, they 
have committed abominable deeds; there is no one who 
does good. The LORD has looked down from heaven upon 
the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, 
who seek after God. They have all turned aside, together 
they have become corrupt; there is no one who does 
good, not even one.”



▪ Romans 1:21 – “For even though they knew God, they 
did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but they 
became futile in their speculations, and their foolish 
heart was darkened.”

▪ 2 Corinthians 3:14 – “But their minds were hardened; 
for until this very day at the reading of the old covenant 
the same veil remains unlifted, because it is removed in 
Christ.”

▪ Titus 1:15 – “To the pure, all things are pure; but to 
those who are defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure, 
but both their mind and their conscience are defiled.” 



• They describe not only the pollution of 
the senses, but of the faculty of 
judgment itself—that which interprets 
the senses and make sense of the world. 

• Texts like these describe the great epistemological devastation 
brought about by sin. 

• They describe not just an obscure clan of idol-worshiping 
pagans but are universal in scope.

▪ Jew and Greek
▪ Elite and commoner
▪ Religious and secular



“The teaching of Scripture . . . is not that 
every human lives at all times in all possible 
actual sins and is in fact guilty of violating 
all God’s commandments. It only refers to 

the deepest inclination, the innermost 
disposition, the fundamental directedness 

of human nature and confesses that it is not 
turned toward God but away from him.” 

—Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 3.120



THE NOETIC EFFECTS OF SIN
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“But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of 
God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot 

understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.”

—1 Corinthians 2:14



2. Man’s Spiritual Animosity (Eph 4:18b)

• “excluded” – estranged, alienated – an ongoing, state of 
hostility initiated by sin. 

• “from the life of God” – “from the life which comes from God.”

• The unbeliever has no true spiritual vitality, his life-line has 
been detached, “for the wages of sin is death” (Rom 6:23).

“excluded from the life of God 
because of the ignorance that is in them, 
because of the hardness of their heart”



• Paul gives two reasons leading to this exclusion: 

“excluded from the life of God 
because of the ignorance that is in them, 
because of the hardness of their heart”

(1) “ignorance” – not an innocent unawareness but a willful 
refusal to accept or learn the truth (see Rom 1:19–21).

(2) “hardness” – a state of impenetrability wherein one is 
impervious to the sincerest efforts to instruct and warn.

• The Scriptures trace the cause of our alienation from God to 
our thoughts—specifically, our biased, anti-God thoughts.



“For those who are according to the flesh set their minds on the 
things of the flesh, but those who are according to the Spirit, the 
things of the Spirit. For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the 
mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, because the mind set on 
the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to 

the law of God, for it is not even able to do so, and those who are 
in the flesh cannot please God.”

—Romans 8:5–8



3. Man’s Moral Degeneracy (Eph 4:19)

• Paul moves from (1) the intellectual bankruptcy of the sinner to 
(2) the resulting alienation from God to (3) the outcome of 
these realities on the sinner’s conduct.

• “become callous” – “to cease to feel pain” →moral apathy.

• The unbeliever cannot even recognize the damage this thinking 
has on his life; he has lost all sensitivity.

“and they, having become callous, have given themselves over 
to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity 

with greediness.”



• “have given themselves over” – self-abandonment. 

• Three times in Romans 1 (vv. 24, 26, 28) God is the one who 
“gives” the unbeliever “over” to his sinfulness. 

• As punishment, God gives the sinner the consequences of his 
thoughts—the exact thing which the sinner himself wants.

• Evil thoughts come to full term in an array of sinful behaviors.

“and they, having become callous, have given themselves over 
to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity 

with greediness.”



How then shall we respond?



1. Remember that a sinner is never intellectually neutral.

“Therefore, man’s spiritual state is not one of 
relative neutrality, in which he is able to 

accept or reject God and his gospel. He is an 
active hater of God (Rom 8:7) who cannot 

accept spiritual truth (1 Cor 2:14).” 

—John MacArthur & Richard Mayhue, 
Biblical Doctrine, 468



Unbiblical view 
of sin’s pollution 

of the mind

Biblical view of 
sin’s pollution of 

the mind



• All men have a sense of God (sensus divinitatis); all men are 
theologians—they just think corrupted theological thoughts.

• Romans 1:18–20 – “For the wrath of God is revealed from 
heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men 
who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because that 
which is known about God is evident within them; for God 
made it evident to them. For since the creation of the world 
His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, 
have been clearly seen, being understood through what has 
been made, so that they are without excuse.

2. Recognize that even the sinner is a theologian.



• Romans 1:21–23 – “For even though they knew God, they 
did not 1honor Him as God or give thanks, but they became 
futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was 
darkened. Professing to be wise, they became fools, and 
exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image 
in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed 
animals and crawling creatures.”

• No sinner needs to be “introduced” to the concept of God 
or convinced of His existence.



 Government

3. Resist looking to sinners to solve life’s basic problems.

 A political party

 Judges

 Therapists

 Educators

 Social Movements

 Health Directors





“This is one of many points of contrast between the Reformers 
and the Roman Catholic Church, which believes in original sin 
and in multiple effects of the fall but does not believe that our 
reason was in any way fatally impaired by the fall. Instead, the 
Roman Catholic Church teaches that the main effect of the fall 

was upon our senses. Therefore, for Roman Catholics, sensuality 
is the characteristic in which most persons see themselves as 

sinners. The Reformers believed, in contrast, that the Bible 
speaks clearly to the fact that there is an intellectual fall.” 

—Albert Mohler, “The Way the World Thinks,” 55

4. Realize sensuality isn’t the sinner’s primary dilemma.



5. Rejoice that salvation restores the sinner’s mind.

I was blinded by my sin,
Had no ears to hear Your voice.
Did not know Your love within,
Had no taste for heaven’s joys.

Then Your Spirit gave me life,
Opened up Your Word to me,

Through the gospel of Your Son,
Gave me endless hope and peace.




