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The Problem of Human Stupidity 
(Why People Believe What is Illogical, Evil, or Harmful) 

 
David H. Garrison 

Abstract 

Why do intelligent and educated people sometimes embrace beliefs that are false, irrational, evil, or 
harmful? This paper examines what Dietrich Bonhoeffer described as “stupidity” or folly—not a lack of 
intelligence or education, but a willful failure to think carefully despite possessing the ability to do so. 
Drawing upon Bonhoeffer, contemporary philosophical analysis, and Scripture, the paper examines four 
causes of such thinking: outsourcing one’s thinking, willful ignorance, conformity to a group, and contempt 
for others. Because Christians are not immune from these errors, the paper proposes six practical 
safeguards: carefully examining what one is told, considering the possibility of being wrong, actively 
seeking wisdom and knowledge, resisting groupthink, remaining receptive to correction, and submitting 
one’s thinking to God. Ultimately, avoiding such stupidity requires humility, discernment, teachability, 
careful reasoning, and submission to the authority of Scripture. 

 
 

“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. Professing to be wise, they became fools.” 

Romans 1:21–22 
 

In 1962, a song written by Pete Seeger made quite 
an impact on me. The song Where Have All the 
Flowers Gone was made popular by the Kingston 
Trio and Peter, Paul, and Mary. The song asked 
where have all the flowers, young girls, young 
men, young soldiers, and graveyards gone. The 
song culminates in a refrain that says, “when will 
they ever learn?” The song was an anti-war song 
expressing the belief mankind is capable of its 
own destruction because they never learn. For me, 
it was an invitation to think more deeply about 
something besides baseball and food—I was 
eleven! Nonetheless, my first thoughts of bigger 
matters came through asking myself, “will I ever 
learn?” 
 
It only takes fifteen minutes watching the news, 
surfing the internet, scrolling YouTube videos, or 
following social media influencers before we ask, 
“When will they ever learn?” During my first year 
of teaching college students in 2009, I continually 
asked other professors in this Christian university, 
“Why do these students believe that which is 

 
1 All Bible references will be from the New American 
Standard Bible 95 unless noted. 

clearly illogical, evil, or harmful?” I would also 
ask them, “Why do these students have so much 
difficulty learning God’s truth?” Various answers 
were offered, of course, but the most common 
answer was that they are “evil!” In some cases, 
this may have been true. The one question college 
professors rarely ask is, “Am I willing to learn?” 
(cf. James 3:71). 
 
Of course, the answer that they are evil is 
biblically sound: “This is the judgment, that the 
Light has come into the world, and men loved the 
darkness rather than the Light, for their deeds 
were evil. For everyone who does evil hates the 
Light, and does not come to the Light for fear that 
his deeds will be exposed.” John 3:19-20 Jesus 
said, “For from within, out of the heart of men, 
proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, 
murders, adulteries…” (Mark 7:21-23).  
 
Yes, man is evil. However, an additional question 
still remains: “If God gave human beings the 
capability of reason, why do so many intelligent 
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people willingly embrace ideas that are false, 
irrational, or even harmful?” A follow-up 
question might come to mind, “Why is it that 
some people with limited intelligence, education, 
or experience do not embrace irrational or harmful 
ideas?” These questions have occupied 
theologians and philosophers for centuries. 
 
These questions are particularly important for 
Bible-believing Christians because of the 
proliferation of false and counterfeit gospels in 
recent years. Christians who years ago would not 
have fallen for counterfeit gospels and theological 
aberrations do so now because of a lack of reason, 
logic, and Bible knowledge.  
 
This paper addresses at least four explanations 
that partially answer how everyone is susceptible 
to “stupidity.” We will explore the differences 
between ignorance and stupidity. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer sees stupidity (folly) as worse than 
evil. 2   
 
Throughout this paper, I use the word “stupidity” 
in the sense employed by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. I 
am not referring to a lack of intelligence, 
education, or mental ability. Rather, stupidity 
refers to the willful refusal to think carefully and 
biblically despite possessing the ability to do so. 
The believer can engage in stupidity by failing to 
follow God’s Word or to exercise the reasoning 
ability God has given him. 
    
The natural man can determine that something is 
right or wrong using reason and logic. He can do 
this because God has written the knowledge of 
good and evil on his heart. (cf. Romans 2:14-15). 
Believers use reason and logic, but they have the 
added guidance of the Holy Spirit to follow God’s 
commands and will. (cf. Romans 6:6-7,11-14; 2 
Peter 1:3-4; Jude 24). 
 
Recently, I read Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s After Ten 
Years: A Reckoning Made at New Year 1943 and 
subsequently viewed a Big Think YouTube video 
by Jonny Thomson entitled The 3 Elements of 

 
2 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from 
Prison, ed. John W. de Gruchy, trans. Isabel Best et 
al., Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 8 (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2010). 

Stupidity According to Philosophy.3 Both of these 
sources discuss how and why man engages in 
stupidity (“folly” in Bonhoeffer’s works). These 
two sources are major influences in this paper and 
are excellent in that Bonhoeffer was writing from 
a Christian worldview, while Thomson borrows 
both Bonhoeffer’s work and the work of secular 
philosophers and academics. 
 
Before I explain these influences, we must 
distinguish “stupidity” from “ignorance.” 
Ignorance is not knowing something. For 
instance, after many explanations by my wife, and 
watching a sewing machine operate, I still do not 
know how the sewing machine creates stitches. 
This lack of knowledge is ignorance, not 
stupidity.   
 
Ignorance can also be the inability to do 
something. I have proven to have no ability to do 
electrical repairs around the house. I lack the 
ability. This too is ignorance.  
 
Ignorance is often the lack of knowledge. Not 
knowing where the Declaration of Independence 
was signed is ignorance, but it isn’t stupidity. The 
Bible speaks of fools or the naïve in the same way 
we describe ignorance. (cf. Proverbs 1:22; 8:5; 
14:15; Psalm 19:7; James 1:5). The Bible also 
describes foolishness in the same way as we mean 
ignorance or stupidity. This requires asking what 
the writer meant. Was he speaking about the naïve 
person who simply lacks experience and 
knowledge, or the fool who willfully rejects 
understanding and wisdom? 
 
Paul in Romans 1 describes stupidity as knowing 
something but disregarding or rejecting 
knowledge. “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. Professing to be wise, 
they became fools” (Romans 1:21-22). Here we 
might say that Paul was describing a stupid person 
rather than an ignorant person due to their 
willfulness. The person has knowledge but 

3 Jonny Thomson, “The 3 Elements of Stupidity, 
According to Philosophy | Jonny Thomson: Full 
Interview,” YouTube video, posted by Big Think, July 
24, 2026: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HbQ-
t8GXYTA&t=1212s 
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purposefully disregards it and, regrettably, they 
claim they have knowledge that they do not 
possess. 
 
Stupidity according to Bonhoeffer is worse than 
evil: “Folly [stupidity] is a more dangerous enemy 
to good than evil. One can protest against evil; it 
can be unmasked and, if need be, prevented by 
force…”4 Bonhoeffer also sees evil as more 
obvious than stupidity because “…evil always 
carries within itself the germ of its own 
subversion.”5 You could say that evil “eats its 
own.” Scandals and investigations cause evil to 
turn on itself on a regular basis. The darling of a 
particular political group may be the epitome of 
evil a short time later (and then become the 
darling again).  
 
We will develop these concepts more as we 
address the elements of stupidity. Thomson 
characterizes three elements as: (1) We Outsource 
Our Thinking; and (2) We are Willfully Ignorant; 
and (3) Conformity to What Others Think.6 In 
addition to these three, we will examine what 
Bonhoeffer calls “Contempt for Humanity”7 and 
lastly, we will look at “Closed-Minded Belief and 
Indoctrination” as laid out by Chris Ranalli in his 
2022 article.8 
 
Each of these four categories of stupidity will be 
examined in light of Scripture. My purpose is to 
demonstrate that the phenomena identified by 
Bonhoeffer, Thomson, and Ranalli (assistant 
professor of philosophy at Vrije Universiteit in 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands) are not new, but are 
behaviors and tendencies already identified in 
Scripture.  
 

 
4 Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, 8 
5 Ibid. 
6 Thomson, “The 3 Elements of Stupidity.” 
7 Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, 9 
8 Chris Ranalli, "Closed-minded Belief and 
Indoctrination," American Philosophical Quarterly 
59, no. 1 (January 2022): 61–80 
9 Holly Pivec and R. Douglas Geivett, Counterfeit 
Kingdom: The Dangers of New Revelation, New 
Prophets, and New Age Practices in the Church 
(Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2022), 151. 
10 Dawn Hill, "The Influence of Bethel Music," 
Servants of Grace, August 11, 2025, reproducing a 

Numerous books have reached bestseller lists for 
their supposed insight on leadership, 
relationships, or success. Many of these 
bestsellers that I have read (too many, I fear) 
contain principles that have long been found in 
Scripture. As Solomon said, “That which has 
been is that which will be, And that which has 
been done is that which will be done. So there is 
nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9).  
 
For brevity, this paper will not discuss the impact 
of emotions on stupidity. Nonetheless, the 
following quotation from Counterfeit Kingdom by 
Holly Pivec and R. Douglas Geivett points out the 
problem of engaging emotions rather than the 
intellect: “…you can’t test the truth of the 
message with your feelings.”9 The person who 
allows emotion to replace critical thinking risks 
allowing someone else to dictate his thinking. 
This obviously is the agenda of the music of 
Bethel Church in the following quotation by Bill 
Johnson: “Music bypasses all of the intellectual 
barriers, and when the anointing of God is on a 
song, people will begin to believe things they 
wouldn’t believe through teaching.” 10  
 
Also, for brevity, this paper will not discuss some 
of the findings about the physical processes that 
happen when someone is faced with evidence that 
would change their thinking. This changing is 
known as “cognitive dissonance.” Research 
suggests that when individuals encounter 
evidence that challenges deeply held beliefs, some 
of the same brain regions involved in processing 
physical pain may also become active.11 As 
interesting as this may be, this paper will stay with 
the four elements dealing with why people are 
“stupid” in the Bonhoeffer sense. 
 

screenshot of a WorshipU (Bethel Church) Instagram 
post quoting Bill Johnson, 
https://servantsofgrace.org/the-influence-of-bethel-
music/?utm_source=chatgpt.com 
11 Van Veen, Vincent, Marie K. Krug, Jonathan W. 
Schooler, and Cameron S. Carter. "Neural Activity 
Predicts Attitude Change in Cognitive Dissonance." 
Nature Neuroscience 12, no. 11 (2009): 1469–1474. 
Eisenberger, Naomi I. "The Pain of Social 
Disconnection: Examining the Shared Neural 
Underpinnings of Physical and Social Pain." Nature 
Reviews Neuroscience 13, no. 6 (2012): 421–434. 
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1. Outsourcing Our Thinking 
 

People often outsource their thinking because of 
intellectual laziness, unquestioning trust in a 
seemingly reputable source, or confirmation bias. 
When we do this, we could be considered to be 
“stupid.” As a user of ChatGPT, I am guilty of this 
error because artificial intelligence (AI) can easily 
become a substitute for doing the work of research. 
We are also guilty of outsourcing when we take the 
word of news media, teachers/professors, a 
political party, or even a pastor.  
 
As the Internet and search engines became widely 
available in the late 1990s, people increasingly 
abandoned conventional methods of research in 
favor of online sources. Now in 2026, because of 
the ease of going to ChatGPT and other AI large 
language models, the outsourcing of learning and 
thinking has been vastly increased. A Pew Survey 
in 2026 shows that people who relied on large 
language models developed shallower knowledge 
of a topic than those who learned through 
conventional web searches.12  
 
Pew’s survey found that 42% of Americans 
reported that they go to AI chatbots when they 
want to “search for information” and 38% for 
“tasks at work (among employed adults).” This is 
up from 18% in 2023.13 According to a 2026 
Reuters Institute report, 54% of people around the 
world report that they get news from social 
media.14 A Pew report showed that 53% of 
Americans in 2025 said they got their news from 
social media and 76% of people 18-29 years old.15 
Taken together, the Pew and Reuters reports 
demonstrate the extent to which Americans 
increasingly obtain information and news through 
technology such as social media, news websites, 
apps, and AI. If 51% of adults also go to particular 
news websites or news apps to get news, as 

 
12 Jeffrey Gottfried, William Bishop, Monica 
Anderson, Michelle Faverio, Eugenie Park, and 
Colleen McClain, Americans and AI 2026: Chatbots, 
Smart Devices and Views on Impact (Washington, 
DC: Pew Research Center, June 17, 2026), 
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/06/17/am
ericans-and-ai-2026-chatbots-smart-devices-and-
views-on-impact/ 
13 Gottfried et al., Americans and AI 2026. 
14 Jim Egan, “Overview and Key Findings of the 2026 
Digital News Report,” in Digital News Report 2026 

reported by Reuters,16 we have a wholesale 
outsourcing of people’s thinking to the news media 
and social media. Of course, social media must be 
true! 
 
As we may realize, using the internet, chatbots, or 
apps does not necessarily mean we are outsourcing 
our thinking. We may use translation software, a 
Bible software to find a particular verse, ChatGPT 
to give us a recipe, or a map app for directions. 
These are tools because they perform tasks, save 
time, and extend your abilities, but we remain 
responsible and in charge.  
 
Outsourcing our thinking would mean that the tool 
makes our judgments, replaces discernment, and 
keeps us from exercising our reasoning—we 
surrender our responsibility to think. Examples of 
outsourcing our thinking would be where we ask 
ChatGPT to “tell me what I should believe about a 
particular issue”; continuing to hold a belief 
because everyone on social media agrees; where a 
textbook gives an opinion on an issue; or when our 
favorite news app explains who we should vote for 
in a particular race.  Technology has made 
outsourcing our thinking too easy. We are hard-
pressed not to rely primarily on it.  
 
What might the Bible have to say about 
outsourcing our thinking? The Bereans showed 
discernment that Luke commends: “Now these 
[Bereans] were more noble-minded than those in 
Thessalonica, for they received the word with great 
eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see 
whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11). The 
Bereans did not take what they heard at face value, 
but rather they examined what they heard carefully. 
“The naïve believes everything, but the sensible 
man considers his steps”(Proverbs 14:15). (cf. 1 
Thessalonians 5:21; 1 John 4:1). 
 

(Oxford, UK: Reuters Institute for the Study of 
Journalism, University of Oxford, June 16, 2026), 
accessed August 9, 2026, 
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-
report/2026/dnr-executive-summary. 
15 Christopher St. Aubin and Jacob Liedke, Social 
Media and News Fact Sheet (Washington, DC: Pew 
Research Center, September 25, 2025), 
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-
sheet/social-media-and-news-fact-sheet/ 
16 Egan et al., Digital News Report 2026. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/06/17/americans-and-ai-2026-chatbots-smart-devices-and-views-on-impact/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/06/17/americans-and-ai-2026-chatbots-smart-devices-and-views-on-impact/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/06/17/americans-and-ai-2026-chatbots-smart-devices-and-views-on-impact/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026/dnr-executive-summary?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026/dnr-executive-summary?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Therefore, the “stupid” person is one who does not 
do his own thinking and relies upon the views of 
others. 
 

Kleptomnesia17 
 
There is another phenomenon closely related to 
outsourcing our thinking called kleptomnesia, 
made popular by Adam Grant in his book 
Originals.18 Kleptomnesia occurs when we believe 
we have had an original thought or originally said 
something when, in fact, we heard it somewhere 
else.  
 
Forgotten influence can disguise intellectual 
dependence as independent belief. We remember 
the thought but forget its source. As a result, we 
believe that we are the originator of a thought that 
came from another source.  
 
Kleptomnesia does not necessarily involve 
outsourcing of our thinking. However, when our 
thinking was outsourced in the first place, 
kleptomnesia can conceal the outsourcing by 
causing us to mistake another person’s thought for 
our own. This is especially dangerous when the 
original belief was false or when its source was 
unreliable, malicious, or manipulative. We may 
continue to hold a belief supplied by that source 
while mistakenly believing that we arrived at it 
through our own independent reasoning. What we 
regard as our own belief may actually be someone 
else’s belief that we accepted and later forgot 
receiving from them. 

Had we remembered the source of the thought, we 
might have examined the source’s credibility, 
motives, and truthfulness. Once the source is 
forgotten, however, the belief can appear to be the 
result of our own judgment. We may then become 
more wedded to it because we believe that we 
reached the conclusion for ourselves. Because we 
came to what we believe is our own conclusion, we 
may trust it more deeply.  

 
17 Adam Grant made the term “kleptomnesia” popular 
while Daniel T. Gilbert was first credited as coining 
the term as “cryptomnesia” by Macrae, C. N., 
Bodenhausen, G. V., & Calvini, G. (1999). Contexts 

Kleptomnesia can therefore conceal the 
outsourced origin of what we regard as our 
intendent thought. When we forget the source of 
a belief, we may continue holding another 
person’s false view or a belief supplied to us 
through manipulation or evil motives. If that 
belief then causes us to act against reason, truth, 
our own good, or the good of another, 
kleptomnesia may help lead us into stupidity 
while concealing the source of the belief that 
brought us there. 

2. Willful Ignorance 
 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
knowledge; Fools despise wisdom and instruction” 

(Proverbs 1:7) 
 
A person in this category engages in stupidity 
because he does not wish to know more, learn 
more, or consider alternative positions. He has 
arrived at a view and will not consider that he 
could be wrong, and, as a result, he will not 
consider any alternative information, evidence, or 
contrary explanations. There is little use in 
arguing with willful stupidity. (cf. Proverbs 23:9, 
26:4–5; 29:9; Matthew 7:6; and 2 Timothy 2:23-
25). 
 
The Bible speaks often of people who refuse to 
learn, hate knowledge, or suppress the truth. 
Romans 1:18 states, “For the wrath of God is 
revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in 
unrighteousness.” Likewise, Paul writes in 
Ephesians 4:17-18, “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.” (cf. Proverbs 
1:7,22,29;18:2; Isaiah 30:9-11; Matthew 13:13-
15). 
 

of cryptomnesia: May the source be with you. Social 
Cognition, 17(3), 273–297  
18 Adam Grant, Originals: How Non-Conformists 
Move the World (New York: Penguin Books, 2017), 
3. 
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The person engaging in willful ignorance does not 
take any steps to remedy his lack of knowledge. 
Ironically, these are the people who don’t know 
things and mock those who do know things.  
 
There are those who are willfully ignorant 
because it would require a change in their actions, 
particularly moral changes. John spoke of this: 
“This is judgment, that the Light has come into the 
world, and men loved the darkness rather than the 
Light, for their deeds were evil” (John 3:19). (cf. 
Romans 1:18-25). 
 
Students in my college classes will often express 
views for which they have no support or that they 
have never seriously examined. Often, they will 
not accept any contrary position because it may 
mean a change to their lives or their worldview. 
When you argue with a person who is willfully 
ignorant, it is much like what George Bernard 
Shaw said: “I learned long ago, never wrestle 
with a pig. You get dirty, and besides, the pig likes 
it.”19  A Bible verse in a similar vein is: “Do not 
answer a fool according to his folly, or you will 
also be like him. Answer a fool as his folly 
deserves, that he not be wise in his own eyes” 
(Proverbs 26:4-5). (cf. Proverbs 20:3; 26:17; 
Matthew 7:26; 2 Timothy 2:23-24). 
 
Willful ignorance becomes dangerous because 
challenging the willfully ignorant person may 
result in protest and criticism. Bonhoeffer makes 
this point in his Letters and Papers from Prison 
when he says, “So the fool, distinct from the 
scoundrel, is completely self-satisfied; in fact, he 
can become dangerous, as it does not take much 
for him to become aggressive.”20 
 
Willful ignorance may be the hardest to address 
because the fool is willing to disregard logic and 
reason when the truth conflicts with his own 
interests. This person may remain quite self-
satisfied until his beliefs are challenged, at which 
point he may perceive disagreement not merely as 
a challenge to his beliefs, but as an attack on his 
identity and a threat to his pride. 

 
19 Here is a good example of where not performing 
your own research ends in misquoting. According to 
Quote Investigator, this quotation often attributed to 
Shaw, Mark Twain, and Lincoln is incorrect. Rather, 
it appears to be an evolved quote over many years by 
multiple people. Quote Investigator, “Never Wrestle 

 
The next category addresses why the willfully 
ignorant person may resist logic or reason. 
 
 
 
3. Conformity to What Others Believe or 

Think 
 
Years ago, I had an acquaintance from Louisiana 
tell me that nearly everyone loved Huey Long 
when he was in office (governor of Louisiana, 
1930-1932). I responded that Long had been 
accused by many of corruption. The response 
from my acquaintance was, “he may have been a 
crook, but he was our crook.” This person was 
engaging in what is called “tribalism” or “partisan 
bias.” Tribalism, in this context, is the thinking 
that whatever group I have aligned with must be 
right or deserves my support.  
 
Many examples of conformity exist. People may 
maintain a belief merely because it is embraced by 
their political party, professors, church, or some 
other group with which they identify. The focus in 
these examples is not primarily on the belief itself, 
but on a person’s unwillingness to think critically 
about whether that belief is true or false. The 
person who maintains a conformity to a group’s 
belief wants to belong or fears that he will stand 
apart from the group or lose his “belonging.” 
People want to belong, and God intended us to 
belong. “and let us consider how to stimulate one 
another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our 
own assembling together as is the habit of some, 
but encouraging one another;…” (Hebrews 
10:24-25). 
 
The Christian is very familiar with the warnings 
against following a group because they will lead 
us astray. “And do not be conformed to this world, 
but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
so that you may prove what the will of God is, that 
which is good and acceptable and perfect” 
(Romans 12:2). The word world in this verse 

with a Pig. You Get Dirty, and Besides, the Pig Likes 
It,” Quote Investigator, July 8, 2017, 
https://quoteinvestigator.com/2017/07/08/pig/ 
20 Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, 8 
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refers to the beliefs and values of the secular 
world.  
 
Another aspect of conformity is “groupthink,” 
where the group discourages independent 
thinking or disagreement. A person engaging in 
groupthink will maintain an unquestioned belief 
in the group’s views. Therefore, he believes the 
group is invulnerable and must reject any contrary 
thinking he might have. The motivation, again, is 
the need to belong and the fear of losing 
acceptance by the group. This is bolstered by 
those in the group who are the mind leaders who 
will correct dissenters. As a result, even though a 
person might want to engage in a different view, 
he may self-censor to maintain affinity with the 
group.21  
 
This category also includes “indoctrination.” 
Indoctrination seeks to mold a person’s belief by 
persuasion and manipulation. Indoctrination 
corrupts by allowing others to conform a person’s 
thinking. Therefore, I use indoctrination more in 
the sense in which Ranalli defines it. Ranalli 
describes indoctrination as “miseducation” where 
miseducation has gone wrong, “…rather than 
simply education which fails to meet its aims, 
miseducation has intuitively objectionable aims. 
It can have a corrupting influence on subjects.”22  
 
In conforming one’s beliefs to those of another, 
whether by adopting another’s views or through 
indoctrination, there may also be a willful 
component. Rather than merely being persuaded 
by those who promote false ideas, he may 
deliberately seek out those who affirm beliefs he 
has already embraced. These voices he seeks 
work to further cement his beliefs through 
indoctrination. What may begin as persuasion can 
therefore become indoctrination. In doing so, he 
voluntarily becomes indoctrinated by aligning 
himself with others who have embraced stupidity. 
 
Paul describes precisely this kind of willful 
alignment when he instructs Timothy to preach 
the truth “in season and out of season.” He warns 

 
21 The theories on groupthink were made popular by 
Janis, Irving L. Groupthink: Psychological Studies of 
Policy Decisions and Fiascoes, 2nd ed. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1982. 
22 Ranalli, “Closed-minded Belief and 
Indoctrination,” 61 

that people will not merely encounter false 
teachers; they will deliberately seek out teachers 
who affirm what they already desire to believe. 
Paul tells Timothy: “preach the word; be ready in 
season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, 
with great patience and instruction. For the time 
will come when they will not endure sound 
doctrine, but wanting to have their ears tickled, 
they will accumulate for themselves teachers in 
accordance to their own desires, and will turn 
away their ears from the truth and will turn aside 
to myths” (2 Timothy 4:2-4). 
 

4. Contempt for Others 
 
Bonhoeffer stated, “There is a very real danger of 
our drifting into an attitude of contempt for 
humanity.”23 As both a witness to and victim of 
Nazi oppression, Bonhoeffer had a front row seat 
to how humanity can spiral downward into even 
mass groups of people agreeing with the 
destruction or extermination of a group they hate. 
The most surprising aspect of this contempt is that 
people will blindly follow others even though they 
had not previously felt this contempt themselves. 
This is the epitome of stupidity and comes as a 
result of everything noted above. 
 
Thomson in his Big Think video speaks of one of 
the most disgraceful people and well-known 
Nazis in the Third Reich, Albert Speer.24 He was 
tried in one of the Nuremberg Trials and served 
twenty years in prison. As a close ally of Adolf 
Hitler, Speer was given the role of Minister of 
Armaments and War Production.25 During the 
Nuremberg Trials, Speer went on the witness 
stand and claimed that he did not know anything 
about the evils being foisted upon the Jews and 
concentration camp workers.  
 
Unlike many other Nazis who directed the killing 
of Jews and other victims, Speer was not 
executed, despite his obvious contempt for them. 
contempt. The court saw his ignorance as willful. 
Consequently, the Nuremberg Trials court held 

23 Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, 9 
24 Thomson, “The 3 Elements of Stupidity.” 
25 “Albert Speer,” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 
last modified August 11, 2026, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Speer 
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him guilty of war crimes and crimes against 
humanity. Speer’s stupidity falls into both the 
category of contempt for others and willful 
ignorance. Speer was the official who ordered 
forced labor by concentration camp workers to 
make armaments. The Nuremberg court found it 
inconceivable that Speer did not have knowledge 
of the Nazi atrocities. During the trial, he claimed 
neither to know nor to possess the information, 
and as a result, was innocent. Speer’s claims of 
innocence suggest not mere ignorance of the 
atrocities, but willful ignorance. He was 
obviously unwilling to know more, learn more, or 
inquire further into what was occurring around 
him. 
 
Contempt for others is shown by criticism of a 
group only because they are of a different political 
party, nationality, religion, ethnic group, or a host 
of other categories. Members of one political 
party will reject someone from the other political 
party merely because they are a member of the 
other party. Contempt for others can result from 
the beliefs they accumulate through the other 
three categories of stupidity: outsourcing one's 
thinking, willful ignorance, and conformity to the 
beliefs of others.  
 
Paul was aware of this problem for contempt of 
others, as we can see when he wrote to the 
Colossians. Colossians 3:10-11: “and have put on 
the new self who is being renewed to a true 
knowledge according to the image of the One who 
created him—a renewal in which there is no 
distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised 
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave 
and freeman, but Christ is all, and in all.”  
 
The question for Christians is not merely, “Why 
are so many people deceived?” but, “Am I willing 
to examine my own thinking and beliefs?” Am I 
willing to submit my views to the Lord to see if I 
am ignorant, or worse, being “stupid” in the 
Bonhoeffer sense? Believers are not immune to 
believing in falsehood. David understood this and 
asked God, “Search me, O God, and know my 
heart; try me and know my anxious thoughts; and 
see if there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me 
in the everlasting way” (Psalm 139:23-24). 
 
The path toward wisdom therefore requires honest 
self-examination: Do I outsource my thinking? 

Do I practice willful ignorance? Do I conform 
uncritically to the beliefs of others? Do I harbor 
contempt for those with whom I disagree? The 
alternative to human stupidity, then, is the 
humility and wisdom to take “every thought 
captive to the obedience of Christ.” (2 Corinthians 
10:5). 
 
 
HOW DO WE AVOID THESE TRAPS? 
 
The question I should ask myself after 
understanding more about the process that enables 
stupidity is: How can I, as a believer, avoid these 
traps? The following six principles provide some 
practical safeguards. 
 
A. Examine What You Are Told Carefully 

 
We should be like the Bereans that Paul describes 
in Acts 17:11, “Now these were more noble-
minded than those in Thessalonica, for they 
received the word with great eagerness, 
examining the Scriptures daily to see whether 
these things were so.” The first safeguard is to 
examine what I am told rather than simply 
accepting it, even when the source is trusted, 
popular, educated, or agrees with me. This is the 
first antidote to outsourcing my thinking.  
 
Importantly, the Bereans were examining the 
teachings of Paul in Acts 17. Paul’s writings 
constitute much of the canon of the New 
Testament’s Epistles, i.e., Scripture. There is no 
indication that the Bereans tested Paul’s words out 
of disrespect or unbelief since Luke reports that 
“…they received the word with great eagerness” 
(Acts 17:11). I need not, in examining whether 
something is true, be critical or judgmental. 
Rather, my first instinct should be to hear with a 
spirit of eager examination. 
 
Paul also instructed the Thessalonian believers: 
“But examine everything carefully; hold fast to 
that which is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21). This 
command provides a sound principle of 
discernment. Am I examining what I  hear and am 
I holding fast to what is good. Christians should 
not become cynical people who believe nothing, 
but neither should they be gullible nor believe 
everything. 
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Here in this first principle, I want to distinguish 
between properly relying on another person’s 
knowledge and surrendering my own 
responsibility to think. This does not mean I am 
not properly learning from pastors, professors, 
theologians, books, media, experts, search 
engines, and even artificial intelligence. Rather, in 
this first principle, I want to distinguish between 
properly relying on another person’s knowledge 
and surrendering my responsibility to think 
critically. 
 
Principle: Listen to the views of others, but do 
not let others do my thinking for me. 
 

B. Start With the Possibility That You 
Could Be Wrong 

 
A maxim that was popularized by organizational 
psychologist Adam Grant, is: “Argue like you are 
right, but listen like you are wrong.”26 Arguing as 
though I am right invites others to challenge my 
position, while listening as though I am wrong 
opens me to the possibility that I may need to 
reexamine my view or belief. Therefore, the 
second safeguard is intellectual and spiritual 
humility. 
 
Willful ignorance becomes particularly dangerous 
when I become so convinced of my position that I 
no longer believe examination is required. The 
Bible speaks to this when it cautions us not to be 
wise in our own eyes: “The way of a fool is right 
in his own eyes, But a wise man is he who listens 
to counsel” (Proverbs 12:15). Likewise, Proverbs 
18:13 warns not to speak to quickly: “He who 
gives an answer before he hears, It is folly and 
shame to him.” 
 
This by no means suggests that Christians should 
be uncertain about everything they believe.  
Rather, the inerrancy of Scripture provides an 
objective foundation for knowing truth with 
certainty (cf. 1 Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Timothy 
3:16). The distinction here is the confidence I 
have in God and His Word versus confidence in 
myself when others argue what they believe to be 

 
26 Grant, Originals, 201. Grant and others have 
attributed this maxim to other sources.  

true. I must have the humility to recognize that my 
interpretation, assumptions, and reasoning may 
sometimes bring me to wrong conclusions. 
 
Greg Koukl, in his book, Tactics, asks the 
question: “What evidence would cause me to 
change my mind?”27 Koukl suggests using this 
type of question when speaking with atheists 
because it can reveal whether a person is 
genuinely willing to consider evidence that might 
challenge his position. If the person responds that 
“nothing” could change his mind, he may no 
longer be examining the evidence but merely 
defending a predetermined position.  Such 
thinking is representative of the second category 
discussed above: “Willful Ignorance.” 
 
Principle: In humility, consider the possibility 
that I could be wrong. 
 

C. Actively Seek Wisdom and Knowledge 
 

The counterpart to willful ignorance is the 
consistent and active pursuit of wisdom and 
knowledge. As I have described above, ignorance 
may mean I just do not know something. 
Stupidity, in the sense used in this paper, appears 
when I do not know and I do not want to know.  
 
Proverbs states: “The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of knowledge; Fools despise wisdom 
and instruction.” (Proverbs 1:7) Additionally, 
Proverbs 18:15 explains: “The mind of the 
prudent acquires knowledge, And the ear of the 
wise seeks knowledge.” The verbs “acquire” and 
“seeks” are important. The wise person both seeks 
and acquires knowledge. The prudent person 
acquires knowledge and the wise person seeks 
knowledge. 
 
The wise person asks questions, investigates what 
he hears, obtains knowledge, attempts to confirm 
his beliefs and views, and is willing to learn even 
from those with whom he disagrees (cf. Acts 
17:11; 1 Thessalonians 5:21). 
 

27 Gregory Koukl, Tactics: A Game Plan for 
Discussing Your Christian Convictions, 10th 
anniversary ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2019), 133 
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Above in Section 3, “Conformity to What Others 
Believe or Think”, I addressed the problem of 
confirmation bias and getting my beliefs only 
from those with whom I agree. Under this 
safeguard of seeking knowledge and wisdom, I 
must resist my confirmation bias. I must do more 
than read only authors, watch programs, attend 
conferences, follow social media accounts, or 
listen to teachers and pastors who reinforce what 
I already believe. If I only go to sources I agree 
with, I may create tunnel vision for myself so 
narrow that error becomes extremely difficult to 
detect. 
 
With a certain amount of caution, my suggestion 
is to read the writings or other sources of people 
who might have a different view than the one I 
hold. If this is done with the six safeguards 
outlined here, I will often find that my beliefs are 
confirmed after all or that there may be aspects of 
an opposing view that deserve further 
consideration. Now again, I must do this in light 
of what Jesus says in Matthew 10:16: “Behold, I 
send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves; so 
be shrewd as serpents and innocent as doves.” 
 
Principle: The wise person does not merely 
possess knowledge; he actively seeks knowledge, 
including information that may challenge what he 
already believes. 
 
D. Refuse to Let the Group Determine What 

is True 
 

A fourth safeguard is refusing to confuse 
acceptance by a group with truth. This directly 
addresses the above discussion of tribalism and 
groupthink.  
 
Paul commands: “And do not be conformed to 
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind” (Romans 12:2). In the Old 
Testament, God warned Israel: “You shall not 
follow the masses in doing evil…” (Exodus 
23:2). Most of us naturally want to belong to a 
group, especially one that makes us feel 
accepted. However, this desire can make me 
susceptible to groupthink. 
 
The danger arises when my desire to belong 
becomes more important than the truth.  
 

I might rightly or wrongly defend a position 
because it is the position of my political party, 
church, family, university, or favorite pastor or 
teacher. Yet, the real test of critical and 
independent thinking is whether I can identify 
errors in the group.  
 
One of the most difficult tests of independent 
thinking comes when I recognize error within my 
group. Am I willing to disagree with the group, 
regardless of how strongly or widely it holds a 
particular belief? This becomes especially 
difficult when the group’s acceptance and 
approval matter greatly to me. For example, 
people sometimes remain in churches that have 
departed from the truth of God’s Word even after 
recognizing serious error, because leaving may 
mean sacrificing friendships, relationships, 
community, status, or a sense of belonging. In 
such cases, the desire for acceptance can become 
more powerful than the willingness to follow the 
truth.  
 
Truth is not true because everyone believes it, and 
falsehood does not become true because I might 
suffer a loss of acceptance. 
 
Principle: Do not confuse “everyone believes 
this” with “this is the truth.” 
 

E. Listen to Correction When It is 
Uncomfortable 

 
A fifth protection against stupidity is a willingness 
to receive correction. The Bible distinguishes the 
wise person from the fool based on his reception 
of reproof. 
 
“A fool rejects his father’s discipline, But he who 
regards reproof is sensible” (Proverbs 15:5). 
Later, Proverbs 15:31-32 states: “He whose ear 
listens to the life-giving reproof will dwell among 
the wise. He who neglects discipline despises 
himself, But he who listens to reproof acquires 
understanding” (Proverbs 15:31-32).  
 
The safeguard here becomes a practical test: How 
do I react when someone gives me evidence that I 
may be wrong or have an issue that needs to be 
addressed? Do I consider it, investigate it, or seek 
out the honest opinions of others to determine the 
truth? Do I become defensive? Do I attack the 
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person? Do I dismiss the person or attribute wrong 
motives to them? Do I immediately seek out 
someone who will agree with me that the criticism 
is wrong? 
 
There are a couple of New Testament verses that 
also relate to the practical test of reproof and our 
reaction to it. James 1:19-22 states, “…But 
everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and 
slow to anger, for the anger of man does not 
achieve the righteousness of God…But prove 
yourselves doers of the word, and not merely 
hearers who delude themselves.” Also, Galatians 
4:16: “So have I become your enemy by telling 
you the truth?” (cf. Hebrews 12:5-6,11). 
 
Some of you may be like me in that I often listen 
to reproof without becoming angry or defensive, 
but afterward, as I process it, my tendency is to 
become angry and dismissive. Nonetheless, 
correction can be extremely valuable when it 
comes from someone who has my best interests at 
heart. A willingness to hear correction does not 
require accepting every criticism, of course. 
However, it does require that I consider what is 
being said and give it a fair hearing before I 
determine it is not valid or true. 
 
Principle: A willingness to be corrected is a 
valuable protection against willful ignorance. 
 

F. Submit Your Thinking to God and 
Continually Examine Yourself 

 
The final safeguard is really a combination of the 
other five. My goal is not merely to be a critical 
and independent thinker, but to submit myself to 
the Lord. David prayed in Psalm 139:23-24: 
“Search me, O God, and know my heart; Try me 
and know my anxious thoughts; And see if there 
be any hurtful way in me, And lead me in the 
everlasting way.” Likewise, Paul describes how 
they were “taking every thought captive to the 
obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5), as we 
should. 
 
Frankly, it is one thing to read about the stupidity 
of others, but quite another to recognize it in 
myself. The wise person recognizes his fallibility 
and that there is a constant need to examine 
himself. Additionally, believers know that 
David’s prayer for God to search his heart can be 

answered. Jesus told his disciples that the Holy 
Spirit would guide them in truth, as He will us. 
“But when He, the Spirit of Truth, comes, He will 
guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on 
His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will 
speak; and He will disclose to you what is to 
come” (John 16:13) (cf. Philippians 2:13; 1 John 
2:27). 
 
If I were to read this paper on the problem of 
human stupidity and conclude that it applies to 
everyone but me, I would benefit from a dose of 
humility and a willingness to have my thinking 
examined by His Word. 
 
Principle: Before identifying stupidity in others, 
ask God to reveal it in me.  
 

Concluding Thought 
 

The purpose of identifying human stupidity 
should never be merely to give us better ways of 
criticizing other people. The Bible calls us to 
wisdom, discernment, and a willingness to 
examine ourselves. The believer avoids these 
traps not by assuming that he is too intelligent, 
educated, or spiritual to fall into them, but by 
continually testing what he hears, remaining 
teachable, seeking wisdom, and submitting every 
thought to the authority of Christ. 
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