 UNDERSTANDING  HUMAN   NATURE

  Did God create it?  Is it good or evil?  

How did we get it?

By Wil Berg, May 2003

Produced in response to Vision article “The Origin of Evil”
Mankind has been seeking answers to questions such as these from earliest times.  Many have wondered, is there a common, inbred nature in everyone?  Are we all inclined to behave in somewhat the same manner?  How did we acquire our seemingly natural tendencies?  Webster defines human nature as “the common qualities of all human beings.” But why are we  the way we are?

For thousands of years philosophers, educators, and cultural reformers have set forth a variety of differing and controversial theories to explain human behavior.  Some have taught that human nature is not innate, but is instead fashioned by economic, political and sociological influences.  Others have advocated that inherited genes help shape our minds, and that evolution and natural selection primarily determine our characteristics.  Adding to this perplexing mix is a widely held supposition that human nature is basically good, and needs only to be found and nourished in the person when he is caught up in wrongdoing.

But while culture and genetics contribute considerably to the molding of our personalities and habits, such conclusions contain only part of the truth, and represent efforts to explain man’s nature apart from the revealed knowledge of God.

Does God Create Evil?

Although the Bible gives many examples of righteous behaviour in various circumstances, Jesus opposed the “man is inherently good” assumption by telling His disciples they were tilted toward evil (Matthew 7:11), and that man’s nature was often filled with “evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies” (Matthew 15:19), “hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matthew 23:28).  

The apostle Paul repeated and upheld this by listing the many things human beings do that are evil and injurious (Galatians 5:19-21).  He also stated that “in my flesh nothing good dwells,” and that, contrary to his desire to do good, the pull of his carnal will to do evil was so strong at times ,  it often caused him to sin (Romans 7:14-23).

Therefore, even though experience and observation show that humans sometimes do good, the Bible clearly teaches that man’s nature is often evil.  Yet, while the biblical teaching regarding human nature is plainly stated, there are differences of opinion concerning some of the details.
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To illustrate, some teach that babies are not born with human nature, while others claim they are.  Some read Isaiah 45:7 – “I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the Lord do all these things” (King James Version) – and conclude that God is responsible for the evil in human beings.

Such a deduction might seem right at first, until one recalls what David wrote in Psalm 5:4 – “For you are not a God who takes pleasure in wickedness, Nor shall evil dwell with You” (New King James Version, here and throughout the rest of the article).

And James 1:13,14  - “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God’, for God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He Himself tempt anyone.  But each one is tempted when he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed.” 

And 1 John 1:11 – “Beloved, do not imitate what is evil, but what is good.  He who does good is of God, but he who does evil has not seen God.”

And Isaiah 59:2 – “But your iniquities have separated you from your God; And your sins have hidden His face from you, So that He will not hear.”

And Psalm 45:7 – “You (God) love righteousness and hate wickedness - - - .”

Plus many other scriptures that continually emphasize that God loves righteousness,  which is an everlasting virtue – Psalm 33:5;  111:3;  119:142,172;   Isaiah 51:6.

All the above verses show conclusively that it is a serious and major mistake to think that God is responsible for humanity’s evil and sinful nature, because the Bible clearly teaches that He is NOT the creator of evil, nor could He be.

We don’t think this at all.  WB needs to read the article again.
This being true, how then should we understand the King James Version of Isaiah 45:7?  Other translations clear up this apparent incongruity.  The New King James Version and the New American Standard state that God creates CALAMITY.  The New International Version says that He creates DISASTER.  The Revised Standard Version and the Jewish Publication Society Tanakh render it as WOE.
The use of disaster and woe is  simply a means of the translators of avoiding facing up to what the Bible really states.  While a justification for changing the word from “evil” to create a more appropriate antonym for shalom is justified, the attempt to avoid “evil” is not!
These other translations illustrate the truth that God ultimately brings calamity, disaster and woe upon the world because it continues to rebel against Him and disobey His commandments.  Such punishment is the CONSEQUENCE of sin, not the source of it.  This is the correct understanding of Isaiah 45:7, since it is consistent with the teaching of the Bible (for example, see such scriptures as Leviticus 26, Deuteronomy 28,  Revelation 8 and 9).  BUT GOD DOES NOT CREATE EVIL IN THE MORAL SENSE, which would be totally contrary to His nature, character, legislation and purpose.  
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Additionally, Genesis 1:31 plainly states that everything God made at creation, which included man, was VERY GOOD.  Verse 27 also reveals that “God created man in His own image; IN THE IMAGE OF GOD He created him; male and female He created them.”  Consequently, because God is righteous, holy and good (Psalm 7:9; 108:7; 1 John 1:5; 4:8,16), the first humans were given the same kind of mind as God, that was free of evil.
We never claim that he did!
Some have supposed that the minds of Adam and Eve were “neutral,” but the Bible does not use this word or suggest such a condition. Rather, as just mentioned, it states that everything God made was “very good,” and that humans were made “in His own image.”  There is no indication that either Adam or Eve sinned or were ambivalent or vacillating in their behavior before the serpent came on the scene in Genesis 3.  Like the angelic creation, God gave His new human couple freedom of choice, which they did not at first exercise in a negative way 

How Did Evil Originate?

The question then arises, if Adam and Eve were originally made in the likeness of God, and the Bible and human experience shows that humanity has become corrupted by evil, what brought about this horrendous change of nature?  By the time of Noah and the Flood, “the Lord saw that the wickedness of man (apart from Noah-Genesis 6:9) was great in the earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5, see also verses 11-12).

The biblical account of when the angels were created, before the creation of Adam and Eve, gives us the answer. The proclamation against the antitypical king of Tyre in Ezekiel 28 blends into the description of a prominent  angelic spirit being who had the special responsibility of covering or guarding God’s heavenly throne (verses 12b through 19).  This angel was perfect (even morally) when it was originally created (verses 12,15), but became sinful, violent, profane and corrupt when its mind chose to become vainglorious.  Isaiah 14:12 clearly identifies this being as Lucifer who was later called the dragon, serpent, devil and Satan in Revelation 12:9.

These important descriptions also show that Lucifer was created with the freedom to make choices between right and wrong.  God did not program him to automatically make correct, godly, righteous decisions.  As Isaiah 14:13-14 and 1 Timothy 3:6 indicate, over time he allowed pride, jealousy and self-seeking to direct his actions, which led to his downfall.  

By choosing to rebel against God, Satan became God’s adversary.  God then cast him and the other like-minded angels down to this earth (2 Peter 2:4; Revelation 12:7-9).  After God’s creation of Adam and Eve, Satan continued in his evil mindset to become humanity’s enemy and attacker as well.  
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This vain pride of mind and dedication to evil is why Satan seeks to devour civilization like a hungry lion (1 Peter 5:8), and also explains why  he lies and deceives  humans into thinking that right is wrong and wrong is right (John 8:44).  Wanting everyone to worship and follow him instead of God, he uses the evil influence of his spirit to blind the world  to God’s truth (2 Corinthians 4:4), and to cause it to act in the same manner as he does (Ephesians 2:2 and 1 John 5:19).  He transmits and implants his God-defying attitude into the world (Romans 8:7), and influences it to make the same kind of evil, wrong choices and decisions  that he made and continues to make.

So great and real is Satan’s power that Jesus taught His followers to continually pray for deliverance from the evil one (Matthew 6:13).  And so far-reaching and condemning is his guilt for contributing to all the sins of the world, that acknowledgement and responsibility for these transgressions were placed on the head of the live goat, symbolic of the devil, in the Day of Atonement ceremony (mentioned four times in Leviticus 16:21-22 for emphasis).

So make no mistake about it. Satan was the originator of evil, who is constantly influencing the world to embrace and continue in it.

How Human Nature is Acquired

This section would be greatly enhanced by considering the role of the spirit in man and how that has a place in the dissemination of evil or good.  Parents should know what sort of spirit they are of and transmitting to their offspring.  When a child starts school, it is subject to the spirit of this world in a greater manner than ever.  Parents role is to shield wherever possible or counteract that influence.
There are several, sometimes overlooked, scriptures which show that God created humans to exercise freedom of choice and make moral decisions.  His intention for mankind is that they develop the same character He has, by making right choices between good and evil, and to uphold and practice His standards of righteousness.

Deuteronomy 1:39  teaches that there is a period of time in a child’s early life when he does not have knowledge of good and evil – “your little ones and your children - - - who today have no knowledge of good and evil - - -.”  Romans 9:11, which validates the same truth, refers to young children who had not yet “done any good or evil.”

Isaiah 7:15, speaking prophetically about the young Jesus, describes Him eating curds and honey so that He would mature to the point “that He may know to refuse the evil and choose the good.”

These verses are all telling us the same thing – BABIES ARE NOT BORN WITH EVIL HUMAN NATURE.  As their comprehension develops and understanding matures, all human beings are faced with decisions about  “refusing the evil and choosing the good.”  God does not force them to choose the good.  Each individual must weigh the consequences and make a choice.
Agreed, but they are under the ultimate control of the god of this world and without the spirit of God there is no real protection.
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God gave the same freedom and responsibility to the adult nation of ancient Israel.  In Deuteronomy 30:19 God instructed them, “I call heaven and earth as witnesses today against you, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore CHOOSE LIFE, that both you and your descendants may live.”

But again, He did not force them to make the right decision.  Sadly, the Bible shows that they often made the WRONG choice, by yielding to their Satan-influenced natures that were at “enmity against God” (Romans 8:7).

Which leads to such questions as why does mankind often go the way of evil, and why doesn’t he have the discernment and will to make the right choices?

To correctly answer these we need to go back to the story of Adam and Eve.  God created them as adults, not as children, so they could populate the earth (Genesis 1:28), but they were faced with the same kinds of decisions.  We have already seen in Genesis 1:27 that they were created in God’s image, which implies that they were initially given minds that were “very good” (verse 31), which were not yet influenced by evil.

But then God placed them in Eden and confronted them with making a choice between two distinctive trees, which represented two different ways of thinking and living (God’s and Satan’s),  as well as the paths leading to eternal life or eternal death.  

The story is well known. God told them they could eat of every tree (there were other trees in the garden for food and beauty), except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:16-17).  This latter tree stood as a harmful threat to them because it was a MIXTURE of what was right and wrong,  which made it so deceiving because of its seemingly acceptable outward appearance.  

If it represented knowledge that was totally wrong and evil, it would be recognized as being bad and injurious, which would cause many people to refuse it.  But because the evil was mixed with some good, this tree gave the superficial appearance of being all right.

However, such a mixture and blend produces a deceptive, deadly brew of truth and error.  Such deceit can even delude the mind into thinking that it is as intelligent, wise, and  even superior  to that of its Creator. This is the way Satan thinks and acts – determining for himself what is right and wrong – doing whatever comes to mind, regardless of how it affects others.  God instructed Adam and Eve not to eat from this tree and go the way it represented.
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Having had the previous experience with Lucifer, and having created both angels and humans with free moral agency and the capacity to reason, God tested the first humans He created  to see what direction they would go.

Without having the experience of evil to evaluate, one might wonder if they would have followed God’s directions if they were left to themselves.  But the devil in the form of a serpent was quick to seize the opportunity to influence them to think and act as he does.  He convinced Eve that she wouldn’t die if she disobeyed God (Genesis 3:4), and that she could be like God if she chose to determine right from wrong by herself (verses 5-6).  This thought was “stimulating to the intellect,” as the Ferrar Fenton translation renders verse 6, which appealed to her ego and deceived her, and subsequently her husband, into making the wrong choice of believing and obeying Satan rather than God (2 Corinthians 11:3).

In like manner, each individual sins (even a young person) by choosing to follow Satan’s attitude and way of life rather than God’s.  This proclivity is not inherited solely from our parents.  It is also brought about by the constant God-defying influences of Satan and the evil world he has fashioned, that promote and encourage the wrong choices of each individual.

Several scriptures can confuse and mask this truth if they are interpreted in a wrong way.  David wrote in Psalm 51:5 that he “was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me.”  In view of the above, this verse cannot be properly understood to mean that he was conceived and born with an inherently sinful nature, or that his mother sinned by conceiving him in marriage. Rather, it must be interpreted to mean  that he was brought forth in a world that was corrupted by sin.

Isaiah 48:8 can also be misleading.  Referring to the house of Jacob (verse 1), the subsequent verses describe God’s knowing they would be obstinate (verses 4and 8a), and that “I (God) knew that you would deal very treacherously, And were called a transgressor from the womb” (verse 8b).

Again, in view of what has been presented, this latter phrase cannot mean that individual Israelites were inherently sinful from the womb.  Rather, it is saying that God knew, from their prior track record and history of wrong choices, that they would sin against Him from their conception as a nation.

Satan’s  Defeat

On the surface it might seem that Satan has outsmarted God and holds the winning hand.  He is the present architect and ruler of this world, shaping and influencing it according to his perverse mind and design (John 12:31;  2 Corinthians 4:4).
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But Satan is not greater than God and has not outflanked Him.  Jesus testified that His Father “is greater than all” (John 10:29), which is further shown by the account in Job 1-2 where Satan could do only what God permitted.

Additionally, the remarkable statement in 1 Peter 1:20 shows that God had already created a plan, before the creation of the first humans, to counteract and defeat the power and actions of Satan.  

Verses 18 and 19 explain that those who believe and obey God are redeemed (bought back) from the eternal death penalty of sin (Romans 6:23) by the pure and unblemished sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  Verse 20 then goes on to add that this sacrifice was planned and “FOREORDAINED (established, predestined) BEFORE THE FOUNDATION OF THE (present) WORLD, but was manifest (revealed) in these last times for you.”

Having given the angels the freedom to make choices, and knowing the wrong decisions Satan had made and the power of his influence, (which convinced one third of the angels to rebel against God with him – Revelation 12:4),  God had an insight into mankind’s probable actions, because Satan and his angelic followers had 

been banished from heaven to this earth (Revelation 12:9), and were committed to influencing its human inhabitants to follow their way of thinking and acting.

To counteract this, God planned and purposed the sinless sacrifice of His Son to pay the penalty of human sin, that was brought about by Satan’s influence, which sin separates man from God (Isaiah 59:2). The grace of God’s forgiveness is given when the individual repents of going Satan’s way rather than God’s, which brings about reconciliation (propitiation) with God (Romans 3:25; 2 Corinthians 5:18; Colossians 1:21; Hebrews 2:17).

As the result of repentance and water baptism by total immersion, (baptism portrays the complete submersion and death of the old self that embraced and followed Satan’s thinking and conduct – Romans 6:4), God gives the power of His Spirit to help such an individual overcome the wrong thoughts and actions instilled in him by Satan’s influence (Acts 2:38; 2 Timothy 1:7).

This is how God disarms and negates the power of Satan .  God puts His nature into those who sincerely choose to follow His commandments and way of life, to help resist and overcome Satan and his influence.

Truly repentant people now have the available strength from God to bring “every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5).  Not only will Jesus Christ completely subjugate Satan during the thousand years and thereafter following His return (Revelation 20:1-3), God has given repentant human beings the power to defeat Satan even in this present age.

- 8 -

As a final consideration, to supplement what Jesus and Paul said about the Satan-influenced carnal mind, rejecting and breaking God’s laws creates the kind of  perverse satanic character and behavior that is described in Galatians 5:19 – 21: 

“Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are adultery, fornication, uncleanness, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness,  revelries, - - - those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

Conversely, making righteous choices by the power and influence of God’s Spirit produces godly character by obedience to the letter and spirit of God’s commandments (1 Peter 1:22).  These characteristics are described in Galatians 5:22-23 as  “love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.  Against such there is no (penalty incurred from breaking God’s) law.”

God has gained the victory over Satan by planning and ordaining the means of instilling His righteous mind into those who act and respond  to His calling (John 6:44), and who, by their own free and willful choice, determine to follow and obey God’s way rather than Satan’s.  And even though such people may occasionally sin through human weakness, God’s forgiveness is available when they sincerely repent.

With a few Old Testament exceptions, and before the sacrifice of Jesus Christ which made forgiveness of sin and eternal life possible to those who seek it, access to the tree of life has not been available to the  world since Adam and Eve decided to live without God’s guidance.  God in His love and mercy will not give eternal life to those whose God-rejecting choices produce evil and misery.  That would result in ongoing discord and unhappiness, and would be contrary to the well-being of the human race, and the peace, tranquility and purity, that God has determined for the future (Revelation 21:4,27).

Only those who obey God’s commandments have the right to inherit the tree of eternal life, and enter the city of the New Jerusalem, that was initially offered to Adam and Eve (Revelation 22:14).  Those who choose Satan’s way, who are not included in God’s Book of Life, will be denied entrance (verse 15), and will be “cast into the lake of fire” (Revelation 20:15.)

With such far-reaching alternatives to choose from, whose nature and way of life do you want – God’s or Satan’s?  Which future do you desire – the joys and responsibilities of eternal life, or the nothingness of eternal death?

