Sin isn’t only doing bad things; it is more fundamentally

making good things into ultimate things. Sin is building your life and meaning on anything,
even a very good thing, more than on God. Whatever we build our life on will drive us and
enslave us. Sin is primarily idolatry.

—Tim Keller, “Talking About Idolatry in a Postmodern Age”

The structure of sin in the human personality is something far more complicated than the
isolated acts and thoughts of deliberate disobedience commonly designated by the word. In
its biblical definition, sin cannot be limited to isolated instances or patters of wrong doing; it
is something much more akin to the psychological term complex: an organic network of
compulsive attitudes, beliefs and behavior deeply rooted in our alienation from God.
Sin originated in the darkening of the human mind and heart as man turned from the truth
about God to embrace a lie about him and consequently a whole universe oflies about
his creation. Sinful thoughts, words and deeds flow forth from this darkened heart
automatically and compulsively, as water from a polluted fountain. . . . Luther was right: the
root behind all other manifestations of sin is compulsive unbelief—our voluntary
darkness concerning God, ourselves, his relationship to the fallen world and his redemptive
purposes.

—Richard F. Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life (88-89)

The Gospel and Your Idolatry: The Doctrine of Sin

1. On September 11,2001, after the bloodiest century in world history, America was awakened to two
realities that our relentless pursuit of happiness had helped us all but completely forget: (1) life is fragile
and (2) evilis real. Since then, two wars, the collapse of the housing market, the flooding in New
Orleans, countless political scandals, and the most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression
(not to mention numerous international incidents and tragedies) have all served to reinforce the
uncomfortable truth that not only is America in crisis but, as one author put it, the world itself is “not the
way it’s supposed to be.” In light of these stark realities, what are some of the common answers our
culture offers to the question: “What’s wrong with the world?”

What are some of the common solutions offered in response to these problems?



In the book Prodigal God, pastor and author Tim Keller writes about “two basic ways people try to find
happiness and fulfillment: the way of moral conformity and the way of self discovery” (29). The former
basically represents a traditional/conservative view of life, while the latter represents a
progressive/liberal view. People of a “moral conformity” persuasion value rules and community
approval. People of a “self discovery” persuasion, on the other hand, value authenticity and self
expression. Ironically, even though “Western society is so deeply divided between these two approaches
that hardly anyone can conceive of any other way to live” there is one thing that both groups have in
common: their entrenched and often violent vilification of anyone different from them. As Keller
explains:

The moral conformists say: “The immoral people—those who ‘do their own thing’—are the
problem with the world, and moral people are the solution.” The advocates of self-discovery say:
“The bigoted people—the people who say, ‘We have the Truth’—are the problem with the world,
and progressive people are the solution.” Each side says: “Our way is the way the world will be put to
rights, and if you are not with us, you are against us” (32).

Do you agree with Keller’s assessment that there are basically two ways of looking at the world? Why or
why not?

Can you think of any examples of how this sort of thinking—“if you're not for us, you're against us”—
leads to more misery and pain instead of less?

2. Instark contrast to this common way of thinking, G. K. Chesterton (the late 19" century English writer)
answered the question “What is wrong with the world?” with a single line: “Dear Sirs, I am. Sincerely
yours, G. K. Chesterton.” What do you think Chesterton meant by this answer? How is this sort of
response different from the way people normally answer the question?
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