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Tim preached the sermons on which this book is based in the 1990s as a series under the title “The Faces of Sin.” He had preached some of the sermons individually at other times and places, but having a series that examined sin in its many forms and dimensions was important in a place like New York City.


People didn’t like the word.


Once after a service a well-dressed woman came up to Tim and shouted angrily (presumably because of the confession of sin in the liturgy of the worship service), “Neither I nor any of my children will ever confess to being sinners!” She then spun on her heel and marched out of the auditorium.


On another occasion, a new convert invited Tim to meet with several of her friends. Their conversation was cordial until one of the women fixed Tim with a hard stare and said, “You think I’m a sinner, don’t you?” Tim tried to explain that he did not believe she was different from anyone else. We are all sinners who fall short of what God meant us to be; we are all broken, all in need of grace.


It didn’t make any difference. The conversation was over. She believed sin was a “nuclear” word, reserved for the scum of the earth, applicable only to murderers, rapists, Nazis, and members of the KKK. Nothing Tim said could convince her otherwise.


The need to explain sin in its many dimensions and its universal contagion of all people is clearly necessary. It’s not a concept most people are familiar with, and when they do hear it, there is often resistance. The idea that we have all rebelled, in our own individual ways, against the rightful king of the universe, rejected his love, trampled on his heart . . . well, it just doesn’t fit in our good/bad, right/wrong, I’m in/you’re out world.


Once, Tim was sharing the gospel with a number of people who lived near our first church in Virginia. One woman had gladly heard the gospel, but when Tim made a second, follow-up visit, he found her sister there, waiting for him.


“You mean to tell me,” the sister said with an incredulous sneer, “that some axe murderer who repented and accepted Jesus would go to heaven and I, who have led a good life without any religion, would not?” Tim agreed that that was indeed the case. The sister fell silent, stunned by his response. Determined to avoid further awkwardness, Tim quickly arranged to meet the first woman—the one who had initially welcomed the message—on another day. (The ink was barely dry on his ordination papers at that point, and he had not yet encountered that kind of pushback. He got better as time went by.)
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In the years since Tim died, I have tried to bring some kind of order to all the books, papers, talks, sermons, lectures, classes, notes, journals, and jottings he left behind. This has not been easy: If an idea struck him and there was no paper at hand, he was just as likely to write down his thought on the inside cover of whatever book he was holding. (And he never went anywhere without a book, even when he took out the trash to the other end of the hall where the refuse chute was located!) Additionally, his computer held around sixty thousand files, and it has been intimidating to make sense of those because of his file-naming system. If he was writing a sermon or a book, each revision or significant editorial change was treated as a new document and given its own name according to a shorthand that made sense to him. So I might encounter a file named “FOS-1.1. 02/96,” which I think might be read as “Faces of Sin, version 1.1, written February 2, 1996.” Maybe.


I felt on surer ground dealing with the papers in the sixteen file drawers, although they were packed so tightly in each drawer (as well as boxes and cupboards) that pulling out one file folder was an exercise in itself, and putting it back defeated even weight-lifting gym rats.


I did, however, manage to extract the folder titled “The Faces of Sin” and, after consulting with a number of knowledgeable people, decided it would be a good start for a book about sin. Since I have been Tim’s oral-to-written-style editor for most of his books, this seemed like it would be an easy task, but of course nothing is as easy as we hope it will be. Thanks are due to David McCormick, our agent for many years who is now a friend and advocate as well; to Webster Younce, a former elder at Redeemer who is now vice president and executive editor at Zondervan/HarperCollins; and especially to Braedon Gregg, who did the developmental editing and has helped turn some of Tim’s works from oral to written form. He has a great feel for Tim’s voice, and I couldn’t have done it without him.


Each chapter ends with a prayer because Tim was aware, as all mature Christians are, that we deceive ourselves most concerning our own sinfulness. We treat people harshly and call it “straight talking,” or skip private or corporate communion with God and call it “self-care.” You can’t confess something that you have convinced yourself you aren’t guilty of. So as you read, allow God to probe you for your hidden sins and to give you a contrite and broken heart over the ways you have broken both his law and his heart. Grace is there for the asking.


Kathy Keller









INTRODUCTION
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Questions arise in our minds and hearts every day. Some are easy to answer: “What should I wear today?” or “What should I make for dinner?” Some are weightier and harder to determine: “Should I move to a different city?” or “Should I marry this person?” But one question rises above all others, the supreme question that each of us asks ourselves time and time again: What is wrong with the world? What is wrong with the human race?


That question can take other forms: Why do we treat each other so terribly? Why do we do such horrible things, such as genocide and murder and driving others into poverty? Why can we not live at peace with one another and just be happy? Whatever form it takes, this question is central to making sense of existence.


Years ago I read a book on the subject of evil in modern life and how we view it.1 In his introduction, the author noted that it was rare for a week to pass without him seeing news reports detailing horrific events. He noted an account of teenagers performing contract killings for just a few dollars, a story of a man shot in the head over the keys to a car, and—the week he finished the book—reports of atrocities in concentration camps where ethnic cleansing was happening.2


What’s wrong with us? What could lead human beings to do things like this? If you don’t ask that question—if that question doesn’t burn in your heart—your head is in the sand.


Many attempts have been made at answering this question. Some people hear news of ethnic cleansing and point to a sociological reason, arguing that it’s clearly the result of racism. But that response doesn’t actually answer the question. Why are we humans capable of such racist atrocities? How can we be so callous toward another race in the first place? Others may read the story about teenagers turned hit men and turn to sociology as well, saying it’s the result of poverty. But why would a human being respond to poverty with murder, of all things?


The sociological factor is not, at root, the answer. Sociological reasons may be the occasion for murder, but they are not the cause. The answer the Bible gives us for why we do such heinous things is both simple and complex. That answer is sin. Many reading this may be irritated and think this is a primitive and old-fashioned analysis. My response—and the Bible’s—is yes! Of course it’s primitive and old-fashioned—because it’s true and deeply woven into the world and its entire history. It would be a terrible answer if it weren’t old-fashioned.


But—and this is where the complexity of the answer begins to appear—sin is not limited to the most grievous things we read about in the news. The questions we ask about humanity’s depravity, questions prompted by the previous stories, also extend to our own selves. How does it become so easy for us to lie to someone? Why do we keep coming back to crippling addictions instead of giving them up the instant we realize they’re hurting us?


The truth of the matter is that we will never be able to answer these questions unless we come to understand sin. We will never be able to resolve our personal problems, let alone the rest of the world’s problems, unless we possess a full comprehension of sin. After all, how can we prescribe a remedy unless we first diagnose the disease?


When many of us hear the word sin, we think about the didactic parts of Scripture where sin is taught about— the Ten Commandments, the specifications of God’s law, the thou shalt nots, and so on. That is true so far as it goes. But the Bible’s depiction of sin is much more comprehensive than just what is contained in those passages. The Bible gives us many concrete examples and metaphors to show us the full range of what sin is, how it affects us, and, yes, why we keep coming back to it. In Genesis sin is depicted as a wild beast in the story of Cain. In 2 Kings, we see sin as leprosy in the story of Naaman. In the gospel of Mark, Jesus uses the metaphor of sin as leaven when he reprimands the Pharisees. In addition, the Bible speaks of sin as self-deception, self-righteousness, and slavery. This book addresses each of these metaphors and what it means for our understanding of what is wrong with the world. Each chapter in the book illuminates a specific aspect of sin and explores how we might be saved from it.


Some readers may be thinking, “Why spend an entire book talking about such a negative and unpopular subject as sin?” Others of you might not even be sure what you think about Christianity. “I don’t know if I believe in God,” you may say. “Why on earth would I be interested in hearing about sin?”


I’ll give you two reasons why it is not just important but all-important that you understand sin. The first reason is that the biblical teaching about sin is one of the strongest arguments for the truth of Christianity. The second is that it equips you to best handle life as it is.


To take the first reason, I can show you person after person (and I’ll mention some of them as the book goes on) who abandoned Christianity but were pushed back to embrace it because nothing other than the idea of sin could account for the darkest depths of human behavior. These individuals saw human evil up close. The Bible was the only way they could find to explain what they saw.


In The Death of Satan: How Americans Have Lost the Sense of Evil, Andrew Delbanco, a professor of American studies at Columbia University and a self-described secular liberal, argues that if you get rid of the ideas of religion along with the moral, spiritual idea of sin, you are forced to conclude that the reason we do the terrible things to each other as described earlier is due to either biology, psychology, or sociology. That creates all sorts of problems. As Delbanco writes, “A gulf has opened up in our culture between the visibility of evil and the intellectual resources available for coping with it.”3


If the terrible acts humans commit are a result of biology, they’re part of our evolutionary makeup, where aggression is bound up with the idea of the survival of the fittest. Or the reasons are found in psychology: We do these terrible things because of repressed emotions. Or in sociology, we do them because of economic deprivation. But when you get a close-up view of the horrors of evil, all those theories fall apart. If those theories are true, then we really can’t help doing what we do and therefore we’re not really evil. But anyone who witnesses a parent killing their child knows that makes no sense. These acts can’t be so easily explained away, no matter how hard we try. As the serial killer Hannibal Lecter says to the FBI agent trying to analyze him in The Silence of the Lambs, “Nothing happened to me, Officer Starling. I happened. You can’t reduce me to a set of influences. You’ve given up good and evil for behaviorism . . . You’ve got everybody in moral-dignity pants—nothing is ever anybody’s fault. Look at me, Officer Starling. Can you stand to say I’m evil ?”4


In his book The Brothers Karamazov, Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky addresses the idea of seeing biology as the culprit: “People talk sometimes of a bestial cruelty, but that’s a great injustice and insult to the beasts; a beast can never be so cruel as a man, so artistically cruel. The tiger only tears and gnaws, that’s all he can do. He would never think of nailing people by the ears, even if he were able to do it.”5 As Dostoevsky knew, something else is going on here, something beyond biology or sociology or psychology. That something is sin.


The second reason it’s all-important to understand sin is that if you don’t take up the old-fashioned, traditional understanding of it, you will be led into countless personal and social miscalculations. You will not be able to deal with life as it is. Not only that, but you won’t be able to understand the glory of God’s love and grace. You’ll never be stunned or amazed by it.


Here is what I mean. If someone came up to you and said, “I was at your house the other day and you weren’t there. Then a man came with a bill for you, and I paid it,” how would you react? Well, it depends on the size of the bill, doesn’t it?


What if it was postage due for seventy-five cents? That’s one thing. What if it was the landlord demanding rent? That’s another thing. What if it was an auditor from the IRS saying, “You owe ten years of back taxes, and we’re repossessing your property unless you pay up”? That’s something else entirely. Until you know whether the bill was $10 or $1,000 or $100,000, you don’t know whether you’ve been helped a little or utterly saved. You don’t know whether to shake the person’s hand or kiss their feet and swear eternal loyalty.


How does this relate to the idea of sin? Here’s how. If there is a lack of joy in your life today, if the thought of Jesus dying for you does not transfix and transform you, if you’re not able to draw power out of the thought of what he has done for you on the cross, then you don’t understand the enormity and power of your sin. You haven’t really seen how much of a debt Christ paid for you. You don’t know how far he has brought you. You don’t know the magnitude of what he has done. And you don’t know the seriousness and depth of your sin that led him to do what he did.


Put another way, if you don’t understand sin, you are neither pessimistic enough nor optimistic enough to deal with life. On the one hand, if you believe the reason people do the terrible things they do is because of poor social conditioning or evolution or repressed psychology, you’ll never be able to deal with life as it is. You’ll be like Agent Starling, speechless before Hannibal Lecter. You won’t be pessimistic enough, so to speak, to grapple with the bleak realities of life.


In her book Creed or Chaos?, English author Dorothy L. Sayers observes that Christianity, far from its caricature as an escape from reality, is a supremely clear-eyed way of viewing the world. She writes, “It seems to me quite disastrous that the idea should have got about that Christianity is an other-worldly, unreal, idealistic kind of religion that suggests that if we are good we shall be happy. On the contrary, it is fiercely and even harshly realistic, insisting that there are certain eternal achievements that make even happiness look like trash.”6 In other words, one of the things that precludes an “unreal, idealistic” view of life is Christianity’s clear-eyed view of sin.


On the other hand, without a full understanding of sin, you won’t have the grounds for the optimism necessary to remain hopeful in the midst of life’s harsh realities. Only via a clear view of sin can you see there are some things Jesus has done for us and has given to us and can do in us and is doing in us that make any earthly happiness look like little but trash. That’s what provides the joy and the confidence to survive. If you don’t understand sin, you’ll be neither pessimistic enough nor optimistic enough to deal with life.


If we stand any chance of answering the question of what is wrong with the world—much less of being saved from the answer to that question—we must begin with understanding the complexity and multifaceted nature of sin and end with understanding the unfailing love of a God who chooses to save us from it. This book will show you how.







CHAPTER 1
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SIN AS PREDATOR

Genesis 4:3–15


3 In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the LORD.4 But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The LORD looked with favor on Abel and his offering,5 but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast.

6 Then the LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast?7 If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.”

8 Now Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s go out to the field.” And while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him.

9 Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Am I my brother’s keeper?”

10 The LORD said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.11 Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand.12 When you work the ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth.”

13 Cain said to the LORD, “My punishment is more than I can bear.14 Today you are driving me from the land, and I will be hidden from your presence; I will be a restless wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds me will kill me.”

15 But the LORD said to him, “Not so; if anyone kills Cain, he will suffer vengeance seven times over.” Then the LORD put a mark on Cain so that no one who found him would kill him.





Years ago I watched the first Terminator movie with one of my sons. The film is a violent but well-made work of science fiction about a futuristic cyborg sent back in time to assassinate the protagonist, Sarah Connor. It wasn’t until I rewatched it that I realized how much of Sarah’s predicament is created solely by people underestimating the predatory power of the killer pursuing her.

Everyone in the film continually fails to understand the power of the Terminator. He looks like a human being, but he is actually a nearly indestructible machine. Early in the film, a police lieutenant tells Sarah, who in fear has telephoned the police station from a bar, “You’re in a public place, so you’ll be safe till we get there.”1 The lieutenant believes that no one would possibly attempt to kill her in a public place in front of so many witnesses. He has no idea the lengths this predator will go to kill its target, no matter who’s around.

Later, after Sarah is taken to the police station, the lieutenant tells her, “There’s a couch in this other room. Why don’t you stretch out and try to get some sleep? . . . You’ll be perfectly safe. We got thirty cops in this building.”2 They don’t realize the Terminator can (and does) wipe them all out single-handedly. The problem isn’t just that someone is out to kill her—it’s that nobody understands the power of who is out to kill her.

In the passage of Scripture quoted at the start of this chapter, we read that God himself tells Cain that he doesn’t know the power of the sin in his heart. The problem is not only that there is sin in the human heart—though, as the rest of the Bible makes clear, human sin is the primary reason for the world’s condition—but also that we don’t, and sometimes won’t, recognize or acknowledge the power of sin. We underestimate it.

Therefore, there’s nothing more important for us than understanding sin’s true nature. God reveals to Cain—and to us—that nature in one vivid, pregnant utterance: “Sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.”

We are told three things about sin in that one sentence. First, we are told that sin hides itself. It crouches. Second, we are told that sin is tremendously powerful. It wants nothing more than to have us. Third—and this is implicit in the sentence—we have hope against it. We must rule over it, master it. In one sentence, God tells us about the hiddenness of sin, the power of sin, and that there’s a hope to defeat sin.

Sin Hides Itself by Nature

The Hebrew word for “crouching” solicits the image of wild beasts like leopards and tigers—usually large cats. If you have a cat, you know how they get around bugs. My family used to have a cat who wasn’t much of a predator, but if she saw a bug flying around, she was suddenly back in the jungle. She would freeze. She would get out of sight, lie down low to make herself look much smaller than she actually was, and hide. She would crouch. Here, sin is depicted as something that hides just like this, although it’s much more dangerous than a house cat.

What God tells Cain is that sin, by its nature, makes itself look smaller than it really is. In the midst of our ordinary lives and our ordinary feelings, a monster is hiding—and we often rationalize its effects on us. Let’s look at the story of Cain and Abel to see how this works.

Early in the story, Cain experiences what seem to him like justifiable and, really, very ordinary feelings: “Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast” (Genesis 4:5). He was dejected and jealous of his brother—much like any of us would be if God seemed to prefer our sibling over us. This seems like a normal human response to being overshadowed by someone else.

But God tells Cain that he doesn’t see what’s at the heart of his own feelings. There is something crouching in the middle of that seemingly normal grudge. He has no clue how much power is hidden in that envy.

What’s going on here? Cain and Abel both came to God with an offering. The word translated “offering” is important in understanding this story. There are a number of Hebrew words used to describe an offering, but the one that’s used here, minh• ah, specifically means a gift or tribute offering.

A gift offering is not the same as a sin offering. Cain and Abel are not going to God for forgiveness here. Instead, they are taking something that belongs to them and giving it to God as a symbol that everything they own really belongs to him, including their whole selves.

A good example of a gift offering in contemporary Western culture is when a man wants to marry a woman so he gives her an engagement ring. During the wedding, the bride gives the groom a ring in return. As you probably know, these rings are very valuable. When I proposed to my wife, Kathy, both of us had to sell some of our books and pool our funds together to buy her engagement ring. We were starving students at the time, and getting the money together was difficult. But when a bride and groom exchange rings at a wedding, they’re doing much more than just giving each other rings. They’re saying, “This is a symbol of my giving myself to you.” In fact, in the traditional Episcopal service (and this is a piece I always use when I do a wedding service), when the husband and wife put the ring on the other, they repeat after me, “I give you this ring as a symbol of my vow, and with all that I am and all that I have, I honor you.” The ring is a token, a symbol, of giving all.

Let me ask you a question. What if a man went out, purchased a very expensive ring, brought it to his girlfriend, and said, “I give you this ring. Will you marry me?” She might say yes. But what if the night before, she found out he had been cheating on her? What is she going to say? “Why, thank you”?

No, she’s going to say, “This isn’t love; this is bribery. You’re a liar. Maybe you do have feelings for me, but you won’t give me your all. You want all of me with this offering, but you won’t give me all of you. Forget it!”

If we dislike such a halfhearted gift, don’t you think God does too? We may come to worship and give God all our prayers and money and offerings, but unless we back it up with our life, it’s not love. It’s not worship. It’s bribery. It’s a way of saying, “I would like God’s favor, but I want to live my life my own way.”

That’s what Cain does here. How can we tell? Many people over the years have looked at the Mosaic law and its references to blood offerings and concluded that the problem is that Abel brings sheep while Cain brings grain. They say the issue in this passage is Cain’s failure to bring a blood offering.

But that’s not the issue here. To make a gift or tribute offering in those days, you brought something that symbolized whatever you did to make a living. Cain is a farmer; he brings produce. Abel is a shepherd; he brings sheep. There is nothing wrong with the form of the offering, with what each brought. The problem is something else. First John 3:12 gives us a clue. It specifies that “[Cain’s] own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous.” Why is that? The problem is what lies behind Cain’s offering, with the state of his heart.

Cain’s problem is that he is halfhearted, not wholehearted. That posture is tremendously common in the average churchgoer today. The average churchgoer is not a drug dealer. They’re not running a prostitution ring. But they want to come to church and be moral and thereby pay God off while living life their own way, determining for themselves what is right and wrong. This is ordinary, lukewarm religion.

By contrast, Abel’s religion is wholehearted. As a result, we are told that “the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering; but for Cain and his offering He had no regard” (Genesis 4:4–5 NASB). The word regard can be a little hard to understand in this context. Does it mean that after they make their offerings at the altar, a thunderous voice comes down from the heavens saying, “Abel? Great! Cain? Terrible!”? Probably not, since we are given direct quotations of what God said to Cain.

What is likely meant by “had no regard” for Cain is that God simply does not bless him and that Cain can tell this because his life isn’t going well. In other words, God withdraws his favor from Cain, while Abel is blessed and loved. How does Cain respond? The King James Version says, “And Cain was very wroth, and his countenance fell” (v. 5). Or as the NIV translates it, “Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast.”

The American theologian Cornelius Plantinga Jr. wrote a great book on sin called Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin. In it he says that the core of the halfheartedness we are discussing—whether as seen in Cain or in the ordinary, lukewarm religion of our day—is viewing ourselves as our first cause and viewing God as an accessory to us. Sin is acting as if we are God. We try to use God as the means to meet our own ends: our own joy, our own happiness, our own agenda.3

When a true worshiper of God finds their life going poorly, they grow confused and ask, “Lord, why?” But when life doesn’t go well for a briber of God, they get exceedingly wroth. They say, “This isn’t right—and I have a right for things to go my way.” At the heart of this attitude is a demandingness—a sense of entitlement, as if God owes us whatever we want. As if life owes us whatever we want. That little seed of entitlement, if left unchecked, will grow. You’ll start trampling on people to get what’s best for you. You’ll get angry and do whatever it takes to get what you seek. The monster hiding in this halfheartedness will show itself whenever life doesn’t go your way.

This halfheartedness, this unwillingness to say, “You’re God and I’m not,” is very common. It’s even ordinary for most of us. But in it are the seeds of something terrible. God goes to Cain and says, in effect, “In this envy is hidden murder. Don’t you see what’s crouching at your door? It looks ordinary, but it’s not. It’s a monster.”

Sin Hides Itself Intellectually

When I ask the average person how humanity could be capable of the Holocaust or how teenagers could commit contract killings or why Bosnian concentration camps existed, most people give the same answer. They say that those instances are exceptions and that ordinary people aren’t capable of such evils and that most of us are inherently good.

In the 1960s, a former Nazi and organizer of the Holocaust named Adolf Eichmann was arrested after he was found hiding in Argentina. What many found unnerving about Eichmann—and indeed many other Nazis tried for war crimes—was how ordinary he appeared. When Hannah Arendt, a German American political theorist, reported on Eichmann’s trial for the atrocities he committed, she coined the now-famous phrase “the banality of evil” to convey his seeming ordinariness, despite what he had done.

We want to believe ordinary people can’t do monstrous things—that only the truly evil ones do things like that. But when we see the monsters, we see that they’re like us. They’re ordinary. If they are capable, we are capable. Historically, we want to believe that ordinary people are all right, but the Bible tells us that at the heart of the ordinary is a monster.

In The Roosevelt I Knew, the memoirs of Frances Perkins, the secretary of labor for President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Perkins tells a fascinating story that illustrates the difficulty we often have believing that a regular, ordinary person could be capable of such evil. Roosevelt received many reports about incredible atrocities happening in Europe during the early years of World War II, but he didn’t listen to them. He didn’t really believe what he was hearing and chose not to deal with it.

When it dawned on Roosevelt that the reports were not exaggerated, he was at a loss as to how normal human beings could act so evilly. In early 1944 he went to church at Hyde Park, where an Episcopalian minister asked him if he had read Danish theologian Søren Kierkegaard’s writings on original sin. Roosevelt began to read them. Not long after that, he called Perkins into his office and asked her, “Have you ever read Kierkegaard? Well, you ought to read him. It will teach you about the Nazis. Kierkegaard explains the Nazis to me as nothing else ever has. I have never been able to make out why people who are obviously human beings could behave like that. . . . Kierkegaard gives you an understanding of what is in man that makes it possible for these Germans to be so evil.”4 In other words, a normal, liberal, secular humanist like Roosevelt could not believe human beings were capable of doing what he was hearing. For the situation to be comprehensible, he had to read—and be amazed by—Kierkegaard’s explanation of what the Bible teaches us about original sin. Without that biblical teaching, Roosevelt was out of touch with reality and therefore unprepared to handle life.
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