What is Sin?

Genesis 3:1-7

We are involved in a study of origins, and looking at the book of Genesis. I would encourage you to open to the third chapter of Genesis. We have gone through Genesis 1 and Genesis 2, and we have studied the text of those two chapters, and we have launched from those texts to study other matters of scripture to try to fill in our understanding, and that will be the case in Genesis Chapter 3. Genesis Chapter 3 is familiar to us. It is a chapter that deals with the serpent in the garden, and temptation, and forbidden fruit, and a woman who was deceived, and a man who followed her in violating God’s word and God’s command. It then talks about the curse, and the price that was paid for that disobedience. Familiar to most everybody, to one degree or another, is the record of Genesis Chapter 3. 

And at the very outset, I want to just lay down a simple statement that we’re going to build on all the way through, and that is this: Genesis 3 is an accurate historical record of what actually happened in the garden. You may wonder why I’m saying that. The reason I’m saying that is because most people who comment on Genesis 3 turn it into something other than a historical account of a real event. It is as the word of God says it is. 

Now, before we get into the Chapter, we are going to take us some time just to kind of prepare ourselves for it. This Chapter may well be the most important chapter in the Bible. Certainly, it is true that if you don’t understand this chapter, you don’t understand the rest of the Bible. You cannot understand the solution to the problem, unless you understand the problem. You cannot understand the cure unless you understand the diagnosis. You will never be able to understand God’s remedy for this world, if you don’t understand the malady under which this world lives and functions. I say it may well be the most important chapter in the Bible because it explains absolutely everything about our universe, and about life in that universe, and all of us who live in it. It explains everything about why things are the way they are, why we are the way we are, and what God is doing in history, and why He’s doing it in terms of salvation. 

Genesis 3 explains the human dilemma. All the problems in the universe have their origin in the events of this historic account. Let me say that again: All the problems in the universe, physical problems, spiritual problems, moral problems, social problems, economic problems, political problems, all the problems in the universe have their origin in the events of this historic account. This Chapter then is the foundation of any true and accurate worldview. And without this foundation, any worldview is utterly wrong. 

If you do not understand the origin of sin and its impact based on Genesis Chapter 3, then your understanding of the world is wrong. Everything then is misunderstood; everything is misevaluated; everything is misread; everything is misdiagnosed, and hopelessly incurable. You see, if you go back to the end of Chapter 1, it says: “And God saw all that He had made.” And He had made all that has ever been made, so He saw the whole created universe. “And, behold, it was very good.” When God completed the original creation, everything was “very good.” But frankly, folks, everything in our world now is very bad. It is anything but good. And it has been anything but good through all of human history. 

When God completed his perfect creation, it was “very good” because: There was no disorder. There was no chaos. There was no conflict. There was no struggle. There was no pain. There was no discord. There was no disease. There was no decline. There was no death. Now we all live our whole lives with all of that. Life is defined by disorder, chaos, conflict, struggle, pain, discord, disease, decline and death. We look at the physical world around us, and we see it decaying and tending toward disorder and chaos, disintegration and death. That’s the law of entropy, the second law of thermodynamics; that matter continually tends to break down toward disorder. The physical world is breaking down. This is frightening to people when they take a look at, for example, the interplanetary world or the celestial world, the world of heavenly bodies, and they begin to fear that as big chunks keep breaking off various heavenly bodies and hurtling through space, they have a likelihood that they will at some point collide with this planet in a collision that will literally blast us into non-existence. And we watch in the national world just the history of civilization, and we see the cycle of rise and fall, and rise and fall, and rise and fall. We look in the animal world and there is this incessant process of struggle and death. We look in the human world, and every human relationship is a struggle.

Human life is a struggle. As soon as life is conceived in the womb, it begins to live and die at the same time. It begins to grow and to decay at the same time. And in the spiritual and moral world, everyone finds it easier to do wrong. Have you noticed? It’s much easier to do wrong. In fact, it’s really impossible to do righteous things. Even when you do right humanly, you generally do it to feel better about yourself, which is an ill-conceived motive. It’s much easier to do evil than good. It’s much easier to float down on the moral sewage than it is to buck the tide, stay above it. Hatred and crime and war, perversion, wickedness, those things just come with life. So we have to ask a question. If we come to the end of Genesis 1 and everything is “very good,” and we take a look at things, we have to ask the question: What is wrong with this picture? What is wrong here? This is not the way it was at the beginning.  

Even going through Chapter 2, you really have only an expansion of the created work of God on day six. Chapter 2 just expands on the creation of man and woman that’s mentioned from Verse 24 down through the end of Chapter 1. So you could put Verse 31 at the end of Chapter 2. It was really at the same point in terms of God’s creation. “God saw every thing that He had made,” including man, including woman, including the garden where he placed them all that’s described in Chapter 2, and it was all “very good.” But we look at the world today, and it’s not very good. 

Evolutionists really amuse me. They are clueless about this, because they are living under the self-deception that man is getting better; that he’s improving. The idea of evolution is that man starts from simplicity and mutates upward into complexity; that he starts from a very low and minimalistic level of intelligence and mutates upward to a greater intelligence; that he starts at a base level morally and he moves up to a higher and higher level morally. But the fact of just life itself, the truth about man, is a refutation of evolution. Because the fact of the matter is man isn’t getting better. He’s getting worse. He’s accumulating iniquities at a rapid rate. And with technological advances, he is accumulating wretchedness faster than ever. Man did not begin at the bottom of the moral ladder and slowly, by psychological evolution, rise higher. That’s just not true. In fact, if you study human history, basically there hasn’t really been any change. Men are morally no better than they were in the past and, I suppose, in some ways no worse than they were in the past. You can trace the patterns of wretchedness through all of human history. But the advancements that have come technologically and by science through the centuries have only enabled man to escalate and exacerbate his corruption.

What has gone wrong? If man began at the top, as Genesis 1 and 2 would tell us, and everything was “very good,” and man was created “in the image of God,” he started at the top. And he’s been plunging down through the abyss of darkness headed toward a deep bottom ever since. What went wrong? What happened here? This isn’t the way it was in the original creation. The downward plunge doesn’t seem to be able to be stopped. It’s like man has fallen from heaven without a parachute, and he’s plunging at breakneck speed toward hell with nothing to stop him. And his life is basically defined by wickedness and evil in every aspect, every relationship. 

What happened is recorded for us in Genesis 3. Let me read you the first seven Verses.

Genesis 3:1-7 (NIV)

1Now 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’?” 2The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, 3but 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.’” 4“You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. 5“For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 6When 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. 7Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.

That’s how the third Chapter opens.

Pray
By the way, you might be interested to know the word “sin” doesn’t appear in the third Chapter. But this is where it entered into our world. This was it. When Adam and Eve, tempted by the serpent in the garden, disobeyed God, everything went from being “very good” to being very bad.

Romans 5:12 (NIV)

12Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man <that’s Adam>, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned -

There is the New Testament commentary on the event that I just read you. Through one man, Adam, sin entered the world … and death through sin <the ultimate measure of decay. And so> … death came to all men, because all sinned. When Adam sinned, we were all there. We were in his loins; we were his progeny. We’ve all come from Adam and Eve. And so we inherited what theologians call original sin. When Adam sinned, we all went down, because we’ve all come from Adam. 

At the end of Chapter 2 you notice that the man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame. Wasn’t anything to be ashamed about, because there was no sin. There were no evil thoughts. Nothing to be ashamed about. But you come to the end of the record I just read to you in Verse 7:

Genesis 3:7 (NIV)

7Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.

All of a sudden, there was shame. Why? For the first time in their existence, they had wicked thoughts. Never had a wicked thought before. Apparently, it had something to do with their sexuality. All of a sudden, there was shame, where there was no shame. This is the great indicator from their viewpoint that they had sinned. And the indicator from God’s viewpoint comes when he says to the woman in Verse 16:

Genesis 3:16-19 (NIV)

16To the woman he said,

“I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” <and then> 17To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. 18It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. 19By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.”

Now when God curses them, it’s quite interesting. Those curses really are physical. There is a curse on the woman’s pain in child bearing and on her conflict in her marriage. There is a curse on Adam in the fact that he no longer is going to be able to just pluck the wonders of Eden. He’s going to have to cultivate the ground; he’s going to have to fight the thorns and thistles; he’s going to have to sweat to bring forth his bread, and he’s going to ultimately die. But those things really don’t say anything about the moral change that took place. They don’t really say too much but they becomes very apparent real quick. 

First of all, Adam and Eve felt shame. And shame is a function of guilt, and guilt is a function of sin. And somehow, they had thoughts of wickedness and were so embarrassed by those, that they sewed together some leaves to cover themselves. They brought forth two sons in Chapter 4. One of them murdered the other one. And the rest, of course, is history. The fall occurred at some point between the sixth day of creation, when everything was “very good,” and when Adam and Eve gave birth to Cain. Because Cain was born a sinner. The fall had to occur before that; we don’t know when. We don’t know how long they enjoyed Eden in its glory. But once they fell, they were changed. They were altered. And they passed on fallenness and sin to every human being that ever lived, because they have all come from Adam and Eve. 

When Adam sinned, he brought death on himself and everybody else. And we’re all born to die. We all inherit what I call the death force. And as I said, the moment a baby is conceived, it starts to grow and die at the same time. And we battle all through life to keep the death force from being triumphant for as long as we can. We not only inherit death, we inherit sin, because we were all there in Adam. That’s the first thing I want you to understand. That’s original sin. There’s another aspect to it, imputed sin. We’ll about that later. You see in our time, if you don’t understand that, you cannot explain the human dilemma. You can’t explain that not only did this affect man’s moral life and, therefore, every area of relationship, but it affected the ground. It affected the material universe, the physical universe.

Romans 8:22 (NIV)

22We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. <The whole creation groans under this curse>
The reason there is disintegration, death and all of that in the entire universe goes right back to Genesis Chapter 3.

So we are going to be looking at Genesis 3 to see all the things that we can see to help us understand this amazing event. The evolutionists, the psychological evolutionists, sociological evolutionist, has a big problem. Because if man is getting more and more capable, if he’s getting more and more noble, if he is mutating upward and he has now reached the place where he is basically good and actually getting better, why is it that society is not changing? Why is he morally worse? Well, evolutionary psychologists say: There must be something wrong with his environment. And it all boils down to: I’m not bad, but you’re bad, and you make me bad. So in this evolutionary process, some of us are going up, and others, I guess, are going down. Fairly selective approach. Psychologists reject sin because they want to exalt man, and they want to eliminate God. So because they reject sin, they have no explanation for why man is the way he is. They misdiagnose him totally, so they offer really no help. And we, what do we do? We try to come up with harsher penalties. What is it? The three strike law; three felonies in a row and you go to jail and they throw the key away, and we bring back the death penalty. But nothing can end the reign of terror. Nothing can end the reign of corruption. You can’t do it with counseling; you can’t do it with psychotherapy; you can’t do it with Prozac. You can’t do it. Because the issue is sin. The issue is we have all inherited a corrupted nature.

And, of course, there’s just no interest in the public forum talking about sin today. I mean that is absolutely archaic. Sinful nature? To say that people are corrupt at birth? To say they inherited a wicked nature from their parents because they were all genetically, as it were, in Adam?  They were all there and sinned in Adam in his loins, and everything that came out of that cursed man and that cursed woman bears that curse? Unacceptable. To say people are all born with an evil bent; that they are all born with a desire to violate the law of God and to dethrone God and replace him with themselves? To say they are incapable of doing anything good? To say that they are rotten to the very core, that everything about them, everything they think, everything they say and everything they do, is only evil continually? To say their heart is deceitful and desperately wicked? Frankly, folks, that is just not acceptable in the public forum. Our culture has really declared war not only on sin, because they don’t want anything defined as sin. Everything is just a lifestyle choice. Nothing is a sin. So our culture has declared war on sin and, consequently, declared war on guilt. The very idea of guilt is considered medieval, obsolete and certainly unhealthful.

Nobody treats guilt seriously anymore. You know, when people feel guilty nowadays, it’s because they ate too many French fries. Those are the guilty pleasures.

Advice columns counsel and say, “It’s Not Your Fault.” It’s not your fault. Stop blaming yourself. Compulsive behavior is not your fault. Refuse to accept the blame. And above all, do not blame yourself for what you can’t control. Heaping guilt on yourself only adds to your stress, low self-esteem, worry, depression, feelings of inadequacy and dependence on others. Let go of your guilt feelings.

This is a very serious issue because you cut off people from the possibility of repentance. I love that story of the guy in New York City who, you probably heard of, you read about it or heard it in the news, he robbed a store. And the storeowner grabbed a gun and shot him and paralyzed him, so that in the lower part of his body he was paralyzed and he was then confined to a wheelchair. When the case came to trial, the attorney for the robber, who had been shot by the man, took the case on the basis that this man who shot him did not understand that the man who committed the crime was a victim of society; that he was driven to crime by his economic disadvantages. The lawyer said he now is a shooting victim of the insensitivity of the man who shot him. And, he said, because of that man’s callous disregard of the thief’s plight as a victim, the poor thief is going to be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. He deserves some compensation. And the jury agreed. And the storeowner paid a huge settlement. What always fascinates me when I think about the story is within two months; the man was arrested committing another armed robbery in his wheelchair. 

A woman who abused and brutally killed her own infant was acquitted of all charges because she had PMS.

So we alone, I think, as Christians who understand the Bible and believe the Bible, we get it. We got all these people trying, all the politicians, and all the moralists, and all the educators and all the university people and all the sociologists and everybody, trying to fix society. And it can’t ever be done by these people, because they don’t ever deal with the reality of what is in the heart. All humanity, all humanity, nobody escapes, has a vile, rebellious, corrupt nature. The thought life is corrupt; the emotions are corrupt; the will is corrupt; and the behavior is corrupt. And Genesis 3 is crucial to understanding that. 

By the way, you’d be interested: There are some things that are not in Genesis 3. The word “sin” is not there, and the word “Satan” is not there. And we’ll say more about that as we get into the text itself. But the rest of the scripture makes it very clear. There’s not even any statement there as to the fact that the sins of Adam were passed down. It’s very apparent, because immediately in the next chapter you have conflict and murder among the two sons of Adam and Eve. But we have to understand the rest of scripture to interpret Genesis 3. So when we go through Genesis 3, we’re going to be looking at some other passages to help us to interpret them. 

It’s really important for us to have a good biblical doctrine of sin. Interestingly enough, Judaism as such has always rejected the existence of sinful depravity in man inherited from Adam. They reject that. Basically, they believe that what Adam did, Adam did, and he did it because he chose to do it. And Cain and Abel, they did what they did because they chose to do it. And that’s how it is. There’s no depravity that passes down. There’s no imputation of guilt to us because of the sin of Adam by God. That was just an isolated situation in his case. And we have the choice to do right or do wrong. And that’s how they maintain salvation by righteousness, because they don’t have a doctrine of depravity. They don’t have a doctrine of original sin. They understand Adam’s sin as affecting Adam. And the rest of us all have the same choices, either to obey God or disobey God, that Adam and Eve had, and we don’t inherit anything from them. This is not what the scripture teaches. 

Scripture clearly indicates this is where evil began. And it is the New Testament that is most definitive. And again, you have to know that verse, Romans 5:12. That’s the key verse.

Romans 5:12 (NIV)

12Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man <that’s Adam>, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned -

When Adam sinned, everybody sinned in Adam. And when Adam received the penalty of death, we were all then sentenced to die. Christian Scientists tell us that sin is an illusion. It’s not. The liberals tell us that sin is merely finiteness; to be human is to err. And the dualistic philosophers tell that sin is the flesh, as opposed to the spirit, which is pure. Now, those are all wrong. We will get a biblical understanding of sin in our study. 

Let me now give you a definition of sin at this point. Sin is any personal lack of conformity to the moral character of God, or the law of God. Then sin is a disposition of the heart. It is a bent. It thinks evil; it speaks evil; it acts evil and it omits good. Let me give you those four, because those are the four ways in which you sin. You sin by thinking evil, speaking evil, acting evil or omitting good. You sin when you do, when you say, when you think, or when you don’t do, say, think what God demands you to. So it is commission, as you’ve often heard, or omission. 

Now before we look at the seven verses, I want to give you a broad look at the subject of sin as it is outlined in the Bible, and then we’re going to come back and see how it originated. Before we look at the story of Genesis and how it all originated, I want you to have an understanding of the theology of sin, because this is essential for our understanding. Then when we go back into Genesis, we’ll be able to see clearly where the root of all of this began. 

And I guess maybe the best way to do this is to suggest to you that I want to just answer five questions, okay? Five questions. I don’t think I’ll get through them all tonight, but I’ll do a couple of them. And this is pretty familiar stuff, but we’ll just lay a foundation. I want to be sure we cover these issues. 

1. The first question is: What is sin?

And I’ve just given you a definition. What is sin? Now we know what sin is. It is any violation, any violation of the character or law of God, the moral character or the law of God. Summing it up

1 John 3:4 (NIV)

4Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness.

That is one definition of sin. Another way to translate that; everyone doing sin is doing lawlessness. In other words, it’s ignoring God’s law; it’s violating God’s law. That is sin. Any violation of God’s law is sin. It’s living as if there was no law of God. Calling your own shots. It’s further defined in:

Romans 14:23 (NIV)

23But the man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.
Anything that you do that isn’t done as a direct act of faith in God is sin.

James 4:17 (NIV)

17Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.
1 John 5:17 (NIV)

17All wrongdoing is sin …

So the Bible gets around that issue in many ways. When you do something that goes against real trust and faith in God, that’s sin. When you know to do right and don’t do it, that’s sin. When you know something pleases God, something God has commanded, you don’t do it, that is sin. All unrighteousness is sin. All sin is lawlessness. And all of those things are just coming at the same issue; that sin is any violation of God’s moral character or His law.

To put it another way: Sin is going beyond the bounds that God has established. That gives us a substantial understanding of sin. As you go through the Bible, you’ll find all kinds of words. I’m not going to go through all the Hebrew words and all the Greek words of sin. There are just many, many of them. It’s enough to know that sin is defined as any breach of God’s law. Now, where is God’s law revealed? Scripture, right? Scripture.

So we have a problem in our society today, folks. We don’t believe that man is innately a sinner. We think he’s basically good and something happens to him environmentally. But if we do believe that, if we do acknowledge that he does evil, how do we define that evil? What is our standard for what is evil? What is it? Well, once our standard for evil in America, our standard for morality in America, was established by the Bible. Right? By the Bible. I mean that’s what the nation was founded on; that’s what basically our laws were written on. Our view of morality, our view of crime, our view of justice, all came out of the Bible. And once, there were certain behaviors that were considered to be against the law. And that’s changing. That’s changing very rapidly. It’s changing in the sexual realm. It’s changing in the homosexual world. It’s changed, of course, in the world of abortion, euthanasia. Watch what happens with the genetic engineering that’s going to come in the very near future, as they now can determine the ability to handle the genes and decide who gets born and who doesn’t. As we continue to move down deeper and deeper into the morass of sin and dislodge ourselves from any set standard, being the word of God, we have no way to define morality anymore except to take a survey. Right? To take a survey. That’s what you do. The politicians do it. They give back what they think the constituencies would vote for. They, they want to get elected. So they basically say I believe this, because they polled the constituents, and that’s what they say. And that’s how we develop our morality.

And you watch. As our society sinks deeper and deeper into sin, and distances itself consistently and completely from the word of God, it’s going to be harder and harder to define morality. There won’t be anybody who can walk into a court and hold up a standard. You can’t walk into a court today and hold up the standard of the Bible as the standard of morality. All we have left is tradition. And tradition will be overthrown by surveys. It’ll be overthrown by vote. It’ll be overthrown by referendums. It’ll be overthrown when the people want to overthrow it. It’s not going to get any better; it’s just going to get worse. The reclassification of behavior, we don’t have a standard. How do you go to a generation like that, and tell them they’re sinners? Based on what? Based on what standard am I a sinner? And you say well, on the standard of the law of God, on the standard of the Bible. The Bible is not our standard. 

I think we have no other choice but to hold the Bible up as the standard, and to say to the sinner: It is the standard, because it is the word of God. And it’s up to you to determine, by reading it carefully and thoughtfully, that it is not the word of God. That’s a challenge I put out. Oh, you don’t think the Bible is the word of God? Have you read it? Have you studied it? Are you really sure about that? I never had anybody say to me yes, I’ve studied it thoroughly from cover to cover, and it’s not the word of God. But I don’t think we have anywhere else to go, I mean, because this is the standard. We’re just not going to have a society anymore propped up by biblical standards. And you watch the continual escalation that goes on as we redefine morality in terms of popular referendum, popular vote and survey. That redefining of morality without a standard leaves our society in a death dive, because sin is breaking God’s law. Sin is violating God’s moral character. And there’s nowhere to know that, except on the pages of scripture. And if you don’t believe the scripture establishes morality, righteousness and unrighteousness, then you have no standard and you have no definition of sin. That’s the real issue in our society today.

How do we tell our society about a Savior who will save them from sin when their definition of sin is basically non-existent? What is sin to them? You tell them it’s a violation of the law of God. Well, where’s that? Well, it’s in the Bible. I don’t believe that. But you know it’s still the word of God that the Holy Spirit uses, right? So I don’t equivocate. I just keep preaching the Bible, and let the spirit of God take it and use it to convict the hearts. So what is sin? Sin is a violation of the law of God. It’s a violation of the moral character of God and His laws, as revealed on the pages of scripture. That is sin. That’s all we need to say about it. So you study the Bible, and you’re going to find out what God commands us to do and not to do. You’re going to find out the essential elements of God’s nature. And whenever we violate those, we sin. 

Sin is serious ingratitude; it’s damning ingratitude. And the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against that ingratitude. Sin is defiling. It is rebellion. It is ingratitude. We’ll cover a few more questions next time, and then we’ll start to dig into the text. 

Pray
Father, tonight we have just really begun our study in what is such an unhappy subject to be considering and, yet, so necessary. We have to understand the heart of man; we have to understand our own hearts. We have to understand our sin, its severity, its incurable power from the human perspective. We have to understand its pervasiveness, its deadliness. We have to understand sin because it’s the defining element in our universe. It’s why things are the way they are. It’s why the creation is no longer “very good,” but very bad. It’s why everything dies. Father, we have to understand sin because, most of all, it’s why we need a Savior. You have sent him, even the Lord Jesus Christ. We know that sin is humanly incurable. But you have sent Jesus to save his people from their sins. And you save sinners who repent and ask you for forgiveness. What an amazing reality! That as bad as sin is, as defiling, corrupting as it is, as openly rebellious as it is, as ungrateful as it is, you still forgive it when the sinner comes and asks, even as we heard given testimony to in baptism tonight. We want to understand the world and we want to understand it the way it needs to be understood, and that’s the way You see it. And we are able to if we follow Your word. And we know what’s wrong in our world. We know what’s wrong in the lives of people. We know what it is. It’s sin. And there isn’t any human solution, but there is a divine one. May you bring many, many sinners to repentance and salvation. Use us to that end, we pray, in the name of your Son and our dear Savior. Amen.

Page 5 of 10

