
Who Are We? Why Are We Here? What Is Wrong with Us? 
 

Reflecting on the grandeur of God’s creation and his own seeming 

insignificance, David prays a question to God: 
 

 When I consider your heavens, 

  the work of your fingers, 

 the moon and the stars, 

  which you have set in place, 

 what is man that you are mindful of him, 

  the son of man that you care for him? 

         Psalm 8:3-4 
 

Reflecting on humanity’s place in God’s creation, David marvels at the honor and authority God 

has given to man: “You made him ruler over the works of your hand; you put everything under his 

feet” (v. 6). Yet David sees this elevated position of man not as reason for boasting, but as an 

opportunity to humble himself and praise God who bestows such nobility on men: “O, Lord, our 

Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” (v. 8:9). 

Of all the worldview questions, the ones that head this chapter can affect us as individuals most 

directly and deeply, for they are the ones we all make our own by asking ourselves in the first 

person: Who am I? Why am I here? What is wrong with me? In some sense, we are all engaged in 

a lifelong quest to find satisfactory answers to these questions. At some level, we all know that the 

quest is not about career choice, social status, romantic partners, wealth, or personal achievement. 

Ultimately, the quest is about meaning, purpose, personal identity, and personal destiny. We will 

find these things only if we are willing to follow the truth about our humanness that God has 

revealed to us. 

 

We Are Creatures of God 
 

 Along with the rest of creation, we are utterly 

dependent upon God for our existence. We share 

creaturely status with the rest of the animal kingdom; the 

first man received the breath of life as they had (Gen. 1:30) 

and he was formed from the elements of the earth: 
 

 The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the 

 ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, 

 and the man became a living being. 

           Genesis 2:7 
 

We are biological organisms. Our cells, our organs, our DNA, our reproduction are similar to 

other mammals, particularly primates. However, in acknowledging our “downward” relatedness 

with the animals, we need to avoid two errors. First, we cannot regard human beings as nothing 

but animals. As we will see in the next section, mankind also possesses an “upward” relatedness 

to its Creator in a way that no other animals do. We are spiritual creatures as well as biological 

creatures. When contemporary animal rights activists want to confer on cows, chickens, and even 

mice or rats equal status with humans, they actually diminish humans by denying our unique 

spiritual dimension. 



 A second, related error is to see humans as the end-product of a long process of biological 

evolution. Biological organisms do exhibit variation and change, but there are physical and genetic 

limits on the amount of change that can occur. Neither the best scientific evidence nor the best 

interpretation of Genesis 1 and 2 supports the idea that humans are descended from lower life 

forms. By assuming as true that humans evolved, theistic evolutionists are forced to interpret the 

creation narrative in Genesis as little more than mythology. There are metaphors, figures of speech, 

and some symbolic images in the creation story, but they support and enhance an account of real 

events. In this account, man is a special and direct creation of God.  

Acknowledging our status as creatures of God allows us the freedom to be what we were meant 

to be: special creations of a gracious and loving God who created us for relationship with himself. 

The proper attitude and stance before God is humility and worship: 
 

 Come let us bow down in  

worship, 

 let us kneel before the Lord our Maker; 

   for he is our God 

  and we are the people of his pasture, 

 the flock under his care. 

        Psalm 95:6-7 
  

 

We Are Created in the Image of God 
  

 Even a quick reading of the first two chapters of Genesis reveals a clear and sharp distinction 

between man and the other animals. As we have seen, the creation days show God’s careful 

preparation of the earth to support and sustain human life, the “crown” of God’s creation. The 

literary structure of Genesis 1 reflects the progression of God’s creative acts, leading to a climax 

at the end of day six, when God creates Adam. However, man is not simply at the upper end of a 

scale of complexity of animals. What makes us different and unique among God’s creatures, is 

that man is created in the image of God: 
 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish 

of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures 

that move along the ground.” 
 

So God created man in his own 

  image, 

 in the image of God he created 

  him; 

 male and female he created 

  them. 

     Genesis 1:26-27 
 

We can gain a deeper understanding of what it means for us to be created in God’s image by 

discerning those capacities and capabilities of God which the Scriptures indicate are in some 

limited way transferable to man, and also by reflecting on those qualities of human beings which 

other animals do not seem to possess. These capacities or qualities include reflective self-

awareness, rationality, and relationality. 

 



Reflective Self-Awareness 

 

 God is aware of himself; he knows that he is God. He 

can also reflect on and transcend that self-awareness; he can 

in, effect, step back and look at his own awareness of 

himself as though he were looking at another person. This 

capacity can be called reflective self-awareness. God shows 

this capacity when he deliberates with himself about a 

course of action, as in Gen. 1:26, “Then God said, ‘Let us 

make man in our image, in our likeness,’” and in Gen. 3:22, 

“And the Lord God said, ‘The man has become like one of 

us, knowing good and evil.’” Created in the image of God, 

human beings also possess this capacity, and it seems clear that other animals do not. Most animals 

do not show even basic self-awareness; for example, most animals cannot recognize themselves 

in a mirror. A dogs will bark at his own reflection, seeing it as another dog. Some animals, such 

as apes, elephants, parrots, and dolphins, do show self-recognition when they look into a mirror, 

but there is no strong indication that they have truly reflective self-awareness. No parrot, for 

example, looks into a mirror and thinks to him or herself, “I am really having a bad feather day!” 

Our capacity, made in God’s image, to know ourselves means we can evaluate our own 

thoughts and behaviors against an objective standard. This ability is the basis of conscience and 

the foundation for the inner moral law we all possess (see Rom. 2:12-16). Thus, the gift of 

reflective self-awareness that God grants to us as his image-bearers also makes us morally 

responsible before a holy God. 

 

Rationality 

 

Rationality, the capacity to think and reason, is another aspect 

of the image of God in man. We highlighted in the discussion of 

creation that the rational order of the universe itself shows God to 

be a rational God. God has endowed human beings with reason 

analogous to the reason of their Creator. It is on the basis of this 

mutually shared rationality that God appealed to his people to 

repent of their sins and return to him: 
 

 “Come, let us reason together,” 

  says the Lord. 

 “Though your sins are like scarlet, 

    they shall be as white as snow.” 

             Isaiah 1:18 
 

 

 The appeal to accept the gospel—the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ—also comes 

through reason. In Athens the apostle Paul “reasoned in the synagogue  .  .  . as well as in the 

marketplace”, presenting his case to the Jews as well as the Greek philosophers (Acts 17:17-18). 

Reasoning with his listeners was Paul’s regular practice (see Acts 17:2; 18:4; 18:19). When Paul 

presented his testimony about Jesus Christ to the Roman governor Festus, he assured Festus, 

“What I am saying to you is true and reasonable” (Acts 26:25). 



 Rationality should not be confused with IQ or education. Every human being has a capacity to 

think, and consider, and make decisions based on reasons—logic and evidence. It is true that, by 

neglect or disability, our capacity to exercise our reason can be diminished. Nevertheless, all 

human beings are set apart as God’s image-bearers, who share in their Creator’s rationality. 

 

Relationality 
 

 Relationality is a recently coined term and it 

won’t be found in many dictionaries. It is used 

occasionally in psychology, sociology, and 

theology to refer to the various ways people form 

relationships with each other. I am using 

relationality in a similar way here to describe the 

capacity human beings have to form deep 

relationships with one another and with God, 

because we are created in God’s image. 

 Recall in chapter three we discussed the Greek word perichoresis, which is used to describe 

the intimate, dynamic relationships between the Persons of the Trinity. These interrelationships 

are so intimate that each Person could be said to be moving or living “in” the others. As Jesus told 

his disciples, “I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (Jn. 14:11). Created in God’s image, 

human beings were also made with the capacity and the need to form close mutual relationships. 

After creating Adam, God declared, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper 

suitable for him” (Gen. 2:18). God’s subsequent creation of Eve from the side of Adam and 

Adam’s response (2:21-25) indicate that by “helper” God meant a partner in relationship, not a 

servant. 

The woman and the man were meant to give themselves to one another in love. Sexual intimacy 

between husband and wife was intended as one form of physical expression of this mutual giving 

and receiving in love. The apostle Paul even used the marital relationship as a symbol of Christ’s 

relationship with his Church (Eph. 5:25-33). But relationality means much more than physical or 

sexual intimacy. Relationship in love is the heart of existence, as it is the essence of God’s nature. 

Love can be expressed in countless ways and we will look more deeply at this topic in the section 

below, Why Are We Here? 

 

We Are Body and Soul 
 

 Human beings have both physical/material and 

nonmaterial aspects of their nature. God created 

man as a unity of body and soul. In Genesis 2:7, 

Adam was physically formed from the “dust of the 

ground” (body) and God breathed into him the 

“breath of life” (soul) and he “became a living 

being” (unity). Our dual nature was assumed by Jesus when he told his disciples, “Do not be afraid 

of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather be afraid of the One who can destroy 

both soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28). 



The two aspects of body and soul form an integrated 

whole, and while we are alive they are inseparable. 

Continuing integrated wholeness was God’s original 

intention for human beings, but physical death interrupts the 

unity of body and soul. While our physical bodies decay, the 

Bible indicates that our souls survive death in a conscious 

state (see Lk. 16:19-31; Rev. 6:9, 20:4). For believers, 

physical death leads to an intermediate state in which we 

enjoy and are fully aware of Christ’s presence (see 2 Cor. 5:8; 

Phil. 1:23). However, we do not exist as disembodied souls 

forever. Our final state occurs when our souls are united with our new, glorified bodies in the 

resurrection of the dead at the end of the age (see Jn. 6:39-40; Rev. 20:4-6). 

 Belief in the existence of the soul has become controversial through the promotion of the 

atheistic denial of any nonmaterial aspect of human existence. In this view, everything in the 

universe, including human beings, can be fully explained by physical, material causes. Even 

thought and the human mind are reduced to physical and chemical processes in the brain. This idea 

is not new. The 18th century French physician and materialist, Pierre Cabanis, insisted that, “The 

brain secretes thought as the liver secretes bile.” What is new is the increasing number of books, 

documentaries, lectures, etc., which advocate completely materialist explanations of the human 

mind. 

 In the Christian worldview, the mind is an aspect of the soul and is nonmaterial. Thought and 

the mind are integrated with the physical brain, just as the soul is integrated with the body. But the 

mind cannot be fully explained by physical processes in the brain. There is no persuasive evidence 

that can explain how thought and consciousness can emerge from the interaction of molecules and 

energy in the brain. To the contrary, real facts and data imply that the mind is separate and distinct 

from the physical brain. For example, the placebo effect indicates that the mind, as a distinct 

nonphysical entity, can, by itself, alter the body’s reactions. There have been numerous, careful 

experiments in which subjects are given in place of an effective drug an inert placebo—typically 

a sugar pill. When they are still told they are receiving a particular medication, many will 

experience an actual physical, bodily response as though they had been given the real medication.  

 The assertions that there is no human soul and that the mind is no more than electro-chemical 

activity in the brain are not based on careful investigation but on worldview assumptions. Men and 

women who do not want to believe in God will always seek naturalistic answers to all of life’s 

questions. 

 

Why Are We Here? 
 

 We have looked carefully at who and what we are as human beings. How do we answer the 

question, “Why are we here?” When we look at the world around us, we see many different kinds 

of things people do to try to bring meaning or fulfillment to their lives. Does just one “purpose” 

fit everybody, or is each one of us on our own in a personal journey of self- fulfillment? It will not 

surprise you that the Christian worldview looks for the answers to these questions in the Bible, but 

you may not have thought that we discover our own purpose in life by understanding God’s nature 

and purpose. 

 

Love One Another 



 

 As we have seen in chapter three, the Bible affirms that God is the Trinity—the one God is an 

eternal relationship of love between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Love is the eternal heart of 

existence. Love is what God is and what God does, from 

“everlasting to everlasting.” Praying for his disciples, Jesus 

asks, “Father, I want those you have given me to be with me 

where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me 

because you loved me before the creation of the world” (Jn. 

17:24; italics added). God in eternity is a communion of infinite 

joy. This is so, because God is love and to love means to seek 

the joy of the other without regard for the self. The “purpose” 

of each Person of the Trinity is to express love to the others. 

“Purpose” needs to be in quotes here, because for God, love is 

more than a “purpose,” it is God’s essence, his very existence. 

 When God brings the 

world into existence, creation itself is an expression of love 

shared between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is true that, “God 

so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son” (Jn. 3:16); 

yet, it is also true that the Father so loved the Son and the Spirit, 

that he gave the world its existence. Furthermore, within and 

from out of creation, God gives us existence as an expression of 

his infinite, overflowing love towards us. God’s love moves ever 

outward toward the “other” and in this movement of love, we are 

created in God’s own image, both as an expression and a 

recipient of God’s love. 

 If all this sounds complex, it is meant only to explain something very 

simple:  The purpose of our existence is to ever more creatively express 

love. We are created in God’s image, and we are made for communion in 

love, as God’s existence from eternity is communion in love. We 

participate in God’s love and since the love of God is infinite, limitless 

and unbounded, our expression and experience of love will grow forever 

in magnitudes of joy and beauty that we cannot imagine. As Paul told the 

Corinthians, 
 

No eye has seen, 

  no ear has heard, 

         no mind has conceived, 

       what God has prepared for those who love him. 

                   1 Corinthians 2:9 



Jesus makes the priority of love very concrete in his 

response to the expert in the law who asked him what 

the greatest commandment was: 
 

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 

all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first 

and greatest commandment.”  And the second is like it: 

“Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

         Matthew 22:37-39 

 

Glorify God 

 

 You may have heard that the life-purpose of a Christian is to “glorify” God. One of the early 

expressions of this idea is in the 17th century English Puritan document called the Westminster 

Shorter Catechism, which teaches the basics of the Christian faith in a series of questions and 

answers. To the first question, “What is the chief end [purpose] of man?” the answer given is, “The 

chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.”  This is not wrong, but it does not get 

below the surface of explanation.  

God’s glory is his intrinsic majesty, 

beauty, holiness, and perfection—it is the 

luminous splendor and magnificence God 

has as his very nature. God, so to speak, 

shines from the inside out. Everything God 

is and everything God does manifests his 

infinite glory. Nothing can add to or subtract 

from God’s glory. How, then, can we 

“glorify” God? We glorify God in two ways. 

First, all of God’s creation brings him glory 

by simply being what it is (see Ps. 8:1, 19:1, 

97:6; Is. 6:3). The heavens and the earth, the 

plant kingdom and the non-human realm of 

the animal kingdom, now and forever glorify 

God with an undivided voice; they cannot 

help but do so. On the other hand, creatures with free will, men and angels, have been given 

freedom for now to choose or refuse to ascribe to God the glory that is his alone—to give credit 

where credit is due. This highlights the second way in which we can glorify God. For this lifetime 

we may live our lives and use our words either in a way that reflects God’s glory or that tries to 

deny it. 

We can choose to glorify God by first acknowledging in humility our own “creatureliness” and 

recognizing the glory of our Creator. As the psalmist writes: 
 

Not to us, O Lord, not to us 

 but to your name be the glory, 

 because of your love and faithfulness. 

         Psalm 115:1 

 Secondly, we glorify God by obeying his commandments. Asked what the greatest 

commandment in the law was, Jesus replied, 
 



 Love the lord your God with all your heart and with all soul and with all your mind. This  is 

the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as 

 yourself.” All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments. 

                 Matthew 22:37-40 
 

Instructing his disciples at the Last Supper, Jesus told his disciples, 
 

 As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my 

 commands, you will remain in my love, just as have obeyed my Father’s commands and 

 remain in his love. I have told you this so that that my joy may be in you and that your  joy 

may be complete. My command is this: Love one another as I have loved you.  

                 John 15:9-12 (italics added) 
 

The commandments to love God and love our neighbor contain all the other commandments. Jesus 

is our pattern; we are to love as he loves. As we grow in Christ and express love ever more deeply 

and creatively, we cannot help but worship and glorify God. Put another way, what glorifies God 

is for us to love God with all our heart, soul, and mind; and love our neighbors as ourselves. 

    

What’s Wrong with Us? 
 

 We do not have to look very far or grow very old 

before   becoming aware that the world we live in is 

filled with hurt, sorrow, and suffering. The human 

race brings much of this suffering on itself. We lie, 

we steal, we betray, and we do violence to one 

another. We have all been victims; if even only in 

small ways we have all felt the sting of hurt inflicted 

by another, but we have also all been perpetrators, 

often inflicting on others the same hurt, or even 

worse, that has been done to us. 

 What is wrong with us? Why do we do this to 

one another? Different worldviews will give 

different answers. I once got into a discussion with 

one of my college classmates about human violence. 

We had just come out of a creation-evolution debate 

at the Student Center and, as a proponent of Darwinian evolution, my classmate argued that our 

violent nature was just due to the fact that we hadn’t evolved far enough beyond our animal 

ancestry. I calmly countered that I believed we did violence to one another because we are sinful. 

His face got a bit red and his expression hardened, then he said, “When you say men are sinful I 

want to punch you in the nose!” He was serious, though fortunately, he did not act on his feelings, 

and I believe my answer about human violence explains his heated reaction much better than his 

answer. We do harmful, violent, and even hideously evil things because we are sinful. But how 

did we get this way? And what is “Sin”, anyway? 

 

The Fall of Man 

 

 We could all wish that the Bible concluded with the end of Genesis 2, perhaps with the 

additional words, “and they lived happily ever after.” But that’s not what happened. What 



happened was the fall of man, and we are living with the consequences of the fall to this day. 

Genesis 3 recounts the circumstances and actions that led to history as we know it and life as we 

really experience it.  

 

Innocence 

 

 The “fall” was a fall from innocence. God created Adam 

and Eve in a state of innocence. This was similar (though not 

completely the same) to the experience of very small children 

before they learn how to be disobedient to their parents. In the 

Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve had the capacity not to sin. 

Furthermore, God had given them free will, the freedom to 

choose to obey or disobey God: “And the Lord God 

commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the 

garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.’ ” 

(Gen. 2:16-17; italics added).  

 As we discussed in chapter four, the relationship that 

Adam and Eve had with God was based on an implied 

covenant. God would provide for and have intimate 

fellowship with Adam and Eve; Adam and Eve must obey 

God and recognize God’s Lordship. The covenant, therefore, 

was conditional—Adam and Eve must fulfill the condition of obedience. Furthermore, Adam and 

Eve received provisional immortality. As long as they remained in the Garden of Eden within 

God’s covenant, they could partake of the “tree of life” in the middle of the Garden (Gen. 2:9). 

 

Disobedience 

 

 By commanding them not to eat from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil, God gave the man and 

the woman freedom to choose between trust and 

loyalty to God or to self. God desired a relationship in 

love with Adam and Eve, who were created in God’s 

image. But God could not force them nor could he 

have created them in such a way that they would 

automatically love God and could not choose to do 

otherwise. Love, by its very nature, must be given 

freely or it is not love at all. For Adam and Eve, the 

freedom was real, the choice was real, and the 

consequences would be real. 



 The choice was always present to Adam and Eve, as 

shown by the placement of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil in the center of the Garden (Gen. 2:9). However, 

Satan forced the issue of deciding between God and self, or 

at least brought it front and center, by tempting Eve. Whether 

the “serpent” (Gen. 3:1) was an actual snake is debated by 

biblical scholars, but Satan is characterized as “the serpent” 

elsewhere in Scripture (e.g. Rev. 12:9; 20:2). The serpent 

was either a mouthpiece for Satan or Satan himself. In 

Hebrew the name “Satan” means accuser or adversary. He is 

the one who opposes God and accuses God’s people (see Job 

1:6-12; Zec. 3:1-2; Rev. 12:7-10). Once a glorious angel, 

Satan himself fell through his own pride and vanity. A 

created being, Satan rebelled against his Creator, desiring to 

take the place of God (see Ezek. 28:11-19; Is. 14:12-15).  

Jesus describes Satan—the devil—as “a liar and the father of lies” (Jn. 8:44). 
 

 Satan tempted Eve by lying: “You will not surely 

die,” and by implying that God’s prohibition was 

holding her back from self-fulfillment: “God knows 

that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and 

you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 

3:4-5). At one stroke, Satan caused Eve to doubt 

God’s motives, to find what was forbidden attractive, 

and to see disobedience and rebellion as innocent, 

even beneficial. Adam was a willing participant in this 

disobedience, accepting at once the fruit his wife 

offered (Gen. 3:6). 

 Eve and Adam chose to seek their own desires and 

personal fulfillment independently of God, with disastrous results. Their “wisdom” brought them 

shame, as they “realized they were naked” (3:7), then guilt and fear as they “hid from the Lord 

God among the trees of the garden” (3:8). Too late, they realized that their “knowledge of good” 

was of something they had lost, and their “knowledge of evil” was a present reality. 

 One aspect of divine judgment is for God to allow those who disobey and sin to have what 

they seek, but then to suffer the natural consequences of their disobedience. Adam and Eve did 

not just snack on some arbitrarily forbidden fruit. By eating from the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil, Adam and Eve were, in effect, telling God that they knew better than he did what was 

good for them. Because Adam and Eve were “free to eat from any tree in the garden” (2:16), God 

did not prevent them from eating what he had forbidden. But because he had warned them what 

the results would be (2:17), God also did not prevent the consequences of their disobedience. Adam 

and Eve desired to find their own way to the “good life,” and God allowed them to experience life 

apart from his protection, provision, and presence. 

 

  

 

 

 



Expulsion and the Curse 
 

 God’s judgment brought bring hardship and “painful toil” for 

Adam and Eve. Satan was cursed (3:14), as was the ground, which 

Adam would have to work to gain a living (3:17). But God did not 

abandon or stop loving the man and woman he had created in his 

image, as shown by his provision for their nakedness (3:21). By 

banishing them from the Garden of Eden, God revoked Adam and 

Eve’s provisional immortality (3:22-24), fulfilling God’s warning 

that they would subject to death (2:17). But even death, though a 

judgment and an “enemy”, is made to serve God’s good purposes. 

Being subject to death limits the evil human beings can do. 

Imagine what the world would be like if every murderer, or men 

like Adolph Hitler, lived forever. For those faithful to God, 

physical death can even be a respite, as the Lord said through the 

prophet Isaiah:  
 

 The righteous perish,  

  and no one ponders it in his heart; 

 devout men are taken away, 

  and no one understands 

 that the righteous are taken away 

  to be spared from evil. 

 Those who walk uprightly 

  enter into peace; 

 they find rest as they lie in death. 

        Isaiah 57:1-2 
 

Death also means there is no “going back to Eden.” Men and women will once again be given the 

right to eat from the tree of life (Rev. 22:2, 14), but only as God’s plan of redemption is fulfilled 

in history, and sin and death are conquered by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ (see 1 

Cor. 15). 

 

Adam Our Representative and Original Sin  

 

 Why, someone might ask, are we held 

responsible and punished for what Adam and Eve 

did thousands of years ago? In fact, we are not held 

responsible or punished specifically for what our 

first parents did, but we are all fundamentally 

affected by it. The fall of Adam and Eve was the 

fall of the entire human race. This is so because, in 

the fall, Adam acted not only for himself, but also 

as representative of the entire human race. There 

are several ways to understand this. To begin with, 

Adam as the first man is the head of the human 

race. Like a tribal chieftain or clan leader, Adam 

decided and acted for all humanity. Adam was also our perfect proxy or stand-in. Adam did exactly 



as we would have done given the same circumstances. That this is the case is made abundantly 

clear by observing that all men and women do in fact sin. Finally, Adam, with Eve, is also the 

source of the human race. As the offspring of Adam, every human being will have Adam’s nature. 

Sin is not literally a genetic condition, but every human being “inherits” a sinful nature from our 

first parents. 

 The term original sin is meant to get across this concept that sin is a condition inherited from 

our first parents. However, this does not mean that sin is biological or that sin is directly 

transmitted through sexual procreation. Furthermore, original sin is not a taint or infection that 

literally can be washed away by baptism. Original sin is originating sin, the first sin that 

corrupted human nature, as the apostle Paul points out, “ . . . sin entered the world through one 

man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned” (Rom. 

5:12). Because of their disobedience, the original sin of our first parents has affected all people. 

All of us have "sinned and fall short of the glory of God" (Rom. 3:23). There is an underlying 

mystery as to how sin has passed to all generations, but the evidence that it has is the tragic 

testimony of all human history. 

 

The Nature and Consequences of Sin 

 

 Sin makes itself known in many ways. As it was with Adam and Eve, sin can be transgression, 

a violation of God’s commandments. Sin can be missing the mark or failing to live up to the 

standard of God’s holiness and love. Sin can also be betrayal or unfaithfulness in personal 

relationship. 

 In all these things, sin involves saying “No” to God. Sin is the refusal to accept and submit to 

God's sovereign lordship over us, so that we put self in the place of God or live as if there were no 

God. In sin, we refuse to accept our creaturely status, and we demand and grasp for that which is 

not rightfully ours, or what we, in our finite existence, could not possibly attain. Sin, of course, 

brings forth sins—those individual thoughts, decisions, and actions that are like symptoms of a 

disease. Hatred, murder, lust, adultery, envy, insults, greed, theft, lies, apathy—all these spring 

from sin turning human imagination and energy away from God.  

 The consequences of sin begin with broken 

relationships. Their own sense of guilt and shame led 

Adam and Eve to hide from God (Gen. 3:8). They were 

aware that something had fundamentally changed in 

their relationship with God. Sin brings alienation from 

God; as sinners we are strangers, even enemies to God 

(see Rom. 5:10; Col. 1:21). Human relationships are 

also damaged by sin. God’s pronouncement to Eve, 

“Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule 

over you” (Gen. 3:16) foreshadows the difficulties that 

will arise in the marriage relationship. More ominous 

was Cain’s jealous anger towards his brother Abel. Despite God’s warning, Cain allowed sin to be 

his master and he murdered his brother (Gen. 4:2-8). Murder has haunted humanity ever since. 

 Sin also brings spiritual and moral bondage. The case of Cain shows that, far from being 

freedom, sin is really imprisonment within our own evil desires. It is a tragic irony that what Adam 

and Eve believed would bring personal fulfillment and liberation brought them instead slavery to 



sin. This is a condition they passed on to all humanity, as Jesus himself reminds us: “I tell you the 

truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin” (Jn. 8:34; see also Rom. 6:6-22; 7:14; 2 Pet. 2:19). 

 Guilt is another consequence of sin’s entrance into the world. It is important to distinguish 

between guilty feelings and real moral guilt.  It is possible even for 

a Christian to feel guilt over things that are not actually 

condemnable. On the other hand, it is also possible for 

someone who is either ignorant or has a hardened conscience to 

feel nothing even when they are guilty of real moral offenses. 

All human beings stand as morally guilty before a holy and 

righteous God: “There is no one righteous, not even one   .  .  .  

for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 

3:10, 23). God’s standard of righteousness is his own moral perfection. 

 Because we are morally guilty before God, as 

a consequence we are subject to death (Rom. 

1:32; 6:23). In the biblical sense, death is more 

than the cessation of bodily life. Death is a 

tearing apart of that which was meant to be a 

unity. Physical death is the separation of the soul 

from the body. Spiritual death is the separation 

of one's whole being from God. All of us enter 

this world already in a state of spiritual death, as 

the apostle Paul reminded the Christians at 

Ephesus: “As for you, you were dead in your 

transgressions and sins, in which you used to live 

when you followed the ways of the world” (Eph. 

2:1-2). If we are not “made alive in Christ” (see 1 Cor. 15:22; Eph. 2:5; Col. 2:13), physical death 

finalizes the state of spiritual death. This is damnation, the “second death” (see Rev. 20:11-15) 

and it is the ultimate consequence of sin. 

 Sin is a serious and deadly matter. Human beings are not just “dysfunctional” or “going through 

a rough patch.” We do not just need a little self-improvement, a few days of rehab, or a lifestyle 

change. In our natural state we are sinners existing in actual separation from God our Creator; we 

are spiritually dead in our transgressions because we are all guilty before a holy God. Were that 

the end of the story, life would be tragic indeed. But the “good news” is that the God whose 

holiness and wrath must condemn our sin, is the same God whose love seeks our redemption. Sin 

is deadly, and overcoming its consequences required nothing less than the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, 

which turns aside God’s wrath (Rom. 3:24-26; 1 Jn. 2:1-2) and demonstrates God’s love (Rom. 

5:8; 1 Jn. 4:10). 


