The Kingdom and Human Nature

I. I’ve been teaching for a long time about the Kingdom of God and how that theology affects how we understand everything else. Today, I’m going to start a “micro series” about how Kingdom theology affects our understanding of human nature.

II. I’m going to use this Kingdom Now/Not Yet inaugurated eschatology framework to propose some solutions to some of the biggest theological dilemmas surrounding what it means to be human and what it means to be a Christian. This is pretty difficult stuff, but it’s really important. Here are some of the difficult questions that come up when we talk about human nature:

	A. What does it mean to be created in the image of God?
	B. What “parts” comprise a human? (Body, Soul, Spirit, Mind, Will, Emotions, Heart, 	etc.?)
	C. Why do all humans sin? Do we have a “sin nature?” What is it? Where is it located?
	D. What is “original sin?” How is it transmitted? What is original guilt? Is that real?
	E. What happens to the sin nature when a person comes to Christ?
	F. What is the “old man” and the “new man” Paul talks about (Eph 4:22-24)?

III. These kinds of questions, particularly about sin and original sin, have been huge topics of conversation for the entire life of the church. Lord of the Flies Vs. Coral Island; Augustine Vs. Pelagius

IV. The problem with the answers we have to many of these questions is that we have layers of history and metaphysics between us and the text, and we tend to bring a lot of assumptions and then layer assumption on top of assumption without really realizing it.

	A. For example, in Romans 7:18 in the NIV, the text reads, “I know that good itself does 	not dwell in me, that is, in my sinful nature.”

	B. The phrase “sinful nature” is not in the original text. Paul just writes “sarx” or “flesh.” 	The “sinful nature” translation is a theological translation intended to help readers avoid 	thinking Paul thought his body was evil.  

		1. Unfortunately, the idea of what the “sinful nature” is, is not explicit anywhere 			in scripture, and thus people quickly jump to conclusions that Paul may not have 			had in mind.   

V. If we assume there is inside of us (probably in our minds or spirits somewhere) a thing called the “sinful nature,” which most of the Western church thought Paul was talking about, that colors how we read a lot of other scriptures.

	A. It begs this question, does the sinful nature survive after conversion? Various answers 	have been given about this throughout history. When Paul says we are dead indeed 	unto sin (Rom 6:11), we read that primarily as a statement about something that must 	have changed internally in our makeup as humans.

	B. A common method to explain this in charismatic circles is to say that our human spirit 	was where our sin nature was located. When we are born again, our spirit is recreated 	(Eph 4:24; Heb 12:23) and made perfect. The goal then becomes to renew our minds 	about who we are in the Spirit (Rom 12:2).

		1. This is how I have usually taught this, and I think it is partially right.  				However, I think I may have missed Paul’s bigger message because I, like most 			Westerners, was too focused on myself and did not understand how Kingdom 			theology shaped Paul’s writing. 

VI. Let’s read the major scriptures that discuss human sin inclination.

	A. Gen 4:7, 6:5; Ps 51:5; Jer 17:9; Mk 7:21-23; Rom 5:12-19, 7:18-20, 23; Gal 5:16-21

VII. These verses make it clear that humans have a propensity toward sin, and it entered into us through the fall. 

	A. They do not explicitly say where that inclination is located. Jer and Mk are the closest, 	locating the problem in the “heart” but it is not clear exactly what that “heart” is. 

	B. The other difficulty is that sometimes it appears the sinful inclinations are located or 	proceed from the “flesh.” This has sometimes led people toward a kind of gnostic 	rejection of our bodies. The NIV tries to avoid this by saying “sinful nature.”

VIII. As Westerners, we want these verses to describe us as individuals first, and then we can reason from there about what it might mean about humanity as a whole. However, the Biblical authors were collectivists. They thought about humanity as a whole first, and then reasoned down to what that might mean for individuals. 

	A. Notice that when Paul talks about the “new man” in Eph 4:24, he has already used 	the phrase earlier in Eph 2:15. The new man is not my personal identity first. It is a 	corporate identity, the new humanity Jesus has birthed by tearing down the walls of 	racism between Jews and Gentiles. 

IX. What does all this mean?

	A. Humanity does have a sin problem, but it’s bigger than our own personal heart issues. 	It is an entire system of existence tied to the prior age. That age is passing away as the 	new age, and the new humanity, and breaking forth into our world. I will spell out the 	implications and try to show how this answers all these questions next week. 
