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Human Nature: Good Or Evil?

We Create Our Own Nature
Richard T. Ritenbaugh
Given 07-Jul-12; Sermon #1110

| hope you all had an enjoyable Independence Day this past Wednesday
when most of us celebrated our independence from Great Britain. As most
Americans do, we spent it with family and friends around a pool. Probably
many of you did something very similar in your backyard or at a park; you
probably ate burgers or hot dogs or who knows what. We had chicken over
at the “Onisick Oasis;” you probably had some potato salad and some
watermelon, maybe some apple pie, ice cream—all those good American
foods; probably watched some fireworks in the night once the sun went
down.

Some of us played games. We engaged in pleasant conversation with one
another—maybe caught up on some things that we had not been able to
discuss over the past months. Some of us maybe went out into town and
watched a parade go by. There were others, | am sure, around the country
that listened to political speeches (Fourth of July isabig political speech
day, or at least it used to be). All of these things are fine; they are good and
wholesome uses of Independence Day, the day when we celebrate the birth
of our nation.

Some Americans are actually a bit more patriotic than most other Americans
and they—these certain ones—set aside some time every Fourth of July to
read the Declaration of Independencein full, and some of them go so far as
to pull out their pocket U.S. Constitution which they got from Cato
Organization or Human Events or some of those other places that give them
out, and they read the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights, just to give
themselves a touchstone back to the time of the Founders when those ideas
that they believe in were being formulated and put into our founding
documents. Those are fine things to do as well.

Others like to watch a good patriotic movie—one in which the Americans
win—or something about the Founders or that period of time. Beth and I,
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usually around this time every year, watch ‘1776’ , the musical from the
1970s about the debate among the delegates to the Continental Congress
leading up to the vote for independence. We think it is a good movie; maybe
you do not. It is not absolutely historically accurate but it is afeel-good
movie and it gives you the sense of the debate that was going on there in
Philadelphiain 1776.

Now doing these things—even just celebrating the day, however we did it—
should put usin mind of how the Founders of this nation thought about many
things: about government, freedom, rights, tyranny and oppression, law and
justice, property, honor, principle, and many, many other things besides.
They were very intelligent men. They were well-versed (and | use that word
advisedly) in Scripture, most of them. They had alot of Christian principles.
All the colonies were steeped in religion, and so it was just the environment
that they grew upin.

One matter that always impresses me though when | read the writings of
these men like Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton, and all
the ones that we consider to be Founding Fathers or who were instrumental
at the time, is how they viewed human nature. Almost invariably, they had
the same idea about it.

Most of the time, human nature was not the subject that they were writing
about directly because they were not philosophers. They were not, most of
them, theologians. They were political people; they were revolutionaries. So
they were talking about things like politics and government. But their views
on human nature are always lurking in the background of what their political
discourse was, because their views on human nature informed and
undergirded their political positions.

They wanted the government to be a certain way. They wanted to have
things in the country a certain way because of the way they felt about human
nature. When they formed a republic, they did it because they had certain
Ideas about human nature; and arepublic, they felt, was the best form of
government to control it. So the very fact that they formed arepublic isitself
aresult of what they believed about human nature.
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Now, obvioudly, | have already given it away. Their fundamental view of
human nature was that it is ‘depraved’ (this was aword they would have
used—depraved). Most of them had grown up as some sort of a Protestant;
most Americans at the time were Protestant. Many of them went back in
their religious tradition to Luther, or to Calvin in the Reformed tradition, or
to some form of Puritanism, just depending on where they lived. Some of
them of course were Church of England, and Church of England was also of
this mind as to what human nature was all about.

What all of these believed was the Protestant doctrine of total depravity. | do
not know if you have ever heard that before but that iswhat they called it.
The Calvinists call it the doctrine of total depravity, the others might call it
the same way too but when it comes down toit, it isall the same. This
doctrine of total depravity goes all the way to Augustinian thought and his
notion of original sin.

The doctrine of total depravity positsthat all humanity is sinful, that people
possess No goodness that can satisfy God. That last phrase, “that can satisfy
God,” isvery important; they possess no goodness that can satisfy God. So
while not all of human nature is depraved, all human nature istotally
affected by depravity, meaning, that even the goodness that we do is tainted.

We are, asit saysin Genesis 2 (since Adam and Eve took of the Tree of the
Knowledge of Good and Evil), a mixture of good and evil. But even the
good that isin usistainted by evil. So even such good things as human love
and any kind of active altruism like charity—or doing things for someone
else’ s good—are driven by selfishness and ego or some other sinful motive.
That isbasically, in anutshell, as much as | can describe the Protestant
doctrine of total depravity.

Now the Founders believed this or something very similar to this. To them
human nature was corrupt and therefore human beings are easily corruptible
and—we have to add to this—that since government (as they understood it)
iIsforce, or we could also say that government is control, or government is
power, then that meant that they had to form a government that separated
governmental powers among severa entities and then place checks and
balances among them so that no one person or one branch of government
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became strong enough to tyrannize the people. Thus we have what isin our
Constitution. We have three branches of government and the legidlative
branch is even split up further into two branches—the Senate and the House.

So we have other things like the fact that the terms of each person’s service
Is different—two years in the House, six years in the Senate, four years for
the President, and lifetime appointment in the Supreme Court—so that
supposedly as you went through these various parts of government, there
would be wisdom the further up you went in the chain.

The way it worked with the legidlative branch is that the House of
Representatives was supposed to be a constant turnover of people who
served for maybe two or four years and then went back to their homes, but
the Senate was supposed to be alonger-term type of thing where men who
were able to and perhaps who are were wiser than just the run-of-the-mill
representative, could then cancel what the House did through their own
legidlation and therefore make sure that there was not going to be any kind of
radical change in America

Originally the President was not limited to eight years or two terms or
however it works out. But we saw that in the first half of the twentieth
century when Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected four times and it was
not very long thereafter that the amendment to the Constitution was put out
there that it was only two terms, because we saw with the administration of
Franklin Delano Roosevelt that too much power was being concentrated in
one branch of the government.

In the judicia branch, they also have several steps of courts, but of course
the Supreme Court is what we most normally concentrate on and they are
given lifetime tenure so that they can have alonger period to learn the
government and to help enforce the terms of the Constitution on the rest of
the country. (Unfortunately, that was not done a week ago.) That isthe
separated powers of government.

Of course, there are certain checks and balances also that they put into
government to make sure that not one branch of the government or one
person became too strong. For instance, only the House can bring forward
appropriations bills and then the Senate has the power to knock them down.
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Another check and balance is that the President can name certain people to
offices but the Senate has the ability to say ‘Yes or ‘No’ to them, and
various other ones like that.

That iswhat the Founders did in this country in order to establish the fact
that they did not believe that human nature was good. They had to constrain
human nature because once people are in power, they want more power.
They very much believed that power corrupts and absolute power corrupts
absolutely, and so they did whatever they could to make sure that the
government of the United States of America would not fall to corruption—
the corruption of human nature.

| do not know if you are aware of this, but the most significant check and
balance in the entire U.S. Government is we, the people. Most governments
were governments of an individual, like a monarchy, or a dictatorship of
some sort, or they were an oligarchy made up of severa very powerful
people. What was so radical about 1776 and all the way down to 1787 was
the fact that they made the people the masters and the government was the
servant, and we have lost that check over the past generation or two.

So they knew what they were talking about because they had watched the
government of King George Il tyrannize the colonies. They had watched
these taxes come upon them and they had no representation to even argue the
taxes. People had died as aresult of the king' s soldiers coming over and
killing civilians and various other things. They had seen firsthand the
tyranny of one man who was under the spell of human nature. So they did
what they could to create a government that could avoid that as that would at
least, if it could, constrain, hold back, check, balance human nature and those
corrupt people who were part of the government.

Do you know, they did agood job; they did an excellent job. Actually it is
the best a rational people could conceive and enforce in the entire history of
the world, and | think at this end time that God allowed it to happen on
purpose to show that even the best attempt of man to constrain human nature
on his own was doomed to failure. They could not do it alone. We are
reaping the consequences now, even though it has been long delayed, of the
human nature that isin Americans and we are all suffering for it and we will
continue to suffer for it as we go forward.
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Do you want to know why | say that? Because even today our political lines
are drawn along the lines of the debate over human nature.

By and large, liberals believe that human nature is fine and they are the ones
in power. They do not necessarily believethat it is perfect but they do
believe that it is perfectible. That is, with time and with steady progress (you
wonder why they are called ‘ progressives’; it is thisidea), humanity will
evolve into a higher and better species; that all we need istime and they can
maneuver mankind’' s nature into a good nature.

Mirroring the Founders alittle bit more, conservatives mostly believe that
human nature is evil and must be constrained because they believe
(conservatives do), like the Founders, that power corrupts and so it needs to
be constrained. But conservatives know that they can only slow humanity’s
descent into corruption and they do this by employing carrots and sticks to
persuade self-interest to take the high road more often than it takes the low
road. Neither side is good because both sides leave God out of the picture.
The conservatives just want to make the descent bearable and that is about as
good as it gets among humanity.

So today, as you probably figured out, | want to make a survey of what God’
s Word says on the subject of human nature. Most of usrealize (if you have
not figured it out already), that we believe that the Bible takes a pretty dim
view of man’s natural character. But it is beneficial, | think, to seethis
occasionally in stark black and white on the pages of the Bible so that we can
once again recognize the enemy and plunge back into the fight against it.

| have to warn you—you probably know this—we will never overcome it
completely, not in this life, but we are to engage it undauntedly to our last
breath. So as my dad’ s sermon series on the Christian Fight told us, we arein
it in a struggle to the death against our natures. So, as Pogo said in the
cartoon, “We have met the enemy and heisus.” It is our nature we are
fighting against, primarily.

L et us go back to the first chapters of the book to Genesis 2. | want to set a

little bit of a background here before we actually get into the survey and the
background takes afair amount of the sermon, as | usually do. But we have
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actually moved beyond the introduction; now we are into the meatier things.
But | want you to see how God sets this up at the beginning. He always starts
things right where they need to start. So herein Genesis 2, we will seethe
command that God gave to Adam.

Genesis 2:16-17 And the Lord God commanded the man, saying,
"Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; but of the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that
you eat of it you shall surely die.”

That was the command. There was a positive command there that you have
got the freedom of all of these other trees and there was a negative command
there—you shall not eat of this one tree. So actually He gave them the
99.9999% of everything to use for their benefit and He withheld the
0.0001%. But God only withheld alittle bit.

So Adam was faced with a choice. He did not necessarily have to choose
right then but ultimately there was going to be a choice; he had to choose
whether he was going to obey this. He would certainly take the 99.9999%;
but what would he do about that 0.0001%? That was the choice.

Then we get into chapter 3. Now the wildcard comes into play.

Genesis 3:1-5 Now the serpent was more cunning than any beast of
the field which the Lord God had made. And he said to the woman,
"Has God indeed said, "Y ou shall not eat of every tree of the
garden'?' [So far, so good.] And the woman said to the serpent,
"We may eat the fruit of the trees of the garden; but of the fruit of
the tree which isin the midst of the garden, God has said, 'Y ou
shall not eat it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.™ Then the
serpent said to the woman, "Y ou will not surely die. For God
knows that in the day you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and
you will be like God, knowing good and evil."

That was his whole pitch. He started asking questions and she could not
answer them quite right. She had already started to get the command
muddled in her head. So she listened to this serpent who was cunning; he
was wise, he seemed to know what was going on.
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Genesis 3:6 So when the woman saw that the tree was good for
food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and atree desirable to make
onewise. ..

These things that she saw in the tree are very much like those things that
John tellsusin | John 2:16—the lust of the eyes and all that.

Genesis 3:6-7 . . . [So] shetook of itsfruit and ate. She also gaveto
her husband with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both of them
were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed
fig leaves together and made themselves coverings.

Thisisthe way it began—human life on earth, the way it appearsin the
Bible—just afew days after they were made. We do not know if it was
Sunday morning when this happened; there might have been some time, we
do not know, but it gives the impression from the way the Bible is written
that it happened fairly soon. So Satan, you could say, got to work quickly to
influence their minds.

Those who teach the doctrine of original sin believe, aswe do, that Adam’s
sin in the Garden of Eden altered man’s essentia nature. On that we can
agree. We agree that Adam’ s sin brought in a new dimension into human
life, and what it did wasiit altered our nature from one that was open to God
and directed toward Him to one that is hostile to God and directed toward the
self. So we turned away from God, being directed toward Him originally but
then turning away from Him, and then we went from looking to Him for
everything to looking to ourselves for everything. Of course, Romans 8:7
says that the carnal mind is enmity against God. We understand that enmity
Is hostility; we became hateful toward God, we became an enemy of God
once sin appeared.

Now the mgjor point where we differ from the world’ s Christianity in terms
of original sin isthe way that human nature is passed down from one
generation to the next. While most Protestants and Catholics believe that one
is born with an evil nature, we believe essentially three things:
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1. We absorb and learn sinful attitudes from our parents, siblings, friends,
neighbors, acquaintances—you could say ‘from the world’. That isthe
first thing: we absorb and learn it from the world.

2. Our human spirit is receptive to Satan’ s broadcast of his own evil
nature. The spirit that God put in man is a spirit and therefore it has an
open frequency to other spirits, and the one that tries to dominate our
spirit is Satan’ s spirit and he sends out his broadcast of attitudes and we
pick them up, whether we are aware of it or not (most of us are not
aware of it), and we follow them and it changes our nature.

3. Our fleshisessentially selfish. Always wanting to be satisfied, it aways
has desires that it wants filled, and that predispose us to carnality; and
carnality isjust ssmply giving in to our flesh, giving in to our ego,
giving in to what we want and it produces selfishness.

Thisisthe origin of thethree ‘S’ s of overcoming. Have you have ever heard
that in the church? Society, Satan, and Self—the three *S' s that we must
overcome. Or we could say: the world, Satan the Devil, and ourselves—
Society, Satan, and Self.

Now God gives His called-out ones afourth *S'—His Spirit—and that Spirit
IS given to us to guide and empower us to recognize sin and to overcome it.
Ultimately what God wants is that we gradually change our nature to
resemble His own, and this of course we do in cooperation with Him.

We are going to go to a string of versesthat shows this, | think, without
much explanation. First, let us go to Romans 12. These are memory
scriptures. Paul writes here after he has gone through a very lengthy
doctrinal message. He then gets to what he wants us to do. He says:

Romans 12:1 | beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of

God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, haly,
acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.
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So heistelling us, “Okay, the first thing you have to do is submit to God as a
sacrifice. You will remain alive but it’s your job to submit yourselves
wholeheartedly to this proposition. It’s your reasonable service. Thisisthe
only thing that you could conclude after what God has done for you.”

Romans 12:2 And do not be conformed to this world [do not listen
anymore to all those influences out there], but be transformed by
the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good
and acceptable and perfect will of God.

What you are going to do is stop living the way you have been living—
listening to Satan, listening to people in this world, following the dictates of
your own lusts. Y ou are going to stop doing all that and now you are going

to transition—you are going to be transformed—to a whole other way of life.
Y ou have to got to start doing this, you have got to start turning so that you
can prove to yourself what God' swill is so that you can change to His way

of life, so that you can have His character. It is not going to come by fiat. It

IS not going to come immediately. It is atransformation. It happens over time.

The next scriptureisin |1 Corinthians 3. This one is much more succinct.
When he uses the term ‘unveiled face' he means that we now have the Holy
Spirit, we have understanding, we know what God is doing.

Il Corinthians 3:18 But we al [asin, the church of God], with
unveiled face, beholding asin amirror the glory of theLord . . .

It isreflected glory; we cannot ook on it straightway but we canlook at itin
terms of areflection.

Il Corinthians 3:18. . . are being transformed into the same image
from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord.

Paul istelling us herein |1 Corinthians the same thing essentially that he said
In Romans 12:1-2, but he changes up the imagery just alittle bit and says we
are being transformed into the image of God, the image of His glory (look at

that wonderful goal that we have before us), and he says “just as by the Spirit
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of the Lord.” So he adds a necessary ingredient to all thisfor usto
understand that we cannot do this ourselves. Even though we have the
understanding because the vell has been taken away, it still requires the
Spirit of the Lord giving us all these things that we need to make sure that
the transformation takes place.

L et us move forward to Ephesians 4. This gives us another view of the same
thing, another image or another metaphor, that we can think of it as.

Ephesians 4:17-18 This | say, therefore, and testify in the Lord,
that you should no longer walk asthe rest of the Gentileswalk, in
the futility of their mind, having their understanding darkened,
being alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance that
Isin them, because of the [hardening] of their heart.

We will see alittle bit of thisin another place but thisis the way the world

Is; thisis the way things are under the sway and dominion of human nature.
So their understanding is darkened; they have the veil still over them; they
are alienated from the life of God, they are cut off from Him just as Adam
and Eve were cut off; and they are ignorant of God’sway of life. They are
ignorant of what is good for them; they just do not know, it has not been
reveal ed to them because their hearts have been hardened; they cannot accept
it

Ephesians 4:19-20 Who, being past feeling, have given themselves
over to [licentiousness], to work all uncleanness with greediness.
[That isthe general state of man.] But you have not so learned
Christ.

We arein adifferent category. We have come to an understanding of afar
different, aradically different way of life.

Ephesians 4:21-24 If indeed you have heard Him and have been

taught by Him, asthe truth isin Jesus: that you put off, concerning
your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according
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to the deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and
that you put on the new man [like a new set of clothing] which was
created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.

Here we have our marching papers—that we are to be radically transforming
ourselves from what we were (as he described there, in verses 17-19,

because that is what we came out of) and put on anew spirit of your mind, as
it says here. We are changing our nature with God’ s help so that we are a
new creation created according to God under His plan, under His
supervision, and that we eventually, as it says here, become righteous and
truly holy. That is the goal—to be just like God.

Now all of what | said before is that we have thisjob to do but what it saysin
Galatians 5 isthat it is not going to be easy. He says here:

Galatians 5:16-17 | say then: Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not
fulfill the lust of the flesh. For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and
the Spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary [they are
opposed] to one another, so that you do not do the things that you
wish.

It sounds alot like the end of Romans 7, does it not? Paul said he wanted to
do what isright, but that law that was within him—that carnality that was
still there—kept making him do wrong things. The spirit of his mind, which
had been renewed, did not want to do that but thislaw that wasin his
members, as he says there, was fighting him tooth and nail and sometimes
that old corrupt spirit won, and then he had to repent and seek forgiveness.
And it was only Christ that was able to take him from this body of death, as
he says. He needed the extra help. There was no way he could do it on his
own.

So what we see here in these two places, Romans 7 and Galatians 5, is that it
isaterrible struggle; it is aways there, we will never get rid of it. We can
grow to the point where we can become stronger and, most of the time, hold
it down with God' s help, but it is always going to be wriggling and
squirming under us, trying to get the mastery again.
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Galatians 5:18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under
the law.

Meaning, if you are truly led by God’ s Spirit and you have got things under
control as best you can, you will not be sinning because you come under the
law when you sin. Like | said, we all slip up and there is away that can be
overcome—through Christ. But it is our goal to awayswalk in the Spirit so
that we will not ever come under the penalty of the law, which is spiritual
death—and physical death too ultimately. | hope that gives you an idea of
just maybe the overall state of things where we are as members of the
church, and how we have this fight going on within us all the time.

Now that we have seen that, what is the biblical basisfor this belief? What
we have seen so far isjust the overview. What is the more nitty-gritty of this
belief that man’s nature is corrupt and needs changing? L et us go back to the
beginning of the book again, Genesis 1 this time. These verses are maybe the
thesis statements of the Bible here.

Genesis 1:26-27 Then God said, "Let Us make man in Our image,
according to Our likeness; et them have dominion over the fish of
the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, over al the
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth." So
God created man in His own image; in the image of God He
created him; male and female He created them.

Genesis 1:31 Then God saw everything that He had made, and
indeed it was very good. So the evening and the morning were the
sixth day.

It isimportant that we begin at the beginning and notice how the matter

stood immediately following God' s creation of mankind in the person of
Adam and Eve. Once He was finished—He had created Adam and then He
had taken Eve out of his side, as it were, and then He was looking around; as
sunset was falling on that sixth day, like a good quality control engineer—He
took afinal inspection of the many products that He had made and He
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certified everything that He had made as very good. He stamped His
approval on what He had made. It was all very good. Everything worked
together.

In fact, we could say that “everything that He had made was very good” isa
kind of understatement because God does not do things halfway; He does not
do things three-quarters of the way; He does not even do things ninety-nine-
and-one-hundredths of the way. He does everything perfectly. So, within His
powers, He did everything perfectly in His creation. There was nothing that
He could do better. He is God. Who is going to say, “Uh, flaw there,

gotchal” ?

No. He looked at His own work and said, “Thisistotally without flaw.”
Everything was made to work as He had designed it to function, and that
everything includes our hearts and minds. The hearts of men everywhere,
well, there were only two of them at the time but they were perfect—as
perfect as God could make a physical being, including the heart and the mind.

At this point, thisisthe perfect time to introduce the idea of free will or free
moral agency because that must be added to the story or things do not make
sense. Herbert Armstrong often said, “God could not create perfect moral
spiritual character by fiat.” That means He could not just say “ Sesame!” and
suddenly there would be a person, a being, who would do everything that
God does without being taught, without having to learn it—just do it. Even
His angels do not have that sort of mind where they just automatically do
what isright.

He had to create these beings with free will—free moral agency—so that
they can decide for themselves what they would do, how they would choose
to act, how they would choose to think and speak. A created being with such
character, meaning if God tried to make a being with perfect moral spiritual
character by fiat where it was just plugged in to this mind, would be an
automaton. It would be a programmed machine essentially. It would just act
as it was programmed—on instinct almost, you could say. It would just be
doing, not what it wanted to do but it would be doing what God wanted it to
do at all times without choice.
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That iswhy | read Genesis 1:26-27. It says that God is reproducing Himself.
Heis creating children in His own image. If He was going to have children—
with the power that He was going to give them and the responsibilities that
He was going to give them—He needed then to give them the ability to make
their own choices, under His guidance of course. He would not divorce
Himself from this process;, He was God; He wanted to create a perfect
product as well as He could, with human beings.

So He gave people choice. He gave them the ability to make up their own
minds whether they would grow in the character to be like Him, or whether
they will rgject it and be like His enemy. So the mind—the heart—of Adam
and Eve was just fine at that point. When He said it was very good, it was
fine because there had been no taint of sin; it was just fine. And Adam and
Eve were given the choice to obey. So they had free will, free moral agency.
They had choice.

So while the human mind was as unspoiled as He could make it, it was not—
and thisis very important—permanently set. He made it wonderful. | am
boggled all the time thinking about the human mind and the spirit that God
put in usto give us all of those abilities of intelligence and language and
creativity and whatnot. But it was not set; it is still malleable; it could be
changed. Of course, it could be added to with other good things constantly
added to the mind and spirit of man but it was not set. Not yet.

Each person then has the God-given ability to improve or corrupt his own
nature through free will. So God did not create human nature. We create our
own natures through the decisions that we make throughout our lives. If itis
a good nature that we are trying to create and we have God' s Spirit, He adds
to that and it becomes His creation. But if we have a corrupt nature, which
He will not have anything to do with because He is a holy God, then we do
the creation influenced by Satan’ s nature. But do you notice the common
denominator in both of those situations? It is us. We make or break our own
natures,

Notice the choice. Deuteronomy 30 (we all know this). Notice how God puts

this out to us and it is obvious what side He is on, what choice He wants us
to make. But He still leavesit up to us.
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Deuteronomy 30:15-20 See [Hetells Israel and Hetells ug], | have
set before you today life and good, death and evil, in that |
command you today to love the Lord your God, to walk in His
ways, and to keep His commandments, His statutes, and His
judgments, that you may live and multiply; and the Lord your God
will bless you in the land which you go to possess. But if your heart
turns away so that you do not hear, and are drawn away, and
worship other gods and serve them, | announce to you today that
you shall surely perish; you shall not prolong your days in the land
which you cross over the Jordan to go in and possess. | call heaven
and earth as witnesses today against you, that | have set before you
life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore [thisis His
recommendation] choose life [it isacommand], that both you and
your descendants may live; that you may love the Lord your God,
that you may obey His voice, and that you may cling to Him, for
Heisyour life and the length of your days; and that you may dwell
in the land which the Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham,

| saac, and Jacob, to give them.

It is clear how God wants us to choose but He sets these two choices before
us and says, “ Y ou pick. The one over here on the right hand that says ‘Life,
that’ s where all the goodies are, and the one on the left that says ‘ Death,’
that’swhere all the curses are. But it’s your choice. How about it? I'll give
you alifetime to choose.”

It is clear that He wants us to choose to love Him and live, but even so the
choiceisours. He will guide us as the Sovereign of this universe, our
sovereign God. He will guide us and try to put everything in our way to

show us theright way. All the signswill be pointing in the right direction—
to life—but He is not going to make that decision for us. Ultimately it is ours.

Back to the book of Genesis, thistimein Genesis 3 at the end of the chapter.
Just alittle while ago, we saw that both Adam and Eve took of the Tree of
the Knowledge of Good and Evil and so we have here, at the end of Genesis
3, what God did because of that. See, they had made their choice; at |east
that initial choice wasto follow Satan the Devil (follow the snake) and do
what was wrong, do what God had said not to do.
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Genesis 3:22 Then the Lord God said, "Behold, the man has
become like one of Us, to know good and evil . . .”

Meaning, that now they knew the entire spectrum of good and evil; God
wanted them only to know good things, but they had opened their minds up
to everything from the worst of corruption and evil to the best of what is
good, and they could choose from that whole spectrum.

Genesis 3:22 “. . . and now, lest he put out his hand and take also
of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever” —

Meaning, we do not want these people to be like this for all time because that
would be ahorriblelife.

Genesis 3:23-24 Therefore the Lord God sent him out of the
garden of Eden to till the ground from which he was taken. So He
drove out the man; and He placed cherubim at the east of the
garden of Eden, and aflaming sword which turned every way, to
guard the way to the tree of life.

Since Adam and Eve had chosen to open their minds to Satan’ s influence
and allowed themselves to be persuaded to satisfy their lusts, He separated
Himself from them. They chose to rebel against God, they chose death and
evil, and thus they were separated because God cannot abide the sin which
they were going to be doing. They rejected God’ s guidance and took another
mentor, and so there must be separation.

| was going to go to Isaiah 59:1-2. That is another memory scripture. It says
essentially that your sins have separated between you and God. God is a holy
God; He cannot stand sin in His presence. That is how much He hatesit. So
every time we sin, especially our persistent habitual sins, we tell God that we
do not want to be with Him or be like Him. We drive awedge between us
and Him and the relationship founders. It founders upon sin because our
natures are being pulled the opposite direction. God is aways good and our
sins corrupt our human nature. As our sins pile up, we move further and
further away from Him and Hisway of life. So thisis the state of mankind.
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L et us notice Romans 1. We have gone through these scriptures. A lot of
these scriptures are memory scriptures or well-known passages. | want to
just go through this quickly again without a great deal of commentary but
just understand the flow here—the thought, the logic.

Romans 1:18-19 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven
against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress
the truth in unrighteousness, because what may be known of God is
manifest in them, for God has shown it to them.

Essentially God is out there. We can see what He has done. We should know
better.

Romans 1:20 For since the creation of the world Hisinvisible
attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are
made [us, creation], even His eternal power and [divine nature], so
that they are without excuse.

No human being has any excuse before God because if they just open their
eyes they can see that thereisagreat God behind it all.

Romans 1:21-25 Because, although they knew God, they did not
glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their
thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened [because they
made the wrong choice]. Professing to be wise, they became fools,
and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made
like corruptible man—and birds and four-footed animals and
creeping things. Therefore God also gave them up to uncleanness,
in the lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies among
themselves, who exchanged the truth of God for thelie, and
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is
blessed forever. Amen.

Romans 1:28 And even as they did not like to retain God in their

knowledge, God gave them over to a debased mind, to do those
things which are not fitting.
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Mostly thisisfocused on Adam and Eve and the result of what happened
with the whole world; the whole world has followed Adam and Eve's
example. But ultimately we can say that God allowed mankind to go his own
way. There are three instances there (verses 24, 26, and 28) where it very
specifically saysthat “God gave them up” or “God gave them over,” that He
allowed it, He just let them go to whatever consequence would happen. He
just said, “Okay, that’ s the way you want it. Now you’re going to reap the
consequences. Now you're going to see the result of your actions.” So He let
us debase our bodies and our minds and to corrupt our natures. Like | said, it
began with Him driving Adam and Eve out of the Garden. So thisis the way
that it iswith all people. Adam and Eve are an example.

Aswe have said before, man'’ s nature begins as essentially neutral, just as
Adam and Eve' s nature began as essentially neutral, but with a bias towards
salf because human beings are made of flesh and flesh always wants to be
satisfied. So, since Adam and Eve, each baby has begun life with this neutral
(meaning ‘ selfish’) nature and has been easily pulled toward evil due to God
giving humanity up to its own devices. He has kind of had a hands-off
policy. “Okay, because that’ s the way you want it, your kids, they may start
out fresh and clean but they’ re going to get very dirty over the course of a
lifetime because I’ m not intervening for the most part.”

Of course, God reservestheright in al thisto call anyone out of that
debasement—this corruption—and at any time. Frankly, that is the only way
a person can change his nature; only with the calling, grace, and gifts of God
to give him the desire, the will, and the power to repent and live according to
God’ sway of life. Otherwise we are in the murk.

Once He does that and we believe Him and accept Him, then Christ’ s blood
covers our sins and we are made right before God—we are justified, asit
were—so that we can have a relationship with Him. But—and this is huge—
God does not wipe away our human nature with the wave of the hand. He
opens up our minds to Histruth, He gives us His Spirit and various giftsto
help usfight it, but it remainsin us. It remains for us to deal with. And so
there is more than justification and thank God for that. Thank God thereis
the next step, which is sanctification, a process in which we are cleansed of
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the worst of our human nature and transformed then into His character
Image. But the human nature remains, and like | said before, it hasto be
fought and put down all thetime.

| want now to very quickly to do a survey of the Bible where there are
statements that are out there very plain to show what God thinks of our
nature. So we are just going to run through these quickly so you can just get
avery clear image in your mind of what God thinks of human nature.

Let us start in Genesis again, back to chapter 8. Now you will remember that
in chapter 6, verse 5 He said that every intent of the thoughts of man’s heart
was only evil continually, and so He sends the Flood to punish mankind.
Now look what He says in chapter 8. Noah makes a sacrifice after he lands.

Genesis 8:21 And the Lord smelled a soothing aroma. Then the
Lord said in His heart, "I will never again curse the ground for
man's sake, although the imagination of man's heart is evil from his
youth.”

Did anything change by the Flood? Not in man’s heart. Lots of people died,
lots of animals died, lots of trees and grass and other things died. But man’s
heart did not change; it is still evil from his youth.

In this next verse He is speaking to His people. He gives them this command
that they are to wear tassels on their garments. Now why did He do that?
These things were supposed to be hanging down below any kind of covering
so they would always have them in sight. What does He say?

Numbers 15:39 And you shall have the tassel, that you may look
upon it and remember all the commandments of the Lord and do
them, and that you may not follow the harlotry to which your own
heart and your own eyes are inclined.

‘Harlotry’ meaning idolatry. Their hearts and their eyes were inclined to

worship something other than God, which iswhat Adam and Eve did in the
Garden.

Page 20 of 25



Human Nature: Good or Evil? by Richard T. Ritenbaugh (https.//www.cgg.org)

Thisis next oneisone of the direct wordings on what man’s nature isreally
like. Paul quotes thisin Romans 3:10-12.

Psalm 14:1-3 Thefool has said in his heart, "There is no God."
They are corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none
who does good. The Lord looks down from heaven upon the
children of men, to seeif there are any who understand, who seek
God. They have all turned aside, they have together [or altogether]
become corrupt; there is none who does good, [he repeats] no, not
one.

We are all corrupt. The only thing that saves usis the blood of Jesus Christ.
So all are under sin, everyone is worthy of death, none are good. Paul, in
Romans 3, concludes:. “For we have all sinned and fall short of the glory of
God.” So man’s nature isonly evil continually.

This next oneis an interesting one. David’s prayer of repentance. Notice
what he saysin verse 5:

Psalm 51:5 Behold, | was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my
mother concelved me.

Now those who believe in the original sin think that David is saying that he
was born a sinful person, but that is not what David was actually saying here.
Do you understand what David was trying to say? He was trying to say that
he was born into a sinful world and even his mother, who he probably loved
more than anyone else other than God after he was converted, was a sinner.
He says, “In sin my mother concelved me. She wasasinner and | was born
into asinful world, and all | have seen my wholelifeissin.” Heistelling
God, “It'sno wonder that | sinned. But | don't want to sin like this.”

He saysin the very next verse that God desired truth and he wanted that truth
in hisinward parts; he wanted his nature changed. That iswhat he is saying.
“1 was born into a corrupt world to a corrupt mother; I’m just full of sin and
have been since my early days,” heis saying. What did God say in Genesis

Page 21 of 25



Human Nature: Good or Evil? by Richard T. Ritenbaugh (https.//www.cgg.org)

8? Evil from their youth. And that iswhat David is essentially saying. He
wanted his nature changed from evil to good, from dirty to clean, from liesto
truth.

Proverbs 14:12, another memory scripture.

Proverbs 14:12 There isaway that seemsright to a man, but its
end isthe way of death.

Even the things we think we are doing right are sinful; if they were not
sinful, they would not end in death because death is the result of sin. So even
the right things that we do without God are sinful because they come out of a
corrupt nature.

Where my dad has been lately, Ecclesiastes.

Ecclesiastes 7:20 For there is not ajust man on earth who does
good and does not sin.

Ecclesiastes 9:3 Thisisan evil in al that is done under the sun:
that one thing happensto all. Truly the hearts of the sons of men
arefull of evil; madnessisin their hearts while they live, and after
that they go to the dead.

Their whole lives are full of sin, evil, madness, and then they die. Not even
good and just men, as people think of them, are truly good and just. They are
full of sin.

Y ou can take a note of Isaiah 1:4-6. This describes |srael at its most corrupt,
but it istypical of all mankind. He says we are sick; we are burdened and
weighed down with sin from the top of our headsto our very toenails; there
Isnot agood thing in us; we are just totally cancerous with sin—and Israel
had God'’ srevelation. If Israel’ s knowledge of God' swill and what He
required of them was this bad, how do you think the Gentile world was and
Iswithout God?
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Jeremiah 17:9, we al know that one. He says our hearts are desperately
wicked, meaning, they are unfathomably corrupt. “Who can know it?’ he
asks. We do not know the depths of our own sin, our own corruption.

Matthew 7:9-11. Jesus pulls no punches where He says, “If you, being evil,
can give good things to your children who ask you, then how good is God?
He gives to those who do not ask Him, whether they are good or evil.” So He
says very clearly to these people He was talking to that they were evil.

L et us turn to this next one. Thisisin the instance where the people out there
think He did away with clean and unclean meats, but He does not; He was
making a bigger point.

Mark 7.:20-23 And He said, "What comes out of a man, that
defiles aman. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed
evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts,
covetousness, wickedness, deceit, [licentiousness], an evil eye,
blasphemy, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from
within and defile a man."

So we cannot say, “The Devil made medoit!” or “Theworld that | livedin
was so corrupt, | didn’t have a chance’. Jesus says, “Uh-uh! Even though
those things are out there, you made the choices and those things came out of
you. That came out of your own corruption. Y ou’ re going to have to pay for
those sinsor I’'m going to, because they come from within.” Very consistent
with what He said earlier in Matthew.

Ephesians 2:2. That is another memory scripture. We were always
influenced by Satan, the prince of the power of the air; we all walked
according to the course of the world; we all fulfilled our lusts; al of uswere
children of wrath, he says. That is, we were under judgment because of sin.
We were ready to have God' s wrath fall on us. Our nature is corrupt to the
core,

Finally, Peter writes:
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| Peter 4.3 For we have spent enough of our past lifetime in doing
the will of the Gentiles—when we walked in [licentiousness], lusts,
drunkenness, revelries, drinking parties, and abominable idolatries.

He could have named aton more. But we were al like the Gentilesin the
world. We were all cut off from God and all living in sin—all humanity from
Adam and Eve on, except for those few who He has called to salvation.
Actually even those too, before they were called, have acted out of a sinful
nature—a very corrupt, sinful nature. It seems overwhelmingly clear that
human nature, fashioned by the influence of Satan and this world and our
own selfishness, is evil to the core. So we know this.

How about some advice about what to do about this state of mankind and our
place as God called-out onesinit? Let us go to Titus 3 to finish. Paul writes
to Titus:

Titus 3:1-7 Remind them [the people of the church] to be subject
to rulers and authorities, to obey, to be ready for every good work,
to speak evil of no one, to be peaceable, gentle, showing al
humility to all men. [Why?] For we ourselves were also once
foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures,
living in malice and envy, hateful and hating one another. But
when the kindness and the love of God our Savior toward man
appeared, not by works of righteousness which we have done, but
according to His mercy He saved us, through the washing of
regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit [which], He poured
out on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior, that having
been justified by His grace we should become heirs according to
the hope of eternal life.

By the grace of God, we have been given arare and wonderful opportunity
to rise above the rest of humanity. We are now heirs of God (not inheritors
yet, but heirs), possessors of the hope of eternal life. We are, as Jesus said, to
be lights shining in the darkness of this present evil age. So, Paul says, it is
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our responsibility as God' s children in this world to show the nature of God
in all of our actions—toward the world and toward one another—as we
prepare for our ultimate work in His Kingdom.
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