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Chapter One

What Is  
the Mind?

One day I was eating a meal, and I had some water-
melon on my plate. I was thinking deeply about the 

significance of this watermelon because I happened to be 
on a diet program that seeks to balance proteins, fats, and 
carbohydrates. I was thinking, “This is a carbohydrate.” I 
used to just think of it as a fruit, but now I understood it 
was a carbohydrate, and I had to determine whether it was 
a favorable carbohydrate or an unfavorable carbohydrate. I 
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discovered it was a favorable carbohydrate, whose substance 
would be converted into fructose in the bloodstream. As I 
was doing all this analysis of the value of watermelon, I 
wondered what the piece of watermelon was thinking as 
it was about to be devoured. Of course, we laugh at that 
because we make the initial assumption that watermelons 
can’t think. They’re not animals; they’re plants. And there 
are few, if any, people who would imagine that this piece of 
watermelon could contemplate its eater.

In the history of philosophy, however, not everyone 
has agreed with the assumption that watermelons can’t 
think. For example, the rationalist philosopher Gottfried 
Leibniz developed an intricate system called monadology. 
He believed that all forms of matter had some capacity 
for what we call “thinking,” even if this thinking would 
be reduced to what he called “petite perceptions.” For the 
most part, his theory of petite perceptions did not make 
that much of an impact on the intellectual world. And as I 
said, few, if any, people since have considered the possibil-
ity of plants thinking.

So how do we really know whether plants can think? 
How do we know if animals can think? When I say some-
thing to my dog, his customary response is to cock his head 
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to one side and look at me with a puzzled look on his face. 
Sometimes it seems that our pets and other animals have 
some kind of ability to think; however, the typical assess-
ment of the scientific world is that these animals don’t 
actually think. They simply respond to external stimuli by 
a force that is somewhat loosely called instinct.

So what is the difference between instinct and thought? 
That question has been probed by researchers, and peo-
ple have come to various conclusions. On the one hand, 
some say that when we say that what animals do is “mere 
instinct” and not “thought,” that reflects a certain arro-
gance of the human species; we assume that we are the 
only creature that has the ability or capacity for discursive 
thinking. On the other hand, some argue that animals do 
have the ability to think, though perhaps not at the same 
advanced level that human beings have.

Then there are those who say that what we call “think-
ing” as human beings is nothing more than instinct, that 
it is nothing more than a biochemical reaction to stimuli. 
This raises one of the oldest philosophical questions that 
thinkers have considered: What is the mind?

One theologian would play a word game in seeking to 
answer that question. He would ask, “What is the mind?” 
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And he would reply, “No matter.” And then when some-
body said, “Well, what is matter?” he said, “Never mind.” 
He was trying to communicate that though we recognize 
that the mind is inseparably related to something material 
and physical such as the brain, what we call the “mind” 
cannot be absolutely equated with the brain. The brain 
may be the seat of the mind, and it may be the organ that 
the body uses to think, but there is a difference between 
the physical organ that does the thinking and the thinking 
itself.

And so we ask the questions: What is thought? Is 
thought merely a biochemical electrical impulse that can 
be measured in pure physical categories, or is there some-
thing spiritual and nonphysical about this thing that is so 
basic to our existence as human beings? We know we are 
people who think and who have ideas in what we call our 
minds. We have a tendency to locate the source of that 
thinking in our heads. We also know that physical injuries 
to the brain can alter patterns of thought, as can chemical 
imbalances in the brain.

We make distinctions with respect to what is called 
mental illness, where people lose the capacity to think in 
a rational manner. And yet, people who are deemed to be 
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perfectly healthy mentally also at times think in an irra-
tional manner, and so we often wonder where that line 
is between mental illness and mental soundness, between 
sanity and insanity. It’s often been said that there’s a thin 
line between genius and insanity, between those who 
think at extraordinary depths and those who somehow 
cross the border into madness. We’ve seen an unusually 
high rate of insanity among some of the most celebrated 
thinkers of world history. That thin line between genius 
and insanity is one that we sometimes see people skating 
back and forth over.

What is the mind? It’s not a simple question to answer. 
When we are awake, is there ever a time when we’re not 
thinking? We may not be thinking in a deep logical order 
or analysis. We may be daydreaming, but even while we’re 
daydreaming, we’re having thoughts. We’re having ideas 
that we’re aware of. We’re in a state of consciousness. But 
then we also experience the phenomenon of thinking when 
we’re asleep, when sometimes the train of thought or the 
stream of consciousness takes some wild and bizarre turns. 
We’ve all experienced what we call a nightmare, where the 
thinking in the midst of our sleep frightens us.

These experiences multiply the difficulty of sorting out 
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exactly what it means to have a mind and to think. Now, 
for our consideration as Christians, we have to understand 
that the bottom line is that the Scriptures assume that 
inherent in our humanity is the ability to think. And the 
claim of sacred Scripture is that we are moral beings.

To be a moral being, one has to have the ability to 
behave in a way that is in correspondence with or opposi-
tion to some moral standard. And the standard in Scripture 
is the law of God. The God of the Bible is a God who holds 
us accountable for our obedience or disobedience to His 
law. To be a creature who is responsible for one’s behavior 
morally is to be a moral being.

What else is required to be a moral being? We’ve thought 
that through in the history of the church again and again. 
We conclude that a necessary condition for being a moral 
being is to have a will. That is, moral creatures must be 
volitional creatures. They must have the power, ability, and 
capacity to make choices, to make decisions. We are crea-
tures who possess a will.

Then we ask the even more problematic question, 
What is the will? Jonathan Edwards, who I believe wrote 
the most important book dealing with this question of the 
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