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  Sin is crouching at the door; and its desire is for you, but you must master it.


  —Genesis 4:7




  I have seen the dark side of humanity. As a neuroscientist studying impulsive and aggressive behavior, I have sat across an interview table from countless murderers, rapists, and drug addicts. What has struck me the most over the years, however, is how ordinary these individuals are. People who have done very evil things are more like you and me than we may want to admit. Most have dreamed of better lives for themselves and desperately want to change but don’t know how. Back when I was a young graduate student, I had imagined that such people would be monsters—grotesque and frightening. What I have found over the years is that they are more pitiful and lost than they are terrifying.




  Privately, we are quick to compare our bad behavior to those around us. If we can just find someone worse than us, then somehow that makes our bad behavior not so bad. I’ve never killed anyone, so that makes me better than the murderer. I’m not dependent on alcohol or drugs, so that makes me better than the addict.




  But how bad is too bad, and by what standard should we be judged? God has called his people to “be holy,” as he is holy (Leviticus 19:2). He requires moral perfection, and we fall miserably short (Romans 3:23). Without Christ, we are all the same. Our human labels are meaningless—whether they be “murderer,” “rapist,” “drug addict,” or “neuroscientist.” We are all spiritually dead and separated from God.




  Sin is a ruthless beast: crouching at the door, waiting to consume us all (Genesis 4:7). When we encounter those whom it has overcome, we should feel sorrow rather than self-righteous pride. Sitting across the table from impulsive and aggressive patients is more like looking into a mirror than gazing at a monster. I see my own imperfections, the stain of sin, and I am grateful for God’s abundant grace (Romans 5:17; Ephesians 1:7–8). A pastor friend of mine often says he has never met a person that Christ didn’t die for. Each time I sit down at the interview table, I am reminded that I haven’t either.




  DEFINING THE PROBLEM




  What is sin? If you ask ten people that question, you are likely to get ten different answers. In fact, some might even respond that there is no such thing. That’s because we often view sin as a matter of breaking the rules. But what set of rules should we use as our standard: the Ten Commandments, the Code of Hammurabi, the federal laws of the United States? What if your set of rules differs from mine? Can behavior that you consider sinful be acceptable behavior for me?




  The Bible uses a number of Hebrew and Greek words that we translate as “sin,” but two are most common: chata and hamartia. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word chata (e.g., Exodus 20:20) is used most often to describe sin. Chata means “miss,” as in to miss a target. The same word is used in Judges 20:16 to describe a group of left-handed warriors from the tribe of Benjamin who could “sling a stone at a hair and not miss” (emphasis added). In the New Testament, the most common Greek word used to describe sin is hamartia, which means “to miss the mark.” Paul used this word when he wrote, in Romans 3:23, that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” This verse could also be translated, “All have missed the mark and fall short of the glory of God.” Sin, then, is best defined as missing, or falling short, of the glory of God.




  To better understand what sin is, we must have a greater appreciation for the glory of God.




  THE GLORY OF GOD




  The glory of God is mentioned throughout the biblical text, both the Old Testament and the New Testament (e.g., Exodus 24:17; Revelation 21:23). At its appearance, individuals—whether prophets (Ezekiel 1:28), priests (1 Kings 8:11), kings (2 Chronicles 7:1–3), or lowly shepherds (Luke 2:9)—fell to the ground in fear and awe. God’s glory is continually referred to by choirs of angels before the throne of heaven (Isaiah 6:3; Revelation 5:11–12), and it is purposely reflected in the created universe so that human beings might know God (Psalm 19:1; Romans 1:18–25).




  To look fully upon God’s glory is to see the very face of God, to see him as he truly is. In the dark time after the Israelites’ sin of making and worshiping the golden calf, followed then by the destruction of the first set of tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments, Moses, questioning his ability to lead the people, cried out to God, “Show me Your glory!” (Exodus 33:18). God agreed, yet he cautioned Moses that no one could look upon his full glory and live. However, he hid Moses in a cleft in the rock and covered him with his protective hand. Passing by, he allowed Moses to see the afterglow of his glory.




  As God passed by the hidden and protected Moses, he proclaimed his glory aloud, “The LORD, the LORD God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth; who keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, transgression and sin; yet He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished, visiting the iniquity of fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third and fourth generations” (Exodus 34:6–7).




  The glory of God is the sum total of who he is: his divine nature, attributes, characteristics, powers, and abilities all together. And as I mentioned above, it is also the standard by which sin is defined (Romans 3:23). The glory of God is the standard for our every thought and action. Whatever we do, it is to be done to the glory of God (1 Corinthians 10:31). Evaluated in this way, sin seems to be more a state of being than a set of wrong thoughts and behaviors that should be avoided.




  To be fully aware of sin’s destructive power, we need to go back to the beginning—to where it all started.




  THE ORIGIN OF SIN




  Before Adam and Eve were created, before there was an Eden or a forbidden tree, sin began to burn in the heart of a holy angel. The name Satan comes from a Hebrew word (satan) that means “adversary,” “accuser,” or “opponent.” In Isaiah’s prophecy against the king of Babylon, the prophet seems to go beyond the scope of a human king and describe the fall of Satan. “How you have fallen from heaven, O star of the morning, son of the dawn! You have been cut down to the earth, you who have weakened the nations!” (Isaiah 14:12). The Hebrew for “star of the morning” was translated “Lucifer” in an early Latin translation of the Bible.




  A similar situation is found in Ezekiel 28. Though the immediate context of this prophecy was in regard to the king of Tyre, the Lord, through Ezekiel, apparently goes beyond addressing a human king to describe Satan: “You had the seal of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering. . . . You were the anointed cherub who covers, and I placed you there. You were on the holy mountain of God; you walked in the midst of the stones of fire. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created until unrighteousness was found in you. . . . Your heart was lifted up because of your beauty; you corrupted your wisdom by reason of your splendor” (Ezekiel 28:12–17).




  Prideful because of his beauty and position, Satan (Lucifer) questioned God’s sovereignty. Desiring equality with the Creator, he thought to himself, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God, and I will sit on the mount of assembly in the recesses of the north. I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High” (Isaiah 14:13–14). Gathering to his side other angels willing to question the sovereignty of the Almighty, he rebelled. Second Peter 2:4 mentions the angels (plural) who sinned, leading to the conclusion that there were many other angels who assisted Satan in his rebellion and were therefore banished from heaven.




  The Greek term diabolos (devil), sometimes used to refer to Satan in the New Testament, means “slanderer,” “traitor,” or “false accuser.” The New Testament writers employed a number of different terms to refer to Satan: “the tempter,” “the evil one,” “Beelzebul,” “the ruler of the demons,” “the enemy,” and “the ruler of this world.”




  The story of Satan’s fall is a tragic tale of pride’s destructive power. But can the blame for sin entering the world be placed solely on Satan? In the section on sin in his small catechism, Martin Luther asks the question, “By whom was sin brought into the world?” His answer is short and to the point: “Sin was brought into the world by the devil, who was once a holy angel but fell away from God, and by man, who of his own free will yielded to the temptation of the devil (1 John 3:8; Romans 5:12)” (emphasis added).1 While Satan indeed fell first and certainly played a major role in the fall of humanity, in a very real sense we are coconspirators with him. Both parties have paid a heavy price for their rebellion.




  THE FALL OF MAN




  Man is unlike any other living creature that God created. While all living creatures, including man, were formed from the ground of the earth (Genesis 2:7, 19), only man was created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26).2 Even more amazing is that God breathed into the newly formed man and he became a living being (Genesis 2:7). Like God, our true essence is spirit, meaning that we can be in an intimate relationship with our Creator.




  God placed the man and woman in a literal paradise on earth, Eden (Genesis 2:8), and provided for their every need. Like he had done with the angels, God gave the man and woman free will and allowed them to make decisions for themselves. Created spiritually innocent and sinless, Adam and Eve knew an intimacy with God that we can only imagine (Genesis 3:8). They were in perfect harmony with their Creator and with each other (Genesis 2:25). He had given them life and provided for their every need. He was their daily companion—their friend—and he dearly loved them. In Eden, all things were possible, and only a single behavior was forbidden: they were told never to eat the fruit from “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” If they did, God said that they would die (Genesis 2:17).




  How long this perfect union of God and humankind lasted, we have no idea. Ultimately it doesn’t really matter, because a day came when Satan entered the garden. Cast down from heaven, unable to have the throne of the Most High, in his hatred and rage toward God he chose to hurt the Creator by attacking his most beloved creation—man. Approaching the woman, Satan questioned the motives of God’s command not to eat from the forbidden tree. In fact, in an ironic twist Satan deceived Eve into committing the same sin that had caused him to be cast out: desiring equality with God (Genesis 3:5). So she ate, and then Adam ate, and then everything changed.




  Instead of being in a harmonious, loving relationship with their Creator, they now feared him and hid themselves (Genesis 3:8). Spiritually, they were now separated from him. God removed his protective hand and cast them out of Eden, leaving them at the mercy of the elements. Food and water were hard to come by; childbirth was painful; it was difficult to maintain harmony in their marital and family relationships; their bodies began to age; they would get sick; and ultimately they would die. Never was this more evident and painful than when one of their children (Cain) killed his brother (Abel) out of anger and jealousy (Genesis 4:3–8). Like Satan, questioning the sovereignty of God by desiring equality with the Creator had cost Adam and Eve everything, and sin was now in the world.




  TYPES OF SIN




  There are basically two types of sin: original sin and actual sin. Original sin is also called inherited sin, because it was passed down to us by our father Adam. But how can I be held responsible for something this Adam guy did long before I was born? Well, like it or not, it’s true. Furthermore, if we are going to reconcile the biological and spiritual aspects of sinful behaviors, such as drunkenness and homosexuality, it is essential that we have a correct understanding of the doctrine of original sin.




  Adam, as the first man, has a twofold relationship to all his descendants (including you and me). First, he was the natural head of the human race, the biological father of all human beings. To this physical relationship God added a covenant relationship, by virtue of which Adam was also the representative of all his descendants (you and me, again). A covenant is a binding agreement between two parties, in this instance God and humankind. When Adam sinned in his representative capacity, the guilt of his sin was passed on to all those whom he represented. As a result, we are all born in a sinful state. “Just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned” (Romans 5:12). Through this covenant relationship, we all share in what could be called “original guilt” and are accountable before God for the sin of Adam. At birth we are spiritually dead, separated from God with no hope of spiritual life.




  But remember that the results of sin were also biological for Adam and Eve. They began to change physically; the consequences were aging, sickness, and death. We have also inherited from Adam, our biological father, a physical aspect of sin, what I like to call “sinful DNA.” As a result of our sinful biology at birth, our physical and mental inclinations are only for self, and as we grow they continue to be self-focused. In relation to God, there is simply no good in us, neither spiritually nor physically. Our fundamental preference is toward sin (Psalm 51:5; Romans 7:18, 8:7). It is out of a mind and body corrupted by original sin that actual sins come forth.




  An actual sin is a thought or behavior that violates a commandment of God (1 John 3:4). Actual sins are the “Thou shalt nots”—like lying, cheating, and stealing—that people of faith try to avoid. In fact, this is how we most often think and talk about sin, as bad behaviors to avoid. Much like the rich young ruler who asked Jesus what he should do to inherit eternal life (Mark 10:17–20), we gauge our personal holiness, or how acceptable we are to God, by the number of actual sins we do or do not commit. I can tell you from personal experience; that approach to living the Christian life always ends in frustration and failure.




  Let’s not forget, sin is falling short of God’s glory. We are born disqualified from life with God because of original sin. But let’s say for a moment that original sin did not exist. Imagine that you were born like Adam and Eve, innocent and sinless. Would you be able to live your life devoid of actual sins—a life with no thoughts, words, or actions that fall short of God’s glory? Remember, God requires moral perfection of his people (Leviticus 19:2), and even a single sin would disqualify you from life with him (James 2:10).




  The Pharisees of Jesus’ day were up for the challenge. They saw themselves as the most righteous of the Israelites. They lived their lives by a strict code of dos and don’ts that they thought brought them favor with God. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that a righteousness greater than that of the Pharisees was required for a person to enter into the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:20). And then he described what being holy like God really looks like. “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘You shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (Matthew 5:21–22).




  Jesus likely chose this commandment because the Pharisees present during his teaching had never murdered anyone. By expanding on this commandment, Jesus shows us two important things about sin. First, sin begins in the mind long before the actual sinful act is committed (James 1:14–15). Second, there is no difference in the “seriousness” of sins in God’s eyes; to him, sin is sin. Any sin, regardless of how trivial we may considerate it, disqualifies us from life with God. The Scriptures even teach us that it is possible to sin unintentionally—to not know that we have sinned—but still to be held accountable before God (Leviticus 4:2–3; Numbers 15:28).




  Now the average life span for a person born in the United States today is seventy-seven years.3 Are you up to the challenge: Could you live a sinless life? Adam and Eve were unsuccessful. The Pharisees tried and failed. And I’m also confident that neither you nor I would be successful.




  RECONCILIATION




  Is there any hope for us? Even if we weren’t born with the guilt of original sin upon us, how could we ever meet the standard of sinless perfection necessary for life with God? Thankfully, someone else has met the standard for us; and he offers us the opportunity, through faith, to be forgiven and made new (Ephesians 2:8–9).




  In the fullness of time, the Father sent the long-prophesied Savior, Jesus, to set us free from sin (Genesis 3:15; Isaiah 7:14). Conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of a virgin (Matthew 1:18), he did not share in the guilt of original sin. After living a sinless life, Jesus offered himself as a perfect sacrifice and took upon himself the punishment for sin that was meant for us (Romans 6:23; Ephesians 5:2). Satisfying God’s wrath against sin, he was raised from the dead and exalted to the right hand of God the Father (Acts 2:32–33). Through faith in Jesus Christ, we are offered forgiveness of our sins (past, present, and future), a new living spirit, and the opportunity to be in an intimate spiritual union with our Creator.




  SIN AND SCIENCE




  It seems that you can’t pick up a magazine or turn on the television these days without seeing a story on the conflict between science and religious belief. The disagreement tends to focus around three main issues: the sanctity of life, the origin of life, and sinful behavior. The sanctity of life includes topics such as abortion, euthanasia (i.e., physician-assisted suicide), the use of embryonic stem cells, and cloning. The second point of contention, the origin of life, is seen in the ongoing dispute between the proponents of naturalistic evolution and those who believe the universe shows signs of intelligent design. The third point of conflict has to do with biblically defined sinful behavior for which science has shown some biological predisposition or basis. Some of the most emotionally debated behaviors include homosexuality, addiction, and criminality. The purpose of this book is to speak to this third point of debate and, I hope, bring some resolution to the conflict.




  The behaviors that will be discussed have been chosen for two reasons: first, because the Scriptures, which I consider the inspired and authoritative Word of God, clearly define them as sinful; and second, because the scientific community has traditionally addressed these behaviors as disorders.4 There is no thought of judgment or condemnation toward those who might be struggling with these sins, but simply a desire that all will come away with a better understanding that our only hope is God’s grace and absolute dependence on the risen Christ.




  As a Christian and a neuroscientist, I stand at the boundary point of what appears, at least on the surface, to be two very different worlds—or perhaps it is more precise to say two very different worldviews. From my unique vantage point, I unfortunately have seen scientific knowledge distorted to justify sinful behavior; and perhaps more disturbingly, I have seen Christians misuse the Scriptures to demonize and alienate the very ones to whom they should be reaching out. The underlying cause of this problem in the church is a lack of knowledge, both of basic brain function and of scriptural teaching. It is my hope that this book will give you a better understanding of both.




  WHY MEN?




  If we look at the sins to be discussed in the following chapters, we find that men are more frequently involved than women in these behaviors. So the question must be asked, Do men and women sin differently? I believe they do, and I suggest that this is just one more piece of evidence that sin has biological roots.




  Physiologically, men and women are very different. As I will describe throughout this book, it is often extremes (both highs and lows) in the same hormonal and biochemical systems that differ between the sexes, predisposing us to sinful behavior (e.g., lust). God made the sexes different but complementary (Genesis 2:18–25). He instilled certain drives and desires in the man, so that he might fulfill his divinely determined masculine role. A different set of female-specific drives and desires was created in the woman so that she might accomplish her God-ordained purposes.




  Psychological science has long recognized these differences. For example, research has consistently found that women tend to have better verbal abilities than men and are relationally oriented, while men have better spatial or analytical skills and are task oriented. These cognitive differences have been linked to neurochemical, hormonal, and structural differences in the brains of men and women. The complementary nature of these differences changed when sin entered the world. Humankind became selfish and independent, with each individual relying only on himself or herself to fulfill their natural desires and physical appetites.




  The gender differences observed in sinful behavior are foreshadowed in the curse that God pronounced upon Adam and Eve in the garden (Genesis 3:16–19). The man is told that he will have great difficulty in providing for himself and his family. So the sins most often committed by men tend to be outwardly manifested and focused on obtaining immediate pleasure or gratification (e.g., aggression). The curse upon the woman was that she would no longer be in an equivalent relationship with the man and that he would rule over her. Therefore the sins of women tend to be more inwardly focused and concern relational status, privilege, or position (e.g., envy). The neurobiological correlates of these inwardly focused types of sinful behavior are just now beginning to be investigated.5




  A recent Catholic survey supports this idea that men and women sin differently. The study was based on the confessions heard by ninety-five-year-old Jesuit priest Roberto Busa after a lifetime in the priesthood and was focused on the traditional seven deadly sins: pride, envy, gluttony, lust, anger, greed, and sloth. The most common sins reported by men were lust and gluttony (sins related to immediate pleasure and gratification), while women were more likely to struggle with pride and envy (sins related to relational status and privilege).6




  God has created us as embodied spirits, having physical and spiritual aspects to our being. Deeply stained and scarred by original sin, both spiritually and physically, we are at birth separated from God and incomplete. Because God created men and women physically different, it is understandable that the effect of original sin on our bodies and minds varies between the sexes. This is not to say that men and women differ in their degree of sinfulness, but simply that they tend to sin in different ways. Men and women are equally sinful, and sin is equally destructive in both. Through faith in Christ, we are transformed spiritually, but like all the physical creation, our bodies still long to be redeemed and made new (Romans 8:20–23). While salvation occurs in an instant, sanctification—the process by which our bodies and minds are formed into Christ’s likeness—is a lifelong process that will only be fully realized at Christ’s second coming.
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  The mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace.


  —Romans 8:6




  Brain Day has become an annual tradition at my children’s school. On that day I bring a variety of brain specimens for all the students to see and touch. There are certain advantages (or disadvantages, depending on your perspective) to having a father who is a neuroscientist. I like to bring the brains of several different animal species, such as rats, rabbits, and sheep, for the children to see and compare. Of course, the most anticipated specimen is always the human brain. Students, teachers, and administrators all crowd into the small classroom just to get a peek at what is the most amazing piece of bioengineering that will ever exist. The students’ questions range from the curious (“Did you kill someone to get that brain?”) to the complex (“How do we dream?”). It is a day that makes a lasting impression on the kids. “I touched a human brain today—cool!”




  Much like those young children, I have always been fascinated by the human brain. From my undergraduate days, learning the anatomy of the sheep brain in class, to now teaching neuroscience doctoral students human neuroanatomy, I continue to marvel at the complexity of this three-pound miracle of creation.




  The human brain contains approximately 100 billion neurons. It is 75 percent water and uses electricity and chemicals to form and store thoughts, feelings, and memories. The brain uses 20 percent of the body’s energy but makes up only 2 percent of the body’s weight. When awake, the human brain can generate up to 25 watts of power, enough to illuminate a light bulb. Information travels through its neural pathways at speeds of up to 120 meters per second (268 miles per hour)! Humans have the most complex brain of any living creature God has created on earth.




  While the complexity of our brain may separate us from the other living creatures, that difference is only a matter of degree. Animals also have brains, and they work very much like our own. God created all living creatures, including human beings, from the ground of the earth (Genesis 2:7, 19), so it is not surprising that humans and animals are physically quite similar. What makes us fundamentally different from animals, however, is the fact that our true essence—that is, who we really are—is not a physical body but an immaterial spirit (2 Corinthians 5:1–4).
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