Whatever Happened to Sin #3

“The Extension of Sin”

Romans 5:12-21
Does a person murder because he is a murderer, or is he a murderer because he murders?

Does a person lie because she is a liar, or is she a liar because she lies?

Does a person practice homosexuality because he is a homosexual, or is a person a homosexual because he practices homosexuality?

These questions may appear at first glance to be a matter of splitting hairs, but they are, in fact, very valid questions regarding human nature.  In other words, do we do what we do because of who we are, or are we who we are because of what we do?  Which determines what—conduct or character?  Such queries are very popular subjects in the fields of anthropology, sociology, psychology, and even biology.  But while these various fields of science try to solve the mysteries of human nature and behavior, the answers are found in theology.  God’s Word reveals not only the character of God to us, but it also reveals our own personal makeup. While we will consider passages throughout Scripture this morning, our main text is found in Romans 5:12-21,

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—for before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come. 
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. 

The law was added so that the trespass might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased all the more, so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

The Spread of Contamination

Most Bible scholars agree that Romans 5 is a crucial passage for Christian theology, as well as a difficult one, because it deals with the troublesome question of original sin. What is meant by original sin?  R. C. Sproul writes, 
A widespread misconception about original sin is that the term refers to the transgression that was committed by Adam and Eve, that is, the first sin. This is not the case. Rather, original sin refers to the result of the first sin, not the first sin itself. Original sin has to do with humankind’s sin-nature. The Bible tells us that we have a fallen, corrupt nature. We not only suffer from sins, we are also pervaded by sin. Our entire being is polluted by sin—no virtuous corner is left unscathed by its power or effect. Jesus put it this way: A good tree brings forth good fruit, while a bad tree brings forth corrupt fruit (﻿Matt. 7:17﻿)… Adam was not created with original sin. He was created with no disposition toward evil, but in some mysterious way Adam himself committed a sin. The punishment for that sin included God’s giving Adam and his posterity over to sin. It is as if God said, “﻿So you want to sin? All right, then, be a sinner.﻿” In short, sin is its own punishment, and God allowed Adam to deteriorate into a fallen nature.

Bernard Ramm adds, “Sin is not seen so much as a formal breaking of a specified law but as a contagious disease that spreads through a population.”

This spread of contamination can be seen in the second generation of human beings.  The fall of Adam and Eve is recorded in Genesis 3; the story of Cain and Abel follows in chapter four:

Adam lay with his wife Eve, and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain. She said, “With the help of the Lord I have brought forth a man.” Later she gave birth to his brother Abel.

Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. 

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” 

Now Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s go out to the field.” And while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him [Genesis 4:1-8].

In Cain’s sin we have an early hint of the downward spiral of sin. Whereas Satan prompted Adam and Eve to sin, God himself cannot talk Cain out of it. While sin was external to Adam and Eve, it springs up spontaneously from within Cain; it is a wild force in him, which he must master before it devours him. Sin becomes more aggressive, it is premeditated, and it directly harms a brother who deserves love. After his sin, far from manifesting guilt or remorse, Cain confesses nothing, refuses to repent, and even tells off God for the harshness of his punishments. Cain’s sin and impenitence foreshadow much of the future course of sin throughout human history.

From this point on, the spread of contamination is seen as Genesis unfolds.  It reaches a peak in chapter six, where we read in verse five, “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.”  All of this from that simple act of disobedience in the Garden of Eden!  

That spread of contamination continues to the present day.  We are literally “born into sin.”  David wrote in Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”  This does not suggest that there was something sinful in how he was conceived or delivered, but rather that his sin nature predated his first breath.  From the womb David was a sinner…and so is every person ever born (with the exception of Jesus).  Again, this is the meaning of original sin—sin is at our very origin.  In fact, the German word used for original sin has a connotation not found in the English. Erbsünde has as its root the verb erben, which means to inherit, hence “inherited sin.”
  We inherit our sin nature from our parents, who inherited it from theirs, all the way back to Adam and Eve.

And so, as much as we may not want to hear it, there is no such thing as “an inno​cent little baby.”  We are sinners from birth.  Think about it: When was the last time you saw a parent teach a child how to throw a tantrum?  How to scream and cry when they don’t get their way?  Think I’m being unreasonable?  Consider this statement, made by the Minnesota Crime Commission in a report released a number of years ago:
 

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 playmate’s toy, his uncle’s watch. Deny these and he seethes with rage and aggressiveness which would be murderous were he not so helpless. This means that all children, not just certain children, are born delinquent. If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions, every child would grow up a criminal, a thief, a killer, a rapist [emphasis added].

Let’s return to those questions from the beginning of this sermon. Does a person murder because he is a murderer, or is he a murderer because he murders? Does a person lie because she is a liar, or is she a liar because she lies? Does a person practice homosexuality because he is a homosexual, or is a person a homosexual because he practices homosexuality? In other words, do we sin because we are a sinner or are we a sinner because we sin? Clearly the Bible would insist that the former statement in each case is true.  We sin because we are sinners, and we are sinners from the get-go.  

Why is it so important that we establish this fact?  Without a proper understanding of our sin nature, we will never understand ourselves.  In speaking of original sin, the great philosopher Blaise Pascal made the following comment: “Certainly nothing jolts us more rudely than this doctrine, and yet, but for the mystery, the most incomprehensible of all, we re​main incomprehensible to ourselves.” It can be rephrased this way: the doctrine of original sin is beyond our ability to explain it, but without it we cannot explain anything.

For years secular science has tried to explain mankind’s propensity toward evil by suggesting that bad actions are learned behaviors. A child is born basically good, they argue, but his or her environment, economic status, educational background, and a host of other influences corrupt this poor, innocent creature.  Psychologists tell their patients, “It’s not your fault; you were warped and twisted by circumstances beyond your control.”  But do you know what?  That didn’t solve anything!  Perhaps for a moment the patients felt better about themselves, but it didn’t affect the real problem.

Lately the emphasis has changed from external influences to internal composition.  Now everything from alcoholism and overeating to violent tendencies and criminal activities are being blamed on genetics.  Now psychologists tell their patients, “It’s not your fault; you were born that way.”  (Notice the recurring theme of “it’s not your fault”?  That is at the heart of most secular psychology.)  Scientists in the lab are trying to pinpoint which chromosome is responsible for various negative behaviors and traits.

I’ll admit it: I have rejected the idea that people are born with certain tendencies just as much as I have rejected the idea that one’s environment can be blamed for everything.  But in recent years I am beginning to come around to agree—in part—with those who claim that we are born with these tendencies.  I have concluded that we are not only born with a sin nature, but that sin nature is every bit as unique to us as is our personality.  We will deal with this in depth in our next message, but suffice it to say for now that we are indeed born more susceptible to some temptations than others.

For example, a popular notion today is that some individuals are born homosexual.  Some will even go so far as to claim that God created them that way.  I won’t go that far, but I will agree that some people’s sin nature is more inclined toward that sin than others.  If what we concluded above is true—that we sin because we are sinners, not the other way around—then a person practices homosexuality because they are homosexual.  Some folks are not attracted to that lifestyle at all, while others find themselves pulled in that direction.  The same temptations that trip one person up may not even make another person turn their head.

Here is where I disagree with the popular sentiment though: Just because a person is born with a bent toward a particular sin does not excuse them to indulge in that sin.  If a person is diagnosed as a kleptomaniac, does society allow her to steal at will?  Of course not.  If a person has a violent temperament, can he assault or murder people and then claim, “It’s not my fault; I was born that way”?  (I suppose if he had a good enough lawyer, he might win that case!)  The fact that we are born sinners does not give us a license to sin; it simply makes overcoming those sins that much more of a challenge.

The Spread of Condemnation


Before we leave Romans five, I want to also consider the spread of condemnation.  Not only are we infected with the “disease” of Adam’s sin, we are implicated in the guilt of Adam’s sin.  Consider these statements from our text this morning:

· 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…

· The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation… 

· Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men… 

· For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners…
Notice how many times “all” appears.  Adam sinned, but all of mankind was condemned.  “But that’s not fair!” we might object.  “How can everybody in history be held accountable for the action of one person?”  While such reasoning might seem foreign to us, it was very common to the Jewish mind.  Consider Hebrews 7:9-10, “One might even say that Levi, who collects the tenth, paid the tenth through Abraham, because when Melchizedek met Abraham, Levi was still in the body of his ancestor.”  John Stott writes, 

In biblical terminology we were “still in the loins” of Adam, and therefore in some sense involved in his sin. We cannot point the finger at him in self-righteous inno​cence, for we share in his guilt. And it is because we sinned in Adam that we die today.


Whether we agree with it or not—or even if we fully comprehend it or not—all of mankind was held responsible for the sin of Adam and Eve.  The spread of condemnation reaches every human being ever born, again with the exception of Jesus.  We are all guilty, we are all condemned, right from the start.


Think about this: If a person only died because of their sin, why would babies die before they have a chance to sin for themselves?  If a person is only considered a sinner after they sin, why would innocent babies die?  In fact babies do die before they can commit sins themselves, which leads us to the only conclusion that they are born sinners, even though they themselves are not guilty of their own sin.  As Paul puts it in 1 Corinthians 15:22, “For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.”

What this means is that every single one of us has been infected by sin.  The extension of sin is universal—there is no escaping it.  If you were born, you were born a sinner.  That is why you do the bad things you do.  That is why those around you do the bad things they do.  That is why human history is littered with the wreckage of bad decisions and their consequences.  That is why every human being who has ever lived has or will die.  That is why you and I will die.


Two conclusions emerge from this study.  It is only as we recognize sin for what it is and understand that every person is born as a sinner that we can understand the human race and the predicament we fond ourselves in.  Secular science that rejects the reality of sin cannot produce solutions to the problem—only excuses.


Secondly, it is only when we see ourselves as we are, on the one hand rebels against God and under the judgment of God, and on the other prisoners of a corrupt nature, that we come, like David in Psalm 51, to despair of ourselves and to cry to God for mercy.
  I haven’t emphasized it much in this message, but Paul’s main point in Romans 5 is not just that we are all sinners through Adam, but that we are all offered salvation from sin through Christ.  Christianity not only correctly diagnoses the condition of sin; it dispenses the cure for sin.


If you have never committed your life to Jesus Christ, you are still under both the contamination and the condemnation of sin.  Until you do come to Christ, you will never escape either one.  The bad news, according to Romans 6:23, is that “the wages of sin is death”; the good news, in the second half of the same verse, is that “the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

The bad news: we are contaminated and condemned by sin.


The good news: we don’t have to stay that way!

�R.C. Sproul, Before the Face of God, Book One: A Daily Guide for Living from the Book of Romans (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House; Ligonier Ministries, 2000, ©1992).


�Bernard L. Ramm, Offense to Reason: A Theology of Sin (Vancouver, BC: Regent College Publishing, ©1985, 2000).


�Walter A. Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, ©1996).


�Ramm, op. cit.


�Quoted in Charles R. Swindoll, Growing Wise in Family Life (Portland: Multnomah Press, ©1988).


�Ramm, op. cit.


�John R. W. Stott, Men Made New (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1966).


�John R. W. Stott, Authentic Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1996).





