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Lesson 7 – The Nature of Sin

Chapter 19 – The Face of Evil:  What does the face of evil look like?  The face of evil is frighteningly ordinary.  It’s an ordinary face of a Mom, like Susan Smith who drowned her two small sons so she could free herself to marry her lover.  It’s the freckled faces of the neighborhood kids like Brain Peterson and Amy Grossberg who went to a hotel room so Amy could give birth to their baby and then they killed the newborn and dumped him in a trash can.  It’s the high school student who mows your lawn and then goes to school and guns down his fellow classmates.  How can we view this carnage, this unspeakable evil lurking behind the wholesome grins, and still cling to the myth that humans are basically good?

Modern commentators offer up all the conventional wisdom – poverty (but most of these killers are middle class), race (but most are white), dysfunctional childhoods (but millions come from harsh circumstances and never commit a crime).  The only explanation not offered up is the dreaded S-word – Sin.  It is sin that unleashes the capacity for raw evil.  It is sin that blinds us to anything beyond our own selfish desires.  Sin is choosing to do that which we know to be wrong.  How rarely we hear people acknowledge this startling simple truth.  We have a choice, and when we choose sin, we choose evil.

How have we lost touch with such a fundamental truth?  To begin with, look at the way children are raised today.  A generation ago, children and adolescents were still subject to moral discipline at school, following a long-standing tradition that regarded moral character as important as academic ability.  Teachers believed that part of their role was to encourage virtue and instill restraints against the ever threatening lure of sin and immorality (the November 2002 release of The Emperor’s Club shows this well).  In the modern classroom, however, children are taught, above all else, to like themselves. 
Grammatical errors go uncorrected because a red mark may damage the student’s self-esteem.  “Guilt” is considered something hazardous to mental well-being, an artificial constraint from which we need to be liberated.  As a result, today’s younger generation does not even understand the vocabulary of moral responsibility.

In the home the same utopian myth is served up through magazines, parenting seminars, maternity classes, and books on child development.  As an example, the late Dr. Benjamin Spock defined the “good” parent as not the one who got his children to behave, rather the one who understood why his children might not behave.  When a school-age child steals something, Spock suggests that parents understand if the child needs more approval at home, or perhaps a raise in his allowance!  Other books and movements were aimed at transforming parents from stern moralizers into sympathetic therapists – leading their children to “clarify” their own values.  In the home, a sense of duty has been replaced by a sense of entitlement – children have a right to what they want, even if it means violating standards of proper behavior.  Sin and moral responsibility have become alien concepts.

In many homes, MTV and similar voices to our young people have redefined traditional moral concepts: “Lust isn’t a sin, these are all dumb,” declares Ice-T.  “Pride isn’t a sin – you’re supposed to feel good about yourself,” says a teen.  “I don’t think pride is a sin, and I think some idiot made that up,” declares Kirstie Alley.”   “The seven deadly sins are not evil acts, but rather universal human compulsions,” declares the moderator of a MTV program about “sin.”  The utopian mindset has become so pervasive that most people have no intellectual resources to identify or deal with genuine wrongdoing.  Even Christians are prone to use the vocabulary of therapy instead of the sterner language of morality.  We all know, both intuitively and from experience, that evil is real.  We sense a force – in ourselves and in others – that has the power to dominate and destroy.  

The fatal flaw in the myth of human goodness is that it fails to correspond with what we know about the world from our own experience.  Even little children instinctively know that evil exists.  And they gravitate toward stories that symbolize the bad and scary things of life through fantasy that show the evil characters being soundly defeated by the good.  Adults have an enormous appetite for horror fiction.  Part of the reason why is that it deals with gnawing questions about the depth of human evil.  Horror fiction has a way of confronting the dark side of reality, but generally offers triumph over it.  People have an inner need to see what they really know on a gut level about life reflected in the entertainment they view or the literature they read.  They know in our relativistic society says that there is no true right and wrong.  But everyone instinctively knows that there are real moral choices to be made for good or for evil, and there are real consequences to our choice.  We need to see that played out.

In any society, only two forces hold the sinful nature in check: the restraint of conscience or the restraint of the sword.  The less that citizens are of the former, the more the state must employ the latter.  A society that fails to keep order by an appeal to civic duty and moral responsibility must resort to coercion – either open coercion as practiced in totalitarian states, or covert coercion where citizens are wooed into voluntarily giving up their freedom.  As in the case of Synanon and any other utopian visions, it’s not hard to imagine Americans eventually so frightened that they will welcome protection by Big Brother.  Utopianism always leads to loss of liberty.

The only alternative to increased state control is a return to the Biblical realism about the human potential for evil.  Sociologists are constantly searching for the root causes of crime and other dysfunctions in society.  But the root cause has not changed since the Garden – Sin.

Chapter 20 – A Snake in the Garden:  The best diagnosis of the human condition is set forth in the first few pages of Genesis.  When God created the first two human beings he set a moral limit on them.  Adam and Eve were free either to believe God and obey His law or to disobey Him and suffer the consequences.  This same choice has confronted every person since throughout history.

Obedience to God is not just a matter of following rules, but rather a means of entering into a real life rich with meaning and purpose.  Obedience to God is an internal response to our Creator as a Personal Being -- a love relationship with Him.  Real love, however, requires real choices – we are not created as puppets, but as morally significant agents capable of choosing love, and capable of altering the course of history by the choices we make.  The “Choice” argument of our contemporary culture is an entirely different matter.  It says, “whatever I choose is right.”  The Bible teaches that only God, who is Holy (perfectly righteous), can set the standard of right and wrong.  Our choice has no effect on this standard; it simply determines whether we accept it and are blessed, or reject it and suffer the consequences.  We do not determine what is “right,” God does.

God is perfectly good and His original creation was good.  He is not the author of evil.  For if God has created evil, then His own essence would contain both good and evil and there would be no basis for overcoming evil (salvation).  Evil in its many manifestations, e.g., injustice, oppression, cruelty, corruption, etc., would be some reflection of God’s own nature and therefore inherent in the world as He created it.  No!  God stands apart from evil.  Evil is a consequence of a free moral agent choosing to reject God’s laws. This is a crucial element of Christian doctrine.  But the good news is that God will restore us to the original goodness in which He created us, if we will let Him.
What then is the ultimate source of evil?  Only from the Bible do we learn of it.  There is an invisible realm of spiritual beings also created by God, good angels and fallen angels (demons) that are in moral combat.  The leader of the demons is a once-perfect being who made a moral decision to rebel against God.  He is known as Satan, the devil, the accuser, and the Father of lies.   Satan’s fall began when he declared his intention to be like God: “I will make myself like the Most High” (Is 14:14).  Since that time he has been the leader of a cosmic rebellion against God, tempting human beings to not believe God, to disobey God, and want to be (like) God.  Satan posing as an “Angel of Light,” he deceived Eve with his evil subtlety.  First by planting false doubts, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” (God actually said that she was not to eat from only one tree.)  Next, he blatantly confronted a truth of God with a lie; “You will not surely die.”  Finally he enticed her with a partial truth and a vision of personal power that caused him to fall, “You will be like God knowing good and evil.”  Adam and Eve’s sin was not just disobeying God; it was coveting His power, craving something that was not rightfully theirs.  They rejected their nature as created, limited, finite beings, and they tried to be what they could never be – Divine.  They wanted to be their own god with the capacity to create their own standard of right and wrong.  Nothing then would be outside their ability to define and control the standard of right and wrong!  The world has been living under the curse of this deception ever since.  Every human being since the Garden has been born into a state of alienation from God and accepting the “Great Lie” as received wisdom.
Adam and Eve’s choice to disobey a Divine command introduced the moral battle, which originated in the heavenlies, into the earthly arena along with the consequences that reach to the end of our history.

Adam and Eve were real people making real choices, not just some symbol of all humanity.  The Fall is not some mythical fable.  Romans 5 clearly teaches that Adam and Eve’s fall into sin was as historical as Christ’s redemptive work on the cross.  And because the Fall was genuinely historical, God’s redemption of mankind by entering human history as Jesus the Christ is equally historical.  The incarnation of Jesus was a real historical event as were his death and resurrection, which was necessary to reverse the effect of the curse and bring about redemption.  

The Biblical explanation of evil is not some hypothetical, theoretical way to explain what’s wrong with the world.  It is a very personal message to each one of us – we are all alienated from our Holy Creator because of sin.  We all come into this world on an equal moral standing before God.  We all need redemption that only God can provide.  We all stand guilty before the Judge of the universe.  We all face profound consequences – either as we accept His redemption and enter His Kingdom, or as we reject His provision and are forever lost.  If our choices had not ultimate consequences, they would be ultimately meaningless.  There would be no final moral accountability and therefore no reason for acting morally.  There would be no basis for a civilized society.   Many people are put off by the very idea of hell – if God is a God of love then hell is antithetical to His nature, they say.  On the contrary, God is a God of love, but He is also a God of justice.  If the consequence for one’s choice to accept or reject God’s provision for redemption is the same; or if our actions have no moral consequence, then our choices and are actions are meaningless.  Justice demands a “heaven” (a good consequence for believing and accepting God’s offer of salvation) and a “hell” (a bad consequence for rejecting God’s offer).  A final Divine judgment may sound horrible, but the reality of hell is what makes our choices significant and what grants us ultimate human dignity.
The skeptic is rightfully concerned about the eternal destiny for the person who never hears the gospel, but the Bible makes it clear that what may be known about God is plain to all of us through the creation and our conscience (Rms 1:19-20; 2:11-15).  All of us are accountable only for what we know about God, not for what we don’t know.  When we willfully rebel against what we know to be right and true, we eventually pay the consequences.  God is always ready to forgive us and restore us.
Sin affects every part of the very order of the universe – twisting, fracturing, distorting, and corrupting it.  Every part of God’s handiwork was marred by the human mutiny.  First, sin disrupts our relationship with God.  Real guilt is an internal signal that we have done something wrong, just as real pain is a signal that we have done something harmful to our body.  Real guilt is the awareness in the core of our being that we have violated the moral law that governs the universe and are out of relationship with our Creator.  Adam and Eve tried to hide from God and they were ashamed.  Second, sin alienates us from each other.  Evasion, blaming, finger-pointing, superiority, bitterness, and pride are all the elements of social breakdown and the first acts of it are all recorded in Genesis. Third, The Fall affects all of nature.  As a consequence of their sin, childbearing and family life would become a matter of pain and sorrow.  But also work, which was originally creative and fulfilling, would become a matter of drudgery and toil.  Fourth, death and its preliminaries – sickness and suffering – would become part of the human experience.  Adam and Eve were told by God that they would return to the dust from which they were taken.  Even the universe is winding down to a final death (Rms 8:20-22). 
Only the Christian worldview keeps these two great truths in balance – the radical destruction caused by sin and the hope of restoration to the original created goodness.  Only the Christian concept of sin and moral responsibility gives us a rational way to understand and order our lives.  Only if there is an Absolute Being, a Being of perfect goodness and justice, is there an ultimate tribunal before which we are all accountable.  Non-believers are in an intolerable dilemma.  On one hand we all hope to live in a society where we don’t have to be afraid of being cheated, robbed, or murdered, yet this is only possible if there is such a Being.  We want the benefits of living under the care of God, but many of us don’t want to submit to that Divine Authority ourselves; we don’t want to recognize an external, transcendent source of moral truth that restricts our own behavior.  That would be a blow to our human pride and self-centeredness, a denial that choice is our ultimate right and that we are morally autonomous.  It would mean that when we fail to live up to that transcendent truth, we are in the uncomfortable position of having not only to admit guilt before the Divine Authority, but also to accept the consequences.  That is the price we must pay for accepting the Christian answer.  And yet the price for rejecting it is much higher.  When morality is reduced to personal preferences and when no one can be held morally accountable, society quickly falls into disorder.  Entertainers churn out garbage that vulgarizes our children’s tastes; politicians tickle our ears while picking our pockets; criminals terrorize our streets; parents neglect their children; and children grow up without a moral conscience. Then, when anarchy becomes widespread enough, citizens become prime candidates for a totalitarian-style leader to step in and offer to fix everything.  Sadly, by that time they readily exchange their freedom for the restoration of the social order – even under an iron fist.  The German’s did exactly this in the late 1930’s when they welcomed Hitler; so did the Italians eagerly following Mussolini, who promised to make the trains run on time.  Christians must learn to penetrate the public square and environments hostile to our faith (universities, government, entertainment, public education, law) to make people see the dilemma they themselves face, and then show them why the Christian worldview is the only rational answer.  

“God talk” is taboo in many parts of contemporary culture.  It is acceptable to believe in God as long as you keep your belief in a “private box.”  Yet Christianity is not merely a personal belief.  It is the truth about all of reality.  Christians must learn how to break out of the box.  We must ask others to face the startling choice: accept either a worldview that maintains that we are inherently good, or a worldview that acknowledges a transcendent standard and accountability before a Holy God.  The first choice eventually leads to moral anarchy and opens the door to tyranny; the second choice makes possible an ordered and morally responsible society.  No one looking at the history of the 20th century should be able to swallow the notion that if we only liberate people from oppressive moral traditions and rules they will be spontaneously good and generous.  Every civilization since the beginning of time has known that lawlessness leads to cruelty and barbarism.  Even thieves have codes of honor!  Moral laws are not stifling rules that repress and restrict our true nature, rather they are directions for being the good person God originally intended when He created us.  When we see this we see that moral standards are life-giving, life-enhancing, life-enriching truths.

Christians need to make the case that the Biblical doctrine of sin is the only safeguard against both the tyranny of a Charles Dederich and the impersonal tyranny of an overbearing state.  It was acceptance of the Biblical doctrine of sin that gave Americans the historically unprecedented degree of freedom that we still enjoy today.  We need to press our skeptical neighbors to spin out the logical consequences of their worldviews.  Denying the reality of sin may appear to be enlightened and uplifting, but ultimately it is demeaning and destructive.  It denies the significance of our choice and action, and it unleashes our worst impulses.  Christianity, on the other hand, enables us to address most constructively, societal issues such as welfare, crime, human rights, and education.    As we have seen in the preceding lessons, a comparison of the two exposes the utter bankruptcy of modern utopianism and its central tenet of natural goodness.

The notion of sin is not just a worldview issue; it is also an intensely personal one.  It allows us to understand and face head-on our debilitating problem of guilt, knowing that God has provided a way out without psychobabble.  Freud called Christianity mere wish fulfillment – an illusion we invent to meet various personal needs.  Just the reverse is true.  The myth of human goodness to which the modern culture has succumbed is wish-fulfillment of the highest order – a deep desire to be free from all external authority and from any transcendent source of morality.  To be sure, it can be temporarily more pleasant to believe the dogma of an autonomous self that reassures us that there are no objective truths making legitimate demands on us; that right and wrong are subject to our own choices; that by our own decisions we create values out of nothing; that each individual is a mini-god, creating his or her private world (reality) by their autonomous choices.  If there is no God – then there is no sin, no guilt!  Humanity is on the throne and all’s well with the world – until the consequences play out and this “reality” begins to unravel!

Christians must steer the conversation back to the real issue: the straightforward claim that Christianity is true.  It matches our own experience better than any other worldview.  It fits reality.  It makes sense.  It answers the very questions of our own existence.

 BIBLE STUDY:  Is 14:12-15; Gen 3:1-24; Gen 6:5; Ps 51:5; Rms 3:9-26; Jn 3:16; Rms 5:6-11

QUESTIONS:  

1. What does the face of evil look like?  What do you see when you look into the mirror?

2. How does society portray sin and why?  

3. Is God the author of evil?  If not God who and what is?

4. Why is important for Christians to articulate the Biblical doctrine of sin in the public square?
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