26

Chapter 36: Sin

In the last two chapters, I have focused on the metaphysical/ontological side of man’s being. Man is made in the image of God, as God’s vassal king over the earth. Now we must look at his ethical nature: made as a good creature of God, but fallen into sin.  
Man’s Original Goodness

Following each stage of creation in Gen. 1, God gives a positive evaluation of what he has made: it is good (verses 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). The last of these verses includes the entire, finished creation, including man. “Good” is the broadest possible term of approval. There are, of course, various kinds of “goodness.” There is teleological goodness, that is, usefulness for some purpose, as when we speak of a “good hammer” or a “good tomato.” There is aesthetic goodness, which in turn can refer to beauty, or aesthetic technique, or any number of other factors in a work of art. There is also moral goodness, applied to persons who have obeyed God’s commands and therefore deserve God’s blessing.
 Scripture applies the vocabulary of moral goodness to persons, acts, and attitudes.
 A hammer may be teleologically good, but it does not obey God’s moral law so as to merit God’s blessing, so it cannot be described as morally good. Moral goodness is a personal quality, applying only of humans, angels, and God himself. 

When God declared the creation good, he meant good in every sense appropriate to every creature. The earth, plants, and animals were useful, fascinating, and beautiful. Each was and acted perfectly according to its God-given purpose. Adam and Eve were good in these senses, but also ethically good. Their actions, thoughts, words, and deeds, pleased God. Otherwise, God would not have declared them good. And their very nature pleased him. They were good people, good servants of God. They bore God’s image without distortion. 


So we must reject the notion that God created us in a morally neutral state, so we could achieve goodness by our own decisions. God gave to Adam and Eve a created character. Scripture does not teach, as in much Arminian theology, that moral goodness and sin are always the result of conscious choice. Even before the fall, it is God who determines the moral character of his creatures. To say this, of course, is to raise again the problem of the relation of divine sovereignty and human responsibility. How can man be good if his moral character is created into him? Of course the same problem arises with man’s responsibility for sin and for that goodness in him that comes through redemptive grace. I know of no final answer to this mystery, but I would respond to it as I did in the previous chapter. 

Another mystery also greets us at this point. If God conferred on Adam a morally good character, how did he become a sinner? Again, I know of no satisfying answer to this problem. But we should take pains to avoid speculative answers that the Scriptures do not warrant. As with the problem of evil which we discussed in Chapter 14, many have sought to make Adam’s transition from righteousness to sin more acceptable to reason, by invoking various philosophical concepts. The most common is the concept of libertarian freedom that I discussed in the previous chapter and in Chapter 14. The argument is that God created Adam good, but free in the libertarian sense. And libertarian freedom has no constraint. It is not constrained by a person’s character or by God’s decree. But Scripture teaches that character does indeed constrain our decisions. Jesus says,
The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks. (Luke 6:45)
And as we saw in Chapter 8, God himself controls the free decisions of man. That fact, along with the other arguments I offered in Chapter 35, eliminates the possibility of libertarian free choice. 


Others have tried to mitigate Scripture’s confession of Adam’s goodness, to find in Adam’s original nature at least a small seed that would one day grow into full-blown sin. Roman Catholic theology, for example, distinguishes two elements in man’s original constitution: (1) Status Naturae Purae, man’s creation as soul and body, with “natural gifts,” everything that makes him human. This is also called man in puris naturalibus. Now the difference between soul and body leads to pugna concupiscentiae, the tendency (or, in some writers, the actuality) of a conflict between the desires of the body and the limits of reason. This tendency is not itself sinful, but it can lead to sin and therefore shows the need for additional divine gifts to maintain man’s integrity. (2) Dona Superaddita, higher divine gifts, sometimes called original righteousness, by which body and soul are kept in harmony, the desires of the body in subjection to the dictates of reason. The highest of these gifts is “sanctity,” 
…whereby man was made a partaker of the divine nature, elevated to a higher order of existence, endowed with what is above the essence of any created nature, adopted into the position occupied by the only-begotten Son, and given the capacity for the beatific vision.

In the Fall, man loses the dona superaddita and reverts back to the status naturae purae. 

So in Roman Catholic thought, the distinction between nature and grace extends back before the Fall. The distinction between nature and grace is at the heart of Roman Catholic theology. At the beginning of his Summa Theologiae, Thomas Aquinas distinguishes between natural reason and faith and claims that the former can function without divine revelation, but the latter cannot. Similarly the distinction between church and state: The state governs man’s natural life, the church man’s life under grace.
 

The Fall itself, on the Roman Catholic view, is the result of man’s free will (libertarian, evidently) to act against God’s command. So clearly the threefold scheme does nothing to make the first sin understandable. The pugna concupscientiae is not itself sinful. It does not constrain man to sin. Only his free choice could have done that. So the Roman Catholic analysis is based on libertarian freedom. The two-layer analysis of the human condition, though it seems designed to rationalize man’s sin to some extent, does not help at all. 

Further: 

1. As we saw in Chapter 34, Scripture does not distinguish man’s soul and body as metaphysical, separable components of his being. And certainly it does not present these as opposed to one another, as in Greek philosophy and in Roman Catholic theology.

2. On the Roman view, the desires of the body, seen in themselves, are often irrational, else they could not be in conflict with reason. If so, then even in his original condition man was not “good” in a comprehensive sense. Further, he could not have been good in a specifically moral sense, because irrational desires seek ends that are contrary to God’s glory. 
3. The Roman distinction between nature and grace is not biblical. It claims that there is a part of man, nature, made to function apart from God (cf. Aquinas’ “natural reason”) and another part that brings us into a proper relation to God. What Scripture teaches is that no part of man, indeed no part of creation, can function apart from God’s eternal decree, his law, and his covenantal presence. 
4. The language quoted above about the result of the dona superaddita comes close to saying that man under grace can transcend the creator-creature distinction. It is true that 2 Pet. 1:4 speaks of us partaking of the divine nature.
 But in context, Peter is talking about God’s promises by which we have escaped the corruptions of sinful desire. This language is not metaphysical (transcending our finitude) but ethical (imaging God as we were created to do). 
5. In discussing man’s created character, it is important to distinguish metaphysics from ethics. In Scripture, the plight of human beings is not finitude (metaphysical) but sin (ethical). Our need is not to rise to a higher ontological level by becoming divine or getting rid of our bodies,
 but to be reconciled to God for our disobedience to him. If sin is a metaphysical defect, then it is just part of being human, and we will have to cope with it throughout our human existence. In that case, the only way to overcome sin is to become something other than human. But if sin is ethical, as Scripture teaches, then it is an estrangement with another person, and the remedy is personal reconciliation. Since God is willing to be reconciled to us through Christ, we have hope. 

6. As we shall see, the state of man after the fall is nothing like the Roman Catholic description of the status naturae purae. It is rather a state in which man is actually sinful, in all aspects of his being. 


So it is best for us to stick to what Scripture says about man’s original condition, even though that teaching fails to solve to our satisfaction the mystery of how sin entered the world. Adam and Eve were purely and simply good. Like the rest of creation, there was no defect in them, nothing that could have been criticized. They were the image of God, they performed their functions well, and they were holy in thought, word, and deed. So the WLC says that Adam and Eve at their creation had “the law of God written in their hearts, and power to fulfil it, and dominion over the creatures; yet subject to fall.”


“Subject to fall” is the mystery I have been speaking of. The Westminster Standards wisely refrain from trying to spell out what it was in Adam and Eve that made the fall possible. 
The Nature of Sin

Scripture defines human righteousness in three ways that reflect God’s lordship attributes. 

Standard



Goal






Motive

A good or righteous deed is one that (1) obeys the proper standard, God’s law (James 4:11, 1 John 3:4), (2) seeks the proper goal, God’s glory (1 Cor. 10:31) and the success of his kingdom (Matt. 6:33), and (3) is motivated by true faith (Rom. 14:23) and love (1 Cor. 13:1-3).
 The WCF uses these perspectives to illumine the difference between the good works of believers and those of the unregenerate:

Works done by unregenerate men, although for the matter of them they may be things which God commands; and of good use both to themselves and others: yet, because they proceed not from a heart purified by faith; nor are done in a right manner, according to the Word; nor to a right end, the glory of God, they are therefore sinful, and cannot please God, or make a man meet to receive grace from God: and yet, their neglect of them is more sinful and displeasing unto God.

If this is the case, then the best definition of sin will accommodate this threefold defectiveness in unregenerate behavior: a false standard (normative), a false goal (situational), and a false motive (existential). The Westminster Catechisms, when they present their actual definitions of sin, focus on the normative: disobedience to God’s law. WLC: “Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, any law of God, given as a rule to the reasonable creature.”
 WSC: “Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God.”
 The normative perspective, of course, embraces the other two. To adopt the wrong ethical goal is certainly opposed to God’s law, as is acting from the wrong motive. But the situational and existential perspectives remind us that ethical behavior is not just a response to commands, but commitment to a historical program (the kingdom of God, magnifying his glory) and a personal relationship (our faith in and love for Christ.
 A complete, triperspectival definition of sin might be as follows: 




Disobedience

Self-glorification




Unbelief, Hatred


The normative definition of sin (“sin is lawlessness,” 1 John 3:4) is often prominent in Scripture, especially because the first sin was disobedience to a specific divine command. That needs to be emphasized today especially, when even the church seems to have a distaste for keeping authoritative commands. All of Scripture calls us to obey God. Indeed, all Scripture functions as command, because it is the word of God. Whether we are reading the books of law, or the books of history, the Psalms, or the Epistles, the text of Scripture comes to us with the force of a divine command: to believe, do, assimilate, and appreciate everything we hear. And, for believers, obeying the law is not necessarily a burden, let alone the “threat” and “terror” of Lutheran theology, but a delight (Ps. 1:2; 119:16, 24, 97).
 There is no biblical justification for the mistaken equation between obedience and “legalism”
 one often hears today. Nor should we encourage believers to worry that trying to obey God will lead them toward justification by works. We are saved entirely by God’s grace, but grace saves us “unto good works” (Eph. 2:8-10). God gives grace, and we seek to obey. This is the relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility that we explored in Chapter 35. As Paul says, 
The saying is trustworthy, and I want you to insist on these things, so that those who have believed in God may be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things are excellent and profitable for people. (Tit 3:8 ESV)

But our life in covenant with God is not only a life of obeying commands. As the situational perspective indicates, it is a journey toward God’s kingdom, seeking to bring glory to him. And the existential perspective indicates that it is a relationship of faith and love, walking with our precious savior.  

Our triperspectival understanding of sin helps us to understand that sin is a condition of the human heart and therefore affects all areas of our lives. Jesus says, 

Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit. 34 You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. 35 The good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil.  (Matt. 12:33-35; cf. Gen. 6:5-6, 8:21, Ps. 14:1, Jer. 17:9)
The Fall, therefore, did not begin with Eve’s eating the fruit, but with her inner intention to eat the fruit. As Jesus repeatedly emphasizes in the Sermon on the Mount, God’s commandments are not merely about externals. The sixth commandment forbids, not only murder, but the anger that leads to murder (Matt. 5:21-26). The seventh commandment forbids, not only adultery, but also lust (Matt. 5:27-30). 


So sin is a radical disruption in the core of our being. In sin, we turn from God’s good commandments, his kingdom and glory, faith, and love. It embraces rebellious disobedience, the kingdom of Satan, and evil attitudes (hatred, immorality, strife, jealousy, anger, envy, and so on).
 

As such, sin is irrational. Why would anyone turn from the beauty and joy of covenant life with God and embrace its opposite? Or why would anyone think he can succeed in opposing God’s omnipotent power? Satan is the example. Evidently he thought he could replace God on the throne. Although we generally consider Satan to be knowledgeable and intelligent, and although many opponents of God seem wise to the world and to themselves, they are guilty of the worst imaginable stupidity. They haven’t a ghost of a chance to defeat God. Yet sinners embrace it with reckless enthusiasm. This is the root of the noetic effects of sin I discussed in Chapter 24. 
It might seem that since all sin is of the heart, every sin is equally heinous. But Scripture does indicate that some sins are worse than others. They are the same in that any and every sin merits eternal judgment (Gen. 2:17, Deut. 27:26, Ezek. 18:4, 33:8, Rom. 5:16, 6:23, Gal. 3:10, Jas. 2:10-11). But some have more harmful consequences than others in this life, and so they offend God more deeply. Scripture distinguishes “greater” from “lesser” sins, Ezek. 8:6, 13ff, Matt. 5:19, 23:23. John 19:11. The law of Moses distinguishes between “unwitting” sins (Lev. 4:2, 13, 22, 5:17) and sins committed with a “high hand,” Num. 15:27-30. In the NT, Paul tells us that some sins should lead to excommunication (1 Cor. 6), but others need not (Rom. 14:1-4). James indicates that those who teach “shall be judged with greater strictness” (James 3:1, cf. Luke 12:28). So a sin committed by a teacher could be more serious than the same sin committed by someone who is not a teacher. 

One sin is called “unpardonable” (Matt. 12:31-32, Heb. 6:4-6, 10:26-27, 1 John 5:16-17). It is difficult to know exactly what this sin is, but the contexts give us some guidance as to its general character. Grudem’s definition seems appropriate: “malicious, wilful rejection and slander against the Holy Spirit’s work attesting to Christ, and attributing that work to Satan”
 This definition helps us to see that the unpardonable sin is not an isolated thought or comment, but a settled pattern of thought and behavior, an irreparable hardening of the heart against Christ. Clearly those who are sorry for their sin and conscience-stricken have not committed the unpardonable sin.
 
The Origin of Sin

I indicated above that in the Bible sin is not an aspect of man’s created nature. It is not simply part of what we are. It is rather the disruption of a personal relationship. And like all personal estrangements, it began in a series of events. The origin of sin is historical, an event that the church has called the Fall of man. 

Sin began in the angelic realm before it infected man (see Chapter 33). Then, after God created man, a serpent approached the woman. Scripture identifies the serpent with Satan, the leader of the angelic rebellion (Rev. 12:9, 14-15, 20:2). The Genesis narrative describes their conversation:

He said to the woman, "Did God actually say, 'You shall not eat of any tree in the garden'?" 2 And the woman said to the serpent, "We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, 3 but God said, 'You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.'" 4 But the serpent said to the woman, "You will not surely die. 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." 6 So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. 7 Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths. 8 And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, "Where are you?" 10 And he said, "I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself." 11 He said, "Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?" 12 The man said, "The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate." 13 Then the LORD God said to the woman, "What is this that you have done?" The woman said, "The serpent deceived me, and I ate." (Gen 3:1-13)
Satan begins by questioning God’s word. Such questioning is arguably the root of all sin (see Chapters 23-28). After Eve replies that yes, God has spoken, and after she corrects Satan’s implied misrepresentation of God’s word, Satan directly contradicts what God has said: “You will not surely die.” He implies that God is withholding a blessing that Eve really ought to have. Then Eve turns from consideration of God’s word and begins to think autonomously. She follows her senses, noting the genuinely good qualities of the forbidden fruit. Then she mistakenly reasons that these good qualities were sufficient justification for eating the fruit in disobedience to God. She eats, and gives some to her husband. Though Adam was evidently present during this conversation, he does not exercise godly leadership over his wife, but follows her in following Satan. When God confronts them, Eve blames the serpent and Adam blames Eve. Ultimately he blames God who gave Eve to be his wife, “the woman whom you gave to be with me,” verse 12. 

So sin is the disruption of a personal relationship and it brings further disruption. Indeed, it is an attempt to overturn the order of creation. In God’s order, he is the ultimate authority. Adam is a subordinate authority, to whom Eve is to be submissive (Eph. 5:22). Together, Adam and Eve are to have dominion over the animals. But in the story of the fall, the woman submits to an animal, the man submits to his wife, and both of them claim to be judges of God’s behavior.  

Many have questioned the historicity of the fall, but it is important for us to maintain that it actually happened. In Chapter 34, I defended the historicity of Adam and Eve as persons, based on the NT references to them, especially the parallel between Adam and Christ. Of course many of those references pertain to the Fall. As in Adam all die, so in Christ shall all be made alive (1 Cor. 15:22). As we die in sin because of the one sin of the one man Adam, we live by the one act of the one man Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:12-20). 

There are two possibilities: either sin is a component of human nature (as some have said “Adam is everyman”), or it began after God had already established human nature, in a historical event. The first possibility leaves us without hope. For we can never escape our nature, and if sin is part of that nature, we can never escape sin or its consequences. But if sin came into the world through a historical event, it is possible for other events to reverse the first. 

God’s Response to the Fall

Almost immediately after the first sin comes the beginning of the history of redemption. God conducts an inquiry of the serpent, the woman, and the man to prepare the terms of his verdict. Having conducted his inquiry, He pronounces sentence:

The LORD God said to the serpent, "Because you have done this, cursed are you above all livestock and above all beasts of the field; on your belly you shall go, and dust you shall eat all the days of your life. 15 I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel." 16 To the woman he said, "I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children. Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you." 17 And to Adam he said, "Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have eaten of the tree of which I commanded you, 'You shall not eat of it,' cursed is the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life; 18 thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. 19 By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return." 20 The man called his wife's name Eve, because she was the mother of all living. 21 And the LORD God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them. 22 Then the LORD God said, "Behold, the man has become like one of us in knowing good and evil. Now, lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever--" 23 therefore the LORD God sent him out from the garden of Eden to work the ground from which he was taken. (Gen 3:14-23)
As we would expect, God pronounces curses on the three defendants. But surprisingly these curses are mixed with blessings. Among the curses on the Satan-serpent, there is the promise of enmity between his offspring and man’s. This is a blessing for man, because it implies that man will not be a passive servant of Satan; he will fight back. Further, one of man’s offspring will deal to Satan a deadly blow, crushing his head, though in the process Satan will bruise his heel. The church has regarded this as the first messianic promise, to be fulfilled in Jesus Christ, whose atoning death was the bruise on the heel by which Satan’s head was crushed. 


God curses the woman with pain in childbearing. The blessing, however, is that there will indeed be childbearing. The threat, “in the day that you eat of it, you shall surely die” (2:17) is not to be carried out fully or immediately.
 God is giving time for redemption. And the woman’s childbearing is the very means of redemption. Her offspring will crush the head of Satan. God also curses the man in work of farming: the ground will bear thorns and thistles until the man dies physically. But there is blessing there too, for man’s work, like the woman’s childbearing, is to be successful. He will supply food to his family so that their childbearing can continue. So, as in the cultural mandate (Gen. 1:28), man is to subdue the earth (through labor) and to fill the earth (through childbearing). 

Adam might have named his wife “death,” because her decision brought death into the world.
 But instead Adam called her Eve, “life-giver.” Adam believes God’s promise that she will bring forth living children and that one of those will bring redemption from death altogether. Similarly, when Eve bears Cain in Gen. 4:1 she says, “I have gotten a man with the help of the Lord.” So both Adam and Eve express faith in God’s promise. On this basis, we may be confident of their salvation. 

But there is another curse. God expels Adam and Eve from the Garden and forbids them to return. They are sent away from the temple, the area of God’s most intimate presence, and they must make their way as pilgrims. To these pilgrims, God’s cultural mandate still applies: they are to fill the earth and subdue it (cf. Gen. 9:1-7).
 

But in their exile, they take with them faith in God’s promise of salvation. They instruct their sons in the need for sacrifice, though one of them fails to bring a proper offering (Gen. 4:1-7). And in the time of their third son, Seth, and his son Enosh, there is a worshiping community: “At that time people began to call upon the name of the Lord” (Gen. 4:26). 
The Effects of the Fall


Despite these evidences of God’s grace and human faith, sin did not end with the Fall of Adam and Eve. After the Fall their children, indeed all later generations of human beings, committed sin. Cain murdered his brother Abel (Gen. 4:1-16), and several generations later Lamech boasts of murder and vengeance (Gen. 4:23-24). Eventually sin becomes so prevalent and deep that God destroys the world by a flood (Gen. 6-9). But the flood did not wash away sin from the earth. God says, “I will never again curse the ground because of man, for the intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth” (Gen. 8:21). And many generations later, Paul, referring to the whole human race, said “none is righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). 

The effects of the fall on the human race can be summarized in our familiar threefold way: 

Guilt

Punishment





Corruption

Guilt is the normative perspective, our liability for breaking God’s command. Scripture teaches that all human beings save Jesus are guilty of Adam’s sin. Punishment, the situational perspective, is the curse that comes upon the creation and upon ourselves because of the first sin. The Westminster Standards speak of this as “misery.”
 Corruption, the existential perspective, is our continuing sinfulness, including our sinful heart, and our resulting delight in sin. 
Guilt

Scripture teaches that we are all guilty of Adam’s sin. Not just that we are punished for it (for without guilt, punishment is unjust), but that we are actually guilty of it.
 It is hard for modern people to accept that a person can be guilty of someone else’s sin, even the sin of an ancestor. But first we must be clear that Scripture actually teaches this doctrine. 


It is sometimes called “original sin,” but I will avoid that phrase because of its ambiguity. Sometimes “original sin” refers to Adam’s first sin, sometimes to our guilt in him, sometimes to our present sinful condition. Wayne Grudem has suggested the term “inherited sin,” and I will follow him in using it. 


Scripture teaches the doctrine of inherited sin most clearly in Rom. 5:12-19 and 1 Cor. 15:21-22. We should have the former passage open before us:

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned-- 13 for sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where there is no law. 14 Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come. 15 But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man's trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16 And the free gift is not like the result of that one man's sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification. 17 For if, because of one man's trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 18 Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous.

Consistently with the rest of the passage, the “all sinned” in verse 12 must refer to the sin of all human beings in Adam. We should be reminded by this phrase that strictly speaking we do not bear the guilt of someone else’s sin. For the sin of Adam was in some sense our own sin, and therefore God is right to judge us for it. How is it fair for God to give us ownership of Adam’s sin? I will attempt to deal with this question below. 

In verses 13-14, Paul says that sin was in the world before God gave his law to Moses.
 People in that time could not have been judged sinners by a law that would be given only in the future. So on what basis were they judged to be sinners and condemned to death? Because of their solidarity with Adam. In verse 14, Paul does point out that their sin was not “like the transgression of Adam.” That is, the pre-Mosaic peoples did not sin in the Garden by eating forbidden fruit as Adam did. But they sinned in Adam and are judged in him. 


Verse 15 makes this point explicit: Many (everybody) died through one man’s trespass. In verse 16, then, we are condemned for the sin of the one man. In verse 17, death came through the one man. In 18, Adam’s one trespass “led to the condemnation of all men.” 19 says that through Adam’s disobedience “the many were made sinners.” Note that in 18 and 19 it is not just that Adam’s sin led to our punishment, but that it led to our sinful status before God, our guilt. So in 1 Cor. 15:21-22, Paul can say, 
For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.
Now we must face the objection, is this fair? Consider the following:

1. We never have the right to charge God with unfairness, even when he has chosen not to provide us with a justification for his actions. I discussed this principle in Chapter 14. 
2. Whether or not we are implicated in Adam’s sin, we are certainly guilty of many sins that are indisputably our own. So to charge God with unfairness in the teaching of Rom. 5:12-19 is either a mere theoretical exercise or an attempt to justify ourselves. But, given our actual sins, that desire is futile. 

3. Most likely, if we had been in Adam’s place, we would have sinned as he did. He had advantages that we do not have today: a good character, a perfect, uncursed environment, a very open relationship with God. He had all the food and water he wanted. There was only one source of temptation: a clear, identifiable, external being. If he did not resist the tempter under those conditions, it is unlikely that any of us could have done any better. Indeed, it is a measure of the righteousness of Christ that he resisted Satan in a world cursed by sin, in a wilderness, having fasted for forty days, and, later, facing death on the cross. So we should be thankful that God determined to judge the human race on the basis of a representative rather than judging each of us individually.
4. Human life always has a corporate dimension. Inevitably, what one person does has consequences for others. We don’t exist as isolated individuals, but we are dependent on one another. We live in families, for example, and parents have an enormous influence on their children, to such an extent that God visits “the iniquity of the fathers upon the children” (Ex. 20:5). Parents influence their children so as to pass on to them their own moral character, as well as their physical characteristics. Similarly, nations often suffer for the sins of their rulers. And the same is true in other spheres of authority: church, business, education. Adam, of course, did not have to deal with such pre-existing influences. He, and only he, was a true “individual.” He could make his ethical decisions without them being skewed by family or society. This is another reason why it was best for Adam, and only Adam, to be judged as an individual, and us as represented by him. 
5. If we object to God’s act of condemning us in Adam, we should object equally to his justifying us in Christ. In Rom. 5:12-19 and 1 Cor. 15:21-22, these two relationships are parallel. We should, then, reject Christ’s sacrifice and accept the task of trying to save ourselves as individuals. But that task is doomed from the start. Scripture gives us no hope that we can save ourselves. We cannot atone for our past sins, nor can we force ourselves to stop sinning, apart from divine grace (Eph. 2:8-9). 

Punishment

In Gen. 3, we saw that God pronounced punishments on the serpent, Eve, and Adam. Those punishments continue with us. The serpent still travels on his belly. Enmity between man and Satan continues and defines the major conflict of subsequent human history. Woman still experiences pain in childbearing, and man pain and toil in his labor. All of this leads to death (Gen. 3:19), and “death” describes the punishment as a whole. All of human life is in the shadow of impending death, and the other ills of this life foreshadow it.
 So Ezekiel says, “the soul that sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:4), and Paul says “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). And in the passage we looked at earlier, Paul says, “death spread to all men because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12). Ultimately that death will be an eternal separation from God if God’s grace does not avert it. 

The punishment on Adam had implications for the rest of creation: “cursed is the ground because of you” (Gen. 3:17). Now the ground, which so easily provided fruit for Adam and Eve in the Garden, resists Adam’s attempts to feed himself and his family. Paul comments further, 
19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. (Rom. 8:19-22)
Here creation itself experiences effects of man’s fall. God appointed mankind to rule the creation, and here as elsewhere the ruler’s sins rebound upon his kingdom. So, symbolically at least (but who knows the full extent of what these symbols refer to?) the creation itself longs, groans, for the consummation of redemption. So the return of Christ will be, not only the completion of redemption for man, but also “the time for restoring all things” (Acts 3:21). Jesus’ redemption applies to the entire universe, not only to mankind. He is the one by whom, through whom, and for whom all things were made (Col. 1:16).  
For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. (Col 1:19-20)
This is sometimes called “cosmic redemption.” The point is not that the stars and planets have sinned and need atonement as human beings do. But rather, the sin of human beings has led to a twisting of the whole universe that only redemption of human sin can set right. 

This cosmic disruption is an index of the seriousness of human sin. Sin affects us all, but not only us, also the entire creation. To confess the guilt of Adam’s sin is to confess our responsibility for the evil in the natural world. Natural evil is the result of moral evil. Natural disasters are among God’s means of punishing sin and reminding us of our need of redemption. When the tower of Siloam fell, killing eighteen people, Jesus asked, 

do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? 5 No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish." (Luke 13:4-5)
 Corruption

The third consequence of the first sin is its impact upon the moral character of Adam’s descendants. Adam’s sin begets more sin: the sin of Cain, who murdered his brother; the sin of Lamech, who boasted of his murder and vengeance, and all the other sins we commit every day. Neither the punishments discussed above, nor our striving to be better, can keep us from sinning. 

In what follows I shall gather biblical descriptions of our sin. In this section I will be considering our sinful nature and actions apart from the influences of God’s grace. These passages describe what we are apart from Christ. There is some danger in this procedure, because the Bible’s descriptions of sin apart from grace are terrible. Taken in themselves, the destroy hope. But the Bible does encourage us to take these evaluations in themselves, in order to take away the hope that we can save ourselves. We need to see sin at its worst in order to appreciate best what Christ has done for us. Afterward, we must quickly turn to Christ; for the Bible’s depiction of sin is for that purpose, to move us to turn to Christ to deliver us from ourselves. 

This continuing sin is, first of all, a heart-condition. We have seen (Chapter 32) that the heart is the “center” of our being, the inner disposition that governs all our thoughts, words, and deeds (Matt. 12:34-35; 15:8, 18-19). Of that heart, God says through Jeremiah, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” (17:9). To speak of corruption at the level of the heart is to speak of a “sinful nature,” a moral “deadness:”
And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience-- 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. (Eph 2:1-3; cf. 4:18)
As a dead man cannot get up and walk around, so a morally dead person cannot do works pleasing to God. Another biblical figure is bondage: we are slaves to sin (John 8:34). 

The sinful nature is not something we acquired during our lifetime. It is ours from birth. David says, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me.” (Ps. 51:5; cf. 58:3, Gen. 8:21). So we cannot prevent it any more than we can do away with it in our own strength. 

Therefore all of us, save Jesus, are sinners. “All” have sinned (Rom. 3:23). Cf. Ps. 14:3, 143:2, 1 Kings 8:46, Prov. 20:9, 1 John 1:8-10. In Romans, Paul develops the argument that all Gentiles have sinned and are therefore under God’s wrath (Chapter 1), then that the Jews are just as bad (2:1-3:8). He concludes, 
What then? Are we Jews any better off? No, not at all. For we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin, 10 as it is written: "None is righteous, no, not one; 11 no one understands; no one seeks for God. 12 All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one." 13 "Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive." "The venom of asps is under their lips." 14 "Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness." 15 "Their feet are swift to shed blood; 16 in their paths are ruin and misery, 17 and the way of peace they have not known." 18 "There is no fear of God before their eyes." 19 Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. 20 For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. (Rom. 3:9-20)

So all human beings, save Jesus, are sinful from birth, and from the heart. We now face the question, how sinful are we? The expressions of Rom. 3, above, are very severe, not to mention Eph. 2:1-3. Even more so is this verse, 
The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. (Gen 6:5)
This is an extraordinary passage. The “every,” the “only,” and the “continually” are extreme expressions that leave no room for mitigation. We do, of course, have to recognize that this divine judgment came at one of the darkest points in human history. Human wickedness had reached an extreme level, so that God counts man worthy of destruction by flood, saving only Noah and his family. But God’s judgment of man’s moral condition is virtually the same after the flood: “the intention of man's heart is evil from his youth.” (Gen 8:21) The flood demonstrated that man’s sin cannot be washed away by water. 


So we should conclude that sinful man cannot do anything good in God’s sight. Consider these passages: 

For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. (Rom. 7:18)
To the pure, all things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but both their minds and their consciences are defiled.  (Tit. 1:15)
We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment. We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. (Isa. 64:6)
And we should remind ourselves of what we discussed in Chapter 29, that sinful man cannot even understand the things of God:

The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.  (1Cor. 2:14)

These passages present the sin of the human race in extreme terms. There is nothing here to give us any hope that we can achieve anything good, let alone save ourselves from sin. Sin pervades our existence. 

But is it really true that there is “no good in us?” We see many people around us who have no interest in God, but who appear to be kind, gentle, generous, indeed to be better people than many who trust in Christ. This is sometimes called “the problem of the virtuous pagan.” There are several ways of responding to it. 

1. In the earlier section on “the nature of sin,” I defined moral goodness in a threefold way, developing thoughts from WCF16.7. A morally good work is one that is in accord with the right standard (God’s law), seeking the right goal (God’s glory), motivated by love and faith. Similarly a sinful act is one that lacks one or more of these aspects. Now one cannot follow perfectly the right standard without having the right goal and the right motive; indeed each of these presupposes the other two. But unbelievers sometimes appear to manifest one or more of these criteria. One may do things that externally conform to God’s law (e.g., giving to the poor) without a biblical goal or motive. But the threefold criterion shows how painfully difficult it is for anyone to perform a good work, and how precarious it is to claim that anyone is good, whether ourselves or others.
2. Another way to put this same point is that it is possible to perform an act that is good for society, at least at a surface level, without being good in the triperspectival way just noted. Some people contribute much to the well-being of society, by helping the poor, by becoming great artists, musicians, authors, public servants and in other ways, without a heart to serve God. This is often called “civic righteousness” in the theological literature. We might be inclined to call this righteousness “teleological goodness” rather than “moral goodness,” to use a distinction made early in this chapter. Such people are “good for” their communities. But it is possible also to speak of their actions as a partial moral goodness. Such social benefactors are depraved according to Scripture, but since we don’t know the hearts of others it is difficult to know, or to show, in what ways they fail to measure up to God’s standards. In any case, partial moral goodness is not enough to please God.  
3. Although Scripture says that evil attaches to our deepest dispositions and to everything we think, say, or do, it does not teach that man is “as evil as he can be.” We saw earlier that the Bible recognizes various degrees of sin. Any degree, of course, is sufficient to bring condemnation. But the fact that there are different degrees is one fact that lies behind our perception that some people are good apart from grace. 

4. In Chapter 12 I discussed God’s common grace, the benefits God gives to those who are his enemies (as Matt. 5:45). Among those benefits is the restraint of sin. God does prevent people from being as bad as they can be. He prevents the men of Babel from doing all the wickedness that was in their hearts (Gen. 11:6). He keeps King Abimelech from sexual sin with Abraham’s wife Sarah (Gen. 20:6). Indeed, he restricts even the evil of Satan himself (Job 1:12, 2:6). So Scripture even speaks of unregenerate people doing good (2 Kings 10:29-31, 12:2, Luke 6:33). 
So Scripture’s extreme language about the sinfulness of human beings must be qualified by these considerations. Still, this extreme language is to be taken seriously. We are truly dead in sin; even our best deeds are filthy rags; there is none righteous, no not one. The deadness pertains to every aspect of life. 


Calvinists often describe the extent of sin as “total depravity.” That phrase catches the thrust of passages like Gen. 6:5. But it can easily be misunderstood to suggest that man is “as bad as he can be.” I think the essence of Scripture’s teaching is better and best expressed in the words of Rom. 8:8: “Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” That is what is crucial. No matter how good a person may be by common grace, no matter how high is his degree of relative goodness, no matter how much he contributes to the well-being of society, no matter how little the degree of his sin or the extent of God’s common grace to him, he will always fail in this respect: he cannot please God. Those who are in the flesh, as Paul says, apart from God’s saving grace, cannot do anything that deserves God’s blessing. 

Seizing on that “cannot,” other Calvinists prefer the phrase “total inability” to the phrase “total depravity.” We cannot please God, and therefore we cannot save ourselves from his wrath. Jesus says, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” (John 6:44) We cannot come to God out of our own strength or resources. We have no hope but grace, no hope but in Christ.
Temptation and Sin

Temptation exists when one person tries to influence another to sin. As such, it is typically the work of Satan, never the work of God. Other people sometimes tempt us as well, and indeed we are tempted by our own lusts. James summarizes:

Let no one say when he is tempted, "I am being tempted by God," for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. (Jas. 1:13-15)

So temptation “gives birth to” sin, but it is not itself sin. Jesus was tempted, but never committed sin:


For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. (Heb 4:15)
One particularly instructive example of Jesus’ temptations occurred when he was driven out into the wilderness after his baptism, but before his earthly ministry (Matt. 4, Luke 4). These passages record (in slightly different order) three temptations from Satan: (1) to turn stones into bread, (2) to throw himself down from the temple testing God’s promise of angelic protection, and (3)  to worship Satan in order to gain all the kingdoms of the world. In terms of our three perspectives, (1) is existential, satisfying a personal need, (2) is situational, controlling the forces of nature, and (3) is normative, the choice of a false lord. 

We can be thankful that Jesus rejected these temptations. He refuted Satan’s false applications of Scripture with right uses of it, turning Satan away by the sword of the Spirit. But these are the same temptations we continue to face each day. Satan continually seeks to make us embrace his lordship in place of God’s, to make us seek control over the world in God’s place and for our own glory, and to place our own needs and feelings above all else. So for many centuries, the church has summarized temptation by the triad “the world, the flesh, and the devil,” representing (2), (1) and (3) respectively:

The Devil

The World





The Flesh

Biblically, however, “world” embraces “flesh” in 1 John 2:16, “For all that is in the world--the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions--is not from the Father but is from the world.” To say that “world” is a “perspective” is to say, among other things, that it embraces the other perspectives. And note the threefold structure of this verse. Desires of the flesh are existential—satisfaction of one’s feelings. Desires of the eyes are desires for what I see around me—situational. Pride of possessions (“pride of life,” KJV) is normative—the desire to live for self rather than for God. 
Compare also the temptations of Eve in Gen. 3:6, “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate.” Parallel with 1 John 2:16, I see these as existential, situational, and normative, respectively. 
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Study Questions

1. “So we must reject the notion that God created us in a morally neutral state, so we could achieve goodness by our own decisions.” Explain, evaluate. What are some dangers in this view? 

2.  Frame discusses two “mysteries” in the story of Adam and the fall. Identify these, explain what is mysterious about them. Can you shed any light upon them that might suggest solutions? 
3. Describe the distinctions in Roman Catholic theology within man’s original created nature. Evaluate. 

4. Describe triperspectivally the biblical criteria for morally good works. How is each of these distorted in sinful deeds? 

5. How is it best to define sin? Why?

6. “Sin is irrational.” Explain, evaluate. 

7. “The Fall, therefore, did not begin with Eve’s eating the fruit, but with her inner intention to eat the fruit.” Explain, evaluate.

8. Is every sin equally heinous? Why or why not? What are the most heinous ones, in your view? 

9. What is the unpardonable sin? Why is it unpardonable? 

10. “So sin is the disruption of a personal relationship and it brings further disruption. Indeed, it is an attempt to overturn the order of creation.” Explain, evaluate. 

11. Is it important to believe that the Fall really took place in history? Why or why not? 

12. “As we would expect, God pronounces curses on the three defendants. But surprisingly these curses are mixed with blessings.” Set forth that narrative and explain. 

13. Expound the teaching of Rom. 5:12-19 as to our involvement in the guilt of Adam’s sin. 
14. Is it fair for God to impute to us the guilt of Adam’s sin? Why or why not? 

15. Describe the “punishment” we bear for Adam’s sin. How is this related to “cosmic redemption? 

16. How sinful are we? Discuss the biblical basis for saying we are “totally depraved.” Should that phrase be qualified in any way? 

17. Formulate and respond to “the problem of the virtuous pagan.”

18. ‘Temptation ‘gives birth to’ sin, but it is not itself sin.” Explain, evaluate. 

19. Describe Frame’s understanding of the triperspectival nature of temptation. Evaluate. 

Memory Verses

Luke 6:45 The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks. 

Tit. 3:8 The saying is trustworthy, and I want you to insist on these things, so that those who have believed in God may be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things are excellent and profitable for people.
Rom. 8:19-22 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. 

Col. 1:19-20 For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross.

Eph. 2:1-3 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience-- 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

Gen. 6:5 The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 

1 Cor. 2:14 The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. 
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� Of course, following the Fall, none of us is good, as we shall see (Isa. 64:6, Rom. 3:23). We can become good, only by union with Christ and the work of the Spirit in our hearts. 


� I have discussed this distinction at greater length in DCL 14-15. 


� John Murray, Collected Writings (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1977), 2.43. In this discussion, I have followed Murray’s analysis at a number of points. 


� It is this distinction, in my view, that underlies the Lutheran conception of the “two kingdoms,” which has also influenced Reformed theology. See my The Escondido Theology (Lakeland, FL: Whitefield Media, 2011). 


� This passage frequently comes up in Roman Catholic writings and in Eastern Orthodoxy’s defense of their notion of theopoiesis, deification. Cornelius Van Til used to say, jokingly, that this was the only Roman Catholic verse in the Bible. For my understanding of it, see Chapter 45. 


� In Gnosticism, neoplatonism, and religions such as Buddhism, salvation is metaphysical—a method of escaping our earthly existence. 


� Answer to Question 17. 


� I have discussed this triad at great length in DCL as an analysis of biblical ethics. 


� WCF 16.7. 


� Answer 24. 


� Question and Answer 14.


� I discuss this ethical triad at length in DCL, Chapters 9-21. 


� The delight of keeping the law pervades Ps. 119, the longest chapter in the Bible.


� A legalist is someone who puts law in the role Scripture assigns to grace. It should not be used to describe a believer whose “delight is in the law of the Lord” (Ps. 1:2). 


� See, for example, Gal. 5:19-21. 


� Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 508. 


� I will not consider in this chapter the argument in Roman Catholic and Barthian theology that sin is a form of nonbeing, a privation. I have discussed that in Chapter 14 in connection with the problem of evil. 


� Scripture describes various kinds of death: physical (Gen. 3:19), spiritual (Eph. 2:1), and eternal (Rev. 2:11, 20:6, 14, 21:8). These are all the result of sin, so clearly the fall unleashed death in all its forms. God would have had the right after the fall to bring all forms of death on man simultaneously. But his intention was to apply the death penalty through a history rather than through a single event, just as his intention to redeem was to take a long time. Of course the very delay in the fulfillment of the death penalty is due to grace. As Peter says (2 Pet. 3:9), God delays the final judgment so that all the elect may be brought to repentance. 


� Clearly there was no human death before the Fall. But Bible students sometimes ask whether there could have been death in the animal kingdom before the fall of man. Scripture does not explicitly discuss this subject, though the frequent biblical connection between death and sin in general might lead one to say that even non-human death came after the Fall. On the other hand, we know that Adam ate fruit from the Garden before the Fall, and eating plants does kill living cells. 


� The reason for their expulsion: “lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever…” This is connected with the fact that “the man has become like one of us in knowing good and evil” (3:22). I don’t entirely understand this, but I look at it this way. Adam and Eve have come to know good and evil in a new way. They had known these before as possible alternatives, but now they know them from practical experience.  Specifically, they now know the pleasure of disobedience. And although that disobedience leads eventually to curse, and they have survived the curse with promises of blessing, disobedience is still a temptation. Just as Adam and Eve have illegitimately taken the fruit of one forbidden tree, so they might very well take the fruit of the other tree, the tree of life, without God’s permission. If they do that, God says, they will live forever, but they will have stolen that life, taken it by their own effort rather than receiving it by God’s grace. So their eternal life will be a life under curse. God’s intention is to give them eternal life his own way, not through their grasping but through his grace, in the cross of Jesus. 


� WCF 6.6, WLC 23, WSC 17-18. 


� In technical theological language, we are liable both to guilt (reatus culpa) and to punishment (reatus poena). God imputes the sin of Adam to us. 


� Grudem, op. cit., 494, note 8.


� I follow largely the John Murray’s exegesis of this passage, from his The Imputation of Adam’s Sin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), which I consider definitive.


� They did, of course, have access to God’s moral law in creation (Rom. 1) and, most likely, they had access to the creation ordinances by some kind of tradition. But in Paul’s letter the law of Moses is a major subject of discussion. Paul wants to tell his Jewish readers that the basis of human sin is broader than the law of Moses. Both Jews and Gentiles are guilty of sin, whether or not they have had access to the law of Moses. 


� Many existentialist philosophers are far from the gospel of Christ, but they do express eloquently what Heidegger called “being toward death” and Sartre our constant confrontation with “nothingness.” 





