What It Means to be Human #3

“The Problem of Sin (part 1)”

Genesis 3
In one Peanuts cartoon, Lucy comes up to Charlie Brown with a book and says, “Read me a story.” Charlie Brown opens the book and reads, “Once upon a time…and they lived happily ever after.” Then he closes the book and sets it down. Lucy picks it up and, flipping through the pages, yells, “What’s on all these pages—advertisements?”

I thought about that cartoon in preparing this message. In one sense, the Bible begins with, “Once upon a time…” in the beautiful Garden of Eden, and ends with “And they lived happily ever after” in a new heaven and a new earth that bears a striking resemblance to the original Garden of Eden. What lies in between are not advertisements, but the history of sin and the devastation sin has had on God’s original creation.

Over the past two weeks we have centered our attention mostly in the first two chapters of Genesis, examining God’s creation of mankind in His own image and likeness. The first man and woman—Adam and Eve—were created in innocence and enjoyed an ideal environment. Then we get to chapter three. 

The Original Occurrence of Sin

Most of us are familiar with the story. It actually begins in Genesis 2:15-17, 
The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”
God had given one rule to Adam (who passed it on to Eve): “Don’t eat the fruit of this one tree!” And He revealed the consequences: “When you eat of it you will die!” 

Then we read of the original occurrence of sin in Genesis 3:1-7,

Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’“

“You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. 

Thus, in the words of Romans 5:12, “sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” All of human history was changed from this moment forward. John MacArthur observes,

Genesis 3 is one of the most vitally important chapters in all the Bible. It is the foundation of everything that comes after it. Without it, little else in Scripture or in life itself would make sense. Genesis 3 explains the condition of the universe and the state of humanity. It explains why the world has so many problems. It explains the human dilemma. It explains why we need a Savior. And it explains what God is doing in history. In other words, the truth revealed in Genesis 3 is the necessary foundation for a true and accurate world-view. Every world-view that lacks this foundation is utterly and hopelessly wrong.

Warren Wiersbe adds, “If Genesis 3 were not in the Bible, there would be no Bible as we know it. Why? Because the rest of Scripture documents the sad consequences of Adam’s sin and explains what God in His grace has done to rescue us.”
 

Of course, now the very mention of the word is taboo. There is in our culture a scandalous silence about sin. Bernard Ramm writes in his book, Offense to Reason,

Apart from works on Christian theology and preaching the word sin has dropped out of common discourse. One reason is that the word has suffered an inflation of meanings. Another more important reason is that a secularized culture and a secularized educational system avoid theological terms.
 

And because our secularized culture doesn’t want to hear about sin, secularized churches and their secularized preachers don’t mention it. Perhaps the best (or worst) example of this is Dr. Robert Schuller, pastor of the Crystal Cathedral in California. In 1982 he published a book entitled Self-Esteem: The New Reformation in which he wrote,

It is precisely at this point that classical theology has erred in its insistence that theology be ‘God-centered’ and not ‘man-centered.’ …This master plan of God is designed around the deepest needs of human beings—self-dignity, self-respect, self-worth, self-esteem…. Success is to be defined as the gift of self-esteem that God gives us as a reward for our sacrificial service in building self-esteem in others. Win or lose: If we follow God’s plan as faithfully as we can, we will feel good about ourselves. That is success!
 ﻿

Elsewhere he has said, “The most serious sin is the one that causes me to say, ‘I am unworthy. I may have no claim to divine sonship if you examine me at my worst.’ For once a person believes he is an ‘unworthy sinner, it is doubtful if he can really honestly accept the saving grace God offers in Jesus Christ.”
 (If man is not an unworthy sinner, though, why does he need the saving grace God offers in Jesus Christ?) Finally he concludes, “too many prayers of confession of sin and repentance have been destructive to the emotional health of Christians by feeding their sense of non-worth.”
 

Such theological trash makes me shake my head in disbelief, but consider the response Schuller has received: His congregation numbers well over 10,000 and was, at one time, the largest single church in America! It worked! He was successful in saying, “what their itching ears want to hear.” And many other preachers aspiring to similar “success” have followed in his footsteps.

The late Francis Schaeffer called this phenomenon “the great evangelical disaster.” He succinctly summarized the situation:
Here is the great evangelical disaster, the failure of the evangelical world to stand for truth as truth. There is only one word for this, namely accommodation: the evangelical church has accommodated to the world spirit of the age. First, there has been accommodation on Scripture, so that many who call themselves evangelicals hold a weakened view of the Bible and no longer affirm the truth of all the Bible teaches, truth not only in religious matters but in the areas of science and history and morality. As part of this, many evangelicals are now accepting the higher critical methods in the study of the Bible. Remember, it was these same methods which destroyed the authority of the Bible for the Protestant church in Germany in the last century, and which have destroyed the Bible for the liberal in our own country from the beginning of the century. And second, there has been accommodation on the issues, with no clear stand being taken even on matters of life and death.

Redemption in Christ is predicated upon a definite theology of sin, and to undermine the theology of sin undermines redemption and thus the whole Christian system.
 One author writes, “Just so long as we deny the reality of sin, we cut ourselves off, it seems, from the possibility of radical redemption.”
 C. S. Lewis adds,
A recovery of the old sense of sin is essential to Christianity. Christ takes it for granted that men are bad. Until we really feel this assumption of His to be true, though we are part of the world He came to save, we are not part of the audience to whom His words are addressed. We lack the first condition for understanding what He is talking about.

We must accept sin as a reality, and the original occurrence of sin happened in Genesis chapter three, by Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. But the story doesn’t stop there…

The Ongoing Outcome of Sin

The Bible further records the ongoing outcome of sin. We’ve seen God’s warning in Genesis 2:17, “when you eat of it you will surely die.” And yet, Adam and Eve did not drop dead the same day that they disobeyed God and ate of the forbidden fruit! Adam lived to be 930 years old according to Genesis 5:5. Was Satan’s word in Genesis 3:4—“You will not surely die”—a more accurate assessment of the real state of affairs than what God had said in Genesis 2:17—“When you eat of it you will surely die”? Was Satan more honest than God Himself? In what sense did Adam and Eve die when they sinned?

To answer this, we must understand the biblical meaning of “death.” We often think of death as the end of existence, but the Bible never speaks of death in such terms. Rather, the Scriptures teach that death is separation.
 

Scripture refers to three different types of death. Often only the context helps distinguish which is intended. There are physical death, spiritual death, and the “second death,” to which Revelation 20:14 refers, when a person is finally, totally and eternally separated from God without hope of reversal, after a lifetime of rejecting God.
In this case, spiritual death was the immediate outcome of disobedience. Death ensued immediately: They became, in the words of Ephesians 2:1, “dead in transgressions and sins.” Sin eventually resulted in physical death as well. This, however, was more a byproduct than a direct result of their sin. Spiritual death was the real killer!

Adam and Eve were still physically alive, but they were kicked out of the Garden of Eden. They were separated from the place they had known as home, never to return. They were also separated from that special fellowship they had enjoyed with their Creator. No more walking and talking with Him in the cool of the evening. It has been said that physical life is fellowship with the creation, and spiritual life is fellowship with the Creator. Therefore, physical death is separation from the enjoyment of creation, and spiritual death is separation from an enjoyable relationship with the Creator.

So, then, it is possible to be physically alive and spiritually dead. In addition to Ephesians 2:1, mentioned earlier, Paul writes in Colossians 2:13, “When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature…” and in 1 Timothy 5:6, “But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives.” 

Perhaps it will be simpler to explain the subject by using an analogy. Man is comprised of body, soul and spirit. We may liken Adam before the fall to a three-story building. The first floor is the body, the second floor is the soul and the third floor is the spirit. When Adam sinned a great psychological catastrophe took place. Man became a fallen creature. Sin is like a bomb that hits the top of the building. The third floor is completely destroyed, collapsing into the second floor. The second and first floors still stand, but are weakened and cracked. So it is with fallen man. The body is a dying thing, though it may sustain the upper floors for a long period of time. The soul and the spirit are in wreckage. That is what is the matter with mankind today.

Sin results in three things: alienation from God [spirit—relating to God], frustration within the individual [soul—relating to self], and disruption in his relationships [body—relating to others].
 The first is called spiritual death.

Let’s turn to Ephesians 2, the passage mentioned earlier. We read in verses 1-3,

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.

It has been noted that these verses in Ephesians are a three-verse summary of the first three chapters of the Book of Romans, which teach the total depravity and death of humankind. The Biblical doctrine of depravity means that every part of the human person is tainted by sin. It does not mean that all humans are equally depraved, for most do not go near the depths they could go. Nor does it mean that humans are not capable of any good, or that there is no dignity in man, for there certainly is—he is the imperfect bearer of the divine image. Rather, the meaning is that no part of the human being (mind, emotions, will) is unaffected by the Fall. All of us are depraved—totally!

One of the most sweeping, broad-brush statements in all of Scripture on the depravity of humanity is found in 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.”
Are you as gripped as I am when I read three words in that verse? Look at them again: “every,” “only,” “continually.” The scene described in this verse is an inescapable, universal cesspool in the inner person of all humanity—a hidden source of pollution that lies at the root of wrong. Even from childhood this is true.

A number of years ago the Minnesota Crime Commission released this statement:

Every baby starts life as a little savage. He is completely selfish and self-centered. He wants what he wants when he wants it—his bottle, his mother’s attention, his playmates’ toy, his uncle’s watch. Deny him these once, and he seethes with rage and aggressiveness, which would be murderous were he not so helpless. He is, in fact, dirty. He has no morals, no knowledge, no skills. This means that all children—not just certain children—are born delinquent. If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of his infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions to satisfy his wants, every child would grow up a criminal—a thief, a killer, or a rapist.

Now that’s reality.
 

Webster says depraved means, “marked by corruption or evil, perverted, crooked.” It’s important that you understand this is an internal disease; you can’t detect it from the outside. Most folks don’t “look” depraved. Most of us do a masterful job of covering up. But never doubt that underneath, deep down inside, there is this disease that eats away at us and pollutes our thoughts and our words (intellect), our relationships (emotions), and our actions (will).

So we see that man’s sin causes all these separations between man and God, man and himself, man and man, and man and nature. The simple fact is that in wanting to be what man as a creature could not be, man lost what he could be. In every area and relationship men have lost what finite man could be in his proper place.

But there is one thing which he did not lose, and that is his “mannishness,” his being a human being. Mankind still stands in the image of God—twisted, broken, abnormal, but still the image-bearer of God. Man did not stop being human. Even after the Fall men are still in the image of God. Our culture does not see mankind as fallen, but can find no significance for mankind. In the Bible’s teaching mankind is fallen but significant. Man still has tremendous value.

I began this message with Charlie Brown’s condensed story: “Once upon a time…and they lived happily ever after.” I stated that the Bible is similar, though what lies in between is the history of sin and the devastation sin has had on God’s original creation. That’s true, but that’s not the whole truth. 

Yes, the story ends badly. But it begins beautifully. That is our hope. Beauty exists. There is meaning and order. Responding to the mystery of life with violence and immorality pitches the world back into darkness. The Bible never condones this. Genesis invites us to return to our design, to become men of strength and intimacy, to honor our calling to become like God. The book of Revelation tells us we will make it one day. Everything in between these two books tells us how. It’s the story of God. It must be remembered.

As significant as human beings are, we will never have more than supporting roles in the history of the world. God—the Creator, the Sustainer, the Redeemer—is the main character of the story. Even as we endeavor to better understand who we are and how we function, our focus must remain on Him who made us, who keeps us going, and who has gone to great lengths to bring us back to Himself.

That’s the only way to live “happily ever after.”
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