The Road That Led To Calvary #2

“The Sinfulness of Humanity”

selected Scriptures

The word “sin” has become very unpopular in our culture. Oh, sure, folks may use the term in statements like, “That outfit is ugly as sin!” or “It’s a sin to waste food like that!” or “He’s guilty as sin!”

As important as the doctrine of sin is, it is not an easy topic to discuss in our day. Sin, like death, is not a very pleasant or enjoyable subject. It depresses us. We do not like to think of ourselves as bad or evil persons. Yet the doctrine of sin teaches us that this is what we are by nature. Not only do individuals react against this negative teaching, but there is abroad in our society an emphasis on having a positive mental attitude. This emphasis has become a new type of legalism, the major prohibition of which is, “Thou shalt not speak anything negative.”

And because our secularized culture doesn’t want to hear about sin, secularized churches and their secularized preachers don’t mention it. The words of 2 Timothy 4:3-4 ring true:

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.

Perhaps the best (or worst) example of this is Dr. Robert Schuller, famed pastor of the Crystal Cathedral in California. In his book Self-Esteem: The New Reformation 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 wrote, “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.” Finally he concludes that, “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.” Notice the emphasis on self?
Such theological trash makes me shake my head in disbelief, but consider the response Schuller received: His congregation 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.

Sin is an unpopular subject, and Christians are often criticized for harping on it too much. But it is only because we are realists that we do so. Sin is not a convenient invention of preachers to keep others in line; it is a fact of human experience. Much that we take for granted in a “civilized" society is based upon the assumption of human sin. Nearly all legislation has grown up because human beings cannot be trusted to settle their own disputes with justice and without self-interest. A promise is not enough; we need a contract. Doors are not enough; we have to lock and bolt them. Laws are not enough; we need the police to enforce them. All this is due to sin. We cannot trust each other. We need protection against one another. It is a terrible indictment of human nature.

Last week we began a journey on the road that led to Calvary, trying to understand the “why” of Christ’s suffering and death. We began with the holiness of God, His complete perfection in all of His character and actions. This morning I want to look at the other side, the sinfulness of humanity, a fact we may not like to talk about but we need to face nonetheless.

The Essence of Sin

We begin with the essence of sin. What is sin? Many people today, if they admit that sin exists at all, characterize sin as “really bad things" like murder, rape, or robbery. Yet according to God’s Word, sin is failing to do the things we should and doing those things that we should not. In short, sin describes anything that fails to meet God’s standard of perfection.

James 4:17 states, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” Sin is not only doing something wrong; sin is not doing what’s right. We read in 1 John 3:4, “Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness.” Yes, breaking God’s law is sin, but sin is more than actions. Sin is an attitude that it is opposition to the will of God.

This attitude was first displayed in Lucifer, as recorded in Isaiah 14:13-14, “You said, ‘I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.’”
Pride is the chief sin, the one that led Lucifer (later called Satan) to rebel against God, and humans have followed in Satan’s footsteps.
 The serpent tempted Eve in the Garden, “You will be like God,” sounding a lot like Isaiah 14! In the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “In becoming like God man has become a god against God.”

Someone wisely pointed out that the middle letter to the word “sin” is “I.” The same can be said for the word “pride.” The heart of sin is pride, and the heart of pride is “I.” “I want to do what I want to do when I want to do it the way I want to do it…and nobody’s gonna tell me different!” This is what pride—and sin—is all about. We tell God, “I don’t need you telling me what to do! I can do it myself!” C. S. Lewis wrote, “The essential vice, the utmost evil, is Pride. Unchastity, anger, greed, drunkenness, and all that, are mere fleabites in comparison: it was through Pride that the devil became the devil: Pride leads to every other vice: it is the complete anti-God state of mind.”

Sin is ‘me first’ in defiance of God. We are not guilty of all the sins, but we are all guilty of sin. ‘False and full of sin I am’ wrote Charles Wesley in the hymn “Jesu, Lover of My Soul.” He did not mean he had broken every rule in the book; rather, he was without love for God, saturated with self-love. That is sin.

We may define sin as follows: Sin is any failure to conform to the moral law of God in act, attitude, or nature. Sin is here defined in relation to God and his moral law. Sin includes not only individual acts such as stealing or lying or committing murder, but also attitudes that are contrary to the attitudes God requires of us. Furthermore, sin is a failure to conform to God’s moral law not only in action and in attitude but also in our moral nature. Before Christ redeemed us, not only did we do sinful acts and have sinful attitudes, we were also sinners by nature. So Paul can say that “while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8), or that previously “we were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (Eph. 2:3).

Oh, but that does not go over in our culture! “Don’t call it sin!” they tell us, “That will offend our self esteem!” Secular psychology constantly changes names, such as changing “addiction” to “substance abuse” to “substance use disorder,” so as not to offend anyone. “It’s not your fault!” has become the bottom line of much secular psychology, trying to remove any sense of personal responsibility from the client. (It’s even crept into our entertainment. Sometime listen for how many times you hear on television shows and movies—and even commercials—the phrase, “It’s not your fault.”)

Many years ago Moody Monthly published this list that I have edited and added a bit: 

Society calls it an accident; God calls it an abomination.

Society calls it a blunder; God calls it blindness.

Society calls it a chance; God calls it a choice.

Society calls it a disease; God calls it depravity.

Society calls it an error; God calls it an enmity.

Society calls it a freedom; God calls it foolishness.

Society calls it an infirmity; God calls it an iniquity.

Society calls it a liberty; God calls it lawlessness.

Society calls it a mistake; God calls it madness.

Society calls it a right; God calls it revolting.

Society calls it a sickness; God call it sin.

Society calls it a trifle; God calls it a tragedy.

Society calls it a victimization; God calls it a violation.

Society calls it a weakness; God calls it willfulness.

(My dad would be so proud of such alliteration!)

You can change the label all you want; it doesn’t change the contents inside. You can pretty it up, change its name to something less offensive, but sin is still sin, and as we will see, sin is deadly.

The Extent of Sin

Let’s move on to the extent of sin. I could simply quote Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” and move on to the next point. (But where’s the fun in that?) In fact, that verse serves as the conclusion of a longer passage from verses 9-20,

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin…. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…
So how did sin become so widespread in the human race? Paul answers that in Romans 5:12, 15-19,

Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned… But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! Again, the gift of God is not like the result of the one man’s sin: The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification. For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.

When Adam and Eve disobeyed God, sin entered the human race, bringing disease, deformity, and ultimately death. Ever since then sin has been passed from parents to child, so that David would write in Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” 

Sin is not the result of ethnicity, education, or environment. Sin does not come from the outside; sin comes from the inside. We do not become sinners because we sin. We sin because we are sinners. Sinful acts spring from a sinful nature.
 As 1 John 1:8, 10 states, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us… If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.” The extent of sin is universal.

The Effects of Sin

We conclude with the effects of sin. We realize from experience that sin is harmful to our lives, that it brings pain and destructive consequences to us and to others affected by it.
 Yet the most terrible result of sin is that it cuts us off from God. Man’s highest destiny is to know God, to be in personal relationship with him. Sin brings inevitable separation, and this separation is what the Bible calls, “death,” spiritual death, the severance of a person from God, the only source of true life.

Romans 6:23 claims, “For the wages of sin is death,” while Isaiah 59:2 adds, “It’s your sins that have cut you off from God.” Sin leads to death. That’s a big problem! Because God is perfect, He cannot have anything to do with us because we are sinners. He wants to have a personal relationship with us but He can’t because of sin!

Sin also makes us guilty. It does not merely bring guilt-feelings, but actually incurs guilt, which shuts us out of God’s presence, whether we feel the force of that or not. Sooner or later it also brings guilt-feelings: the sense of shame, the knowledge that we cannot look God in the eye, the fear of Him turning His searching gaze on us.
 This was seen immediately after Adam and Eve sinned. Genesis 3:7 begins with the word “Then.” When? Immediately after they had eaten from the forbidden tree. “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked…” Up until then they did not even know they were naked! Adam and Eve did not realize that they were in each other’s presence without clothing. They lived in perfect and unpretentious innocence. They were totally comfortable, totally at ease, totally secure. But no longer! Immediately after eating from the fruit they became (get this) self-conscious for the first time. They knew they were naked. And realizing their nakedness, they did the most natural, human thing one can do—they covered up.
 

Sin not only separates us from God but from each other as well. Selfishness replaces love as we look to see how others can benefit us rather than how we can benefit others. Relationships deteriorate and ultimately die. Individuals cannot get along with each other, groups fight other groups, nations declare war on other nations. All because of sin.

One word sometimes associated with “sin” is “depravity” or “depraved.” 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).

One theologian describes depravity this way: “The average person would define total depravity by saying that it means that man is as bad as he can be. Rather, the doctrine of depravity says that man is as bad off as he can be. There is a vast difference between being as bad as he can be and being as bad off us he can be.”
 I like how one song lyric puts it: “Moral depravity pulls us like gravity.” 

One of the most sweeping, broad-brush statements in all of Scripture on the depravity of humanity is found in Genesis 6:5, “The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.”
Are you as gripped as I am when I read three words in that verse? Look at them again: “every,” “only,” “all the time.” 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. And if it’s your tendency as a positive thinker to ignore it, it still won’t go away. If it’s your tendency as a parent to ignore it, that root of depravity will come back to haunt you in your home. A permissive, think-only-about-the-bright-side-of-life philosophy will be eaten alive by problems of depravity as your child grows up without restraints and without controls.

Theologically speaking, there is no such thing as an innocent baby. Cute, maybe, but not innocent. Every child is born with a sin nature. Every child may not be as bad as he or she could be, but every child is as bad off as he or she could be.

“Oh, this is so negative, so depressing,” some might object. “Why do we have to focus on this subject?” As one author writes, “As 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 [humans] 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.

As we travel on the road that led to Calvary, we must come to grips with sin. The essence of sin is pride, making ourselves like God and going our way contrary to His way, manifesting itself in bad things we do and in good things we don’t do. The extent of sin is universal as the Bible teaches that all have sinned and that we are sinners from birth. The effects of sin include separation from God and from each other, guilt and shame within, and disease, destruction, and death. As unpleasant as it may be to talk about this subject, it would be a sin to neglect it!
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