Exploding the Excuses on Self-Control #3

“I Was Born This Way!”

selected Scriptures

In 2011, pop music sensation Lady Gaga released the song “Born This Way,” a tune that has become the anthem for the homosexual community. The song’s lyrics articulate a crude sort of biological-genetic justification for various forms of behavior. Lady Gaga asserts, “No matter gay, straight or bi/Lesbian, transgendered life/I’m on the right track, baby I was born to survive.” She then parallels sexual practices to ethnicity, celebrating people who are “black, white, or beige, chola or orient made.” (The term “chola” is apparently used as a reference to people of Mexican or Mexican-American ethnic heritage.) Her moral reflection reaches a crescendo when she says everyone is beautiful because “God makes no mistakes” and she is on the right track because “I was born this way!”

These lyrics reflect a moral reasoning common in our culture. She moves casually between the issues of sexual morality and ethnic heritage, asserting that the two are morally equivalent because each person is “born this way.” To add greater strength to the argument, God Himself is credited with being the author of both ethnic distinctions and sexuality. The obvious inference is that homosexuality, like ethnicity, is hard-wired into who we are from birth. Since these sexual preferences are innate, they must be from God. Therefore, no moral criticism should be leveled at people involved in the homosexual lifestyle. After all, homosexuals are “born this way.” Signs emblazoned with the words “Born This Way” are now ubiquitous at rallies relating to homosexual rights.
 One of Lady Gaga’s fans said after hearing the song, said, “All of a sudden, the idea that you were born this way and can’t change who you are isn’t just something that you feel: It’s something the entire world is being forced to understand.”

Those last words hit home: “It’s something the entire world is being forced to understand.” Yes, we are being forced to accept, if not understand, this attitude. But is it right? Are people “born this way”? If so, does that make their behavior acceptable? 

This goes beyond homosexuality and the LGBTQ+ movement. Now pedophiles seek to be known as “minor-attracted persons,” claiming to be “born this way” in order to avoid the stigma and responsibility of their actions. Kleptomaniacs argue in court that they should not be found guilty for stealing, since they were “born this way.” Liars, cheaters, murderers…can anyone be held responsible if they were born that way? Is this a legitimate explanation for one’s behavior, or is this just another lame excuse to avoid accountability?

For many years my answer to that question was simple: This is a lame excuse that has no factual basis and should not even be considered. More recently I have moderated my views, though I have still not come to the conclusion that “I was born this way” is a legitimate explanation for one’s actions. No, it is still a lame excuse that should be exploded. But it may not be as clear cut as we think.

The Common Excuse

The common excuse for not exercising self-control is, “I was born this way.” From Lady Gaga’s song “Born This Way” to the lyrics of Macklemore’s hit song “Same Love”—”And I can’t change, even if I tried, even if I wanted to”—to television sitcoms and movies, pop culture repeats this mantra over and over: Gay people are born that way, same-sex attraction is innate, and sexual orientation cannot be changed. Therefore, we’re told, same-sex behavior is a legitimate form of sexual expression.

In 1974, the American Psychological Association was forced by the gay lobby to remove “homosexuality” from its list of “pathological conditions,” so it would no longer be regarded as a deviant perversion of normal sexual relations in its categories of psychological disorders.
 More recently, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) reflected a shift away from “Gender Identity Disorder” toward the use of the phrase “Gender Dysphoria” to reduce stigma. This represents a shift from an emphasis on identity as the disorder to the emphasis on the dysphoria or distress associated with the gender incongruence for many people who report it.

Some elevate the argument by claiming, as Lady Gaga’s song does, that “God made them that way.” Thus sexual orientation is in the same category as unquestioningly inherent human characteristics, such as ethnicity and gender.

I don’t want to focus only on the issue of sexuality in this message, though. This common excuse of “I was born this way” is used for everything from anger, laziness, worrying, or controlling one’s weight. I’ve heard such lack of self-control issues blamed on one’s heritage, birth order, or hair color! As with all excuses, this seeks to divert responsibility away from the person.
The Corroborating Evidence 

What do we as Christians say about this? Are people “born this way” or not? What does science say? What do the Scriptures say?

Addressing the question, “Is homosexuality really an inborn and normal variant of human nature?” the answer is no, and the science appears to support this position. According to one resource, “There is no evidence whatsoever demonstrating that homosexual behavior is simply genetic or that people are born gay, and what few laypeople know is that none of the actual research claims that there is.” 

Dr. William Byne, director of the Laboratory of Neuroanatomy and Morphometrics at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine and member of the editorial boards at both the Journal of Homosexuality and Journal of Gay and Lesbian Psychotherapy, confirmed that, “recent studies postulate biologic factors as the primary basis for sexual orientation. However, there is no evidence at present to substantiate a biologic theory.” More accurately, the scientific consensus suggests that homosexual behavior is the result of a complex mix of developmental factors. Nonetheless, the born-gay assertion remains unquestioned dogma among the mainstream press, liberal elites, and gay rights advocates. Researchers at the National Association for Research and Therapy of Homosexuality emphasized that:

It is important to understand how this deception began and how the public has been so grossly misled. In July of 1993, the research journal Science published a study by Dean Hamer, claiming that there might be a gene for homosexuality, supposedly proving that homosexuality is an inborn or genetic trait. Soon afterward, National Public Radio trumpeted those findings. Newsweek ran the cover story, “Gay Gene?” The Wall Street Journal announced, “Research Points Toward a Gay Gene”… Of course, certain necessary qualifiers were added within those news stories. But only experts knew what those qualifiers meant.

The rest of us nonscientific types were beguiled into believing that it had been proven that homosexuals were “born that way.” However, here is what serious scientists know about behavioral genetics research, as reported in Science magazine in 1994:

Time and time again, scientists have claimed that particular genes or chromosomal regions are associated with behavioral traits, only to withdraw their findings when they were not replicated. Unfortunately, says Yale’s Dr. Joel Gelernter, “it’s hard to come up with many” findings linking specific genes to complex human behaviors that have been replicated… All were announced with great fanfare; all were greeted unskeptically in the popular press; and all are now in scientific disrepute.

So if homosexual behavior were simply genetic, this raises the obvious question of just how these genes get passed along. As one researcher so aptly pointed out, “genetically determined homosexuality would have become extinct long ago because of reduced reproduction.”

Scientific studies among identical twins also undermine the claim that there is a gay gene. Since identical twins share identical genetics, if homosexuality was biologically determined, whenever we find one gay twin, it would follow that the other should be gay as well. However, researchers found that in cases where one twin is gay, the other twin is also gay less than 15 percent of the time.

The American Psychological Association (APA), which is gay affirming, recognizes the lack of scientific evidence for the claim that homosexuality is genetic: “Although much research has examined the possible genetic, hormonal, developmental, social and cultural influences on sexual orientation, no findings have emerged that permit scientists to conclude that sexual orientation is determined by any particular factor or factors.” Even gay-rights activist Martin Duberman, founder of the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies (CLAGS) at the City University of New York, agrees: “No good scientific work establishes that people are born gay or straight.”

Furthermore, the fact there is an ex-gay community clearly undermines the “born-this-way” theory. Men and women whose same-sex attractions have changed don’t fit the gay-gene narrative. Their stories are rarely told, but they are plentiful.

While there are some genetic or biological factors that correlate with a higher incidence of same-sex attraction and homosexual behavior, as of yet there is no proof of genetic or biological causation for homosexuality.

Again, this focuses on one area—sexuality—because the current climate focuses so much on this one area and so much scientific study has been undertaken regarding it. But the same can be said for other areas of lack of self-control: there have been no discoveries of an “alcoholic gene” or “anger gene” or “lazy gene” or “lying gene.” We simply cannot blame genetics to escape responsibility for our behavior.

What does the Bible say about this?

Romans 3:23 says, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” This is all-inclusive; there are no exceptions. Romans 5:12 explains how this happened: “Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” The “one man” is Adam, and when Adam and Eve sinned, the entire human race sinned. (Remember, in Genesis 3 Adam and Eve was the entire human race!) From that point on, every human being born of a human father and mother were born sinners. (This excludes Jesus, who was born of a human mother but not a human father.) David confesses in Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” David did not become a sinner when he sinned; he sinned because he was a sinner by nature. This is true for all of us. The human race is in a terrible fix. We are born this way. We are sinners by birth and we are sinners by choice.

Furthermore, each of us deals with what some call a “besetting sin.” (This comes from the King James Version of Hebrews 12:1, “let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us.”) What is a “besetting sin”? A besetting sin is a particular sin that a person seems powerless to resist. Try as they might, the temptation overcomes them again and again, so that eventually (unless they are delivered) they remain in the grip of it and it became a permanent blot on their Christian character and testimony.

I believe we all have one (or more) besetting sins, comprising our unique sin nature. Yes, we are all sinners, but we do not all sin the same way. Every one of us has temptations we have no difficulty resisting while other temptations seem to be impossible to resist. This is why we should not judge others who sin differently than we do. In God’s eyes, sin is sin, and we are all equally guilty in His sight. 

Our guilty state, however, does not become our identity. This is one issue I have with the approach some have to various issues today. The LGBTQ+ crowd wants their sexuality to be their identity. Alcoholic Anonymous teaches that as an alcoholic, you were born that way and will always be that way.
 While we are sinners guilty of sin, our identity is found in that we are created in the image of God for whom Christ died. What we do does not make us who we are. We must remember this truth about ourselves and about others. We are more than what we do, particularly the sins we commit.

The Critical Exposé  

This leads us to the critical exposé of the line, “I was born this way!” Based on what we have seen, is this a legitimate explanation for identity or a lame excuse for iniquity?

Let me first address the idea that “God made me that way.” We cannot assume that because something is inborn it is also of God. We are corrupted by sin. There are mental, psychological, physical, and spiritual aspects of our beings that God never intended us to have. In short, “inborn” does not mean “divinely sanctioned” either.

Second, an action or disposition isn’t morally justified simply because it has genetic origins. For example, if researchers discovered genes that contribute to alcoholism or violent behavior, would that justify the morality of drunkenness or murder? Indwelling sin does not absolve us of responsibility for our actions. Even David in Psalm 51, while admitting he was sinful from birth, does not use his sin nature to excuse his sin. Go back to the beginning of that psalm, leading up to the verse we read earlier:

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge. (Psalm 51:1-4)

Scientists want to find an alcoholic gene, a gambler gene, a adulterer gene, a kleptomaniac gene, and a homosexual gene. Suppose these mystery genes are found? What conclusion should we draw from that discovery? Actually, if the researchers had read their Bibles, they would already know that all of us were born with sinful, perverted desires. Left to ourselves, we will turn from God, fulfill our lusts, and choose the sin that gives us the most pleasure. Yes, we are all “born that way.” Sin is genetic. 

But our hope for change is based on the fact that our human will (the part that makes behavior choices) is influenced by our genes but not controlled by them. We have the power to make choices, no matter how much we feel driven by our sinful impulses. For example, we can choose to cry to God for help; we can choose to enlist the help of others in our struggle against sin. We are not locked into any sinful addiction or lifestyle unless we believe we are. 

When we play the “blame game” and fail to take personal responsibility, we rationalize, telling ourselves that change is impossible. We must be willing to take responsibility for our sinful desires, though they might appear involuntary. 

We attract the attention of God when we are finally willing to give up our excuses, when all of our rationalizations fall by the wayside in the light of His holiness. Certainly, we cannot do what we ought; but the message of salvation is that Christ did for us what we cannot: He met God’s requirements for those who believe on Him. And He stands by to help those who are most helpless and know it.

When discussing any sin, especially those besetting sins we find so hard to resist, we must remember that temptation itself is not sin; giving in to temptation is sin. First Corinthians 10:13 has given comfort to Christians struggling with any number of temptations: “No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to humanity. God is faithful, and He will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation He will also provide a way of escape so that you are able to bear it.” Temptation is the common human experience, but God is faithful and will help us. It is often difficult and exhausting to fight temptation, but we also believe that being a disciple of Jesus Christ means we deny ourselves, take up the cross, and follow Jesus. Denying ourselves for the cause of Christ calls for self-sacrifice, but God’s grace gives us strength for each new day.

Yes, our holy God hates sin, but He loves sinners. He despises what sin does to us, to others, and to His creation, but He delights in us so much that He sent His Son to pay the penalty for our sins. Once we accept that payment on our account, He sends His Holy Spirit to live within us and empower us to resist temptations. He calls us to repent—to turn from our sin and toward Him—and He gives us the power to do it.

I began with the words of a popular song, and I’d like to close with the words of a less-popular song that is much closer to the truth. Margaret Becker recorded a song entitled, “What You Feel.” The chorus says,

What you feel may be real

But that doesn’t make it wrong or right

Vows you’ve made can’t be vague

Commitment is black and white

Oh, what you’re feeling isn’t right.

“I was born that way!” is merely an excuse that gets in the way of self-control. We need to explode that lame excuse and pursue self-control in the power of the Holy Spirit.
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