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The MAP in pursuit of God
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Years ago, the Lord spoke in my heart about three key aspects of our spiritual journey: 

Mortification. Abandonment. Purity. Together, they abbreviate M.A.P. Thus, the map to follow in our pursuit of holiness. Not just holiness, but also a map that leads away from evilness and wickedness. For if we pursue such practice of always seeking God, yielding and laying it down for His glory, we shall then pursue holiness and we shall abide in His glorious presence. 

This is also a continuous journey of abandonment, mortification, and purification. We serve a great God, and so from the majesty of the heavens, ruling all dominion, He is Life and He shall forever be the One who grants us the physical breath and the spiritual regeneration of hope and glory. We are free because of the greatness of His love. And so, we are called to abandon all unto His care. To seek holiness. To seek purity. And to surrender it all to His Glory.

To abandon speaks of laying down the Self, to lay down our crowns and lay down the pursuit after our own will and desires. To abandon speaks of trusting purely in God, seeking Him, and seeking His will. Matthew 6 is the cry of us those who seek God above all: Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven (v 10).

For this is also the crux of “Matthew 16:24 Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me.” We are called to walk in holiness. 1 Peter 1 says, “1 6Because it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy.” 

Psalm 34 says, “14 Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it. 15 The eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous, and his ears are open unto their cry. 16 The face of the Lord is against them that do evil, to cut off the remembrance of them from the earth.”

We also read in 

Indeed, we may be human and mortal, but the Scriptures is clear: we must seek holiness and be pure. Yes, we must pursue purity, for it is written in “Psalm 24: 3 Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? or who shall stand in his holy place? 4 He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully. 5 He shall receive the blessing from the Lord, and righteousness from the God of his salvation.”

As we abandon ourselves in His care, we shall know Truth and Power. Faith is supernatural. Only when we behold Him in true worship, there where we are silent and abandoned to His will, will we know Him and know faith and know love and know the truth. Our faith will again rise when we seek true union with Him. Let not our trust be manifested in things that are constructed upon shifting sands of illusions and delusions. Comprehending the goodness, beauty and power of the Lord will only allow His strength to carry us over shore and sea for all of our days.

Isaiah 55: 6 Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is near. 7 Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon. 8 "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways," declares the Lord.  9 "As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

To forsake implies a process of abandoning and deserting. It implies an active and functional activity whereby one chooses voluntarily and with intent to walk the path of righteousness and not the path of evil inclination. And so we must forsake all – this world and its cravings to dwell with God. In God, we find our rest, our hope and strength. 

We are called to seek and to call, which indicates a decision that we have to make and no one else can make it for us. We are called to forsake and we are called to turn away and to abandon all that is wicked, evil and not right. We must never forget He is Holy. He is Beauty. He is Purity. He is Love. He is Wisdom. Holy indeed is the Lord, and indeed, we shall bow before the Holy Lord who upholds all things. May we pursue holiness, but then we need to abandon all, mortify our old ways and yearn for purity.
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Mortification in the pursuit of holiness
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Romans 8: 13 For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live.

To mortify conjures up some nasty images and ideas. Mortification refers in Christian theology to the subjective experience of sanctification, thus the objective work of God between justification and glorification. It means the 'putting to death' of sin in a believer's life thus the action of subduing one's bodily desires. Throughout Church history, many people have opted for a form of self-mortification, which is when a person punishes himself, often physically. 

Based on Romans 8, the Church has sadly for a long time given physical expression to the mortification of the flesh. When the Lord referred me to this Scripture years ago, it was quite an eye-opener, for your first thoughts drift towards self-mortification, which ranges from several practices such as self-denial — like not drinking alcohol or even fasting — to hitting one's shoulders and back with a whip or strap. 

When Paul speaks about mortification, was this Paul’s intention for us to subdue or deaden the bodily appetites by afflicting physical pain? Also remember, the word mortify only is found in the King James Version, and has been omitted among other translations of the Bible. Based on what Paul wrote, the Church for a long time, especially during the Middle Ages, resorted to severe abstinence or self-inflicted pain or discomfort to mortify his body for spiritual purification. This has led to flagellation, which is the beating or whipping of the skin, most often on the back, and often drawing blood, as a bodily penance to show remorse for sin. It was therefore a supposed imitation of Jesus of Nazareth's suffering and death by crucifixion. 

Another form of mortification for example was the wearing of sackcloth. Old Testament precursors include Zechariah 13:6 and I Kings 18:28-29 of suffering for a cause. Although the term 'mortification of the flesh', which is derived from Romans 8:13 and Colossians 3:5 in the Bible, is primarily used in a Christian context, other cultures may have analogous concepts of self-denial; secular practices exist as well. Some forms unique to various Asian cultures are carrying heavy loads and immersion in water.

Those who resorted within Christianity to such extreme means, most likely quoted Paul who wrote, "I chastise my body and bring it into subjection: lest perhaps when I have preached to others I myself should be castaway" (1 Corinthians 9:27); "In my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ's afflictions, for the sake of his body, that is the Church." (Colossians 1:24).

Through the centuries, some Christians have practised voluntary penances as a way of imitating Jesus who, according to the New Testament, voluntarily accepted the sufferings of his passion and death on the cross at Calvary to redeem humankind. After all, it is true Christ also fasted for 40 days and 40 nights, an example of submission to the first person of the Trinity, God the Father, and as a way of preparing for ministry. 

The early Christians also mortified the flesh through martyrdom and through what has been called "confession of the faith", thus joyfully accepting torture. As Christians experienced persecution, they often embraced their fate of suffering due to their love for Christ and the transformation they said they experienced from following him; these individuals became martyrs of the Christian faith. Saint Jerome, a Western church father and biblical scholar who translated the Bible into Latin (the Vulgate), was famous for his severe penances in the desert.

The truth is Paul specifically wrote that to mortify the deeds of the flesh is through the Spirit, not physical punishment. It is a life yielded and submitted to God that leads to a life of holiness and purity, not beating yourself up or starving. And it is also a shame that the word mortify has been omitted from so many translations because even though it has led to some strange and weird behaviour within the church, it still expresses how serious it is to seek after the Spirit and not the flesh. The reality is we can only mortify the deeds of the flesh in the Spirit, and not through abstinence or punishment.

Martin Luther for example realised this when the great Reformer underwent unexpected enlightenment, a term he used to describe the turning point at which he recognised and expressed the principle of the righteousness of God known as "sola gratia". According to historical records, this realisation occurred in his study in the South Tower of the Augustinian Monastery in Wittenberg. Martin Luther experienced a strong feeling of freedom and release when he found what he had been looking for many years in the following Bible verses: 'The just shall live by faith.'" (Habakkuk 2:4) and also “Romans 1:17For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, the just shall live by faith.”

At that point, Luther was trying everything in his power to seem acceptable to God, be it through good works or penance, but only when he truly found God that his life was changed.

And so Paul writes that to really mortify, thus be a new creation is through the Holy Spirit. After all, in John 3 we read that only by the Spirit can we be reborn. And still today the work of the Spirit is to change and conform our character so that we ‘become’ in character and nature and behaviour more like our Lord Jesus Christ. And this can only happen when we allow the Spirit to change us, to renew our minds and hearts so that we can truly bring honour and glory to our Lord God. 

We also have to remember there is a difference between Spirit-filled mortification and legal mortification.

Gospel mortification is found upon gospel principles, thus walking in the Spirit of God [Romans 8. 13), purifying our hearts by faith (Acts 15:9) and the constraining love of Christ constraining [2 Corinthians 5.14, thus there are certain things which love prevents us from doing]. 

Legal mortification is from a legal principle, thus adopting worldly motives and intent. This comes in the form for example of seeking the applause and praise of men, as in the Pharisees; from the pride of self-righteousness, as in Paul before his conversion; from the fear of hell; from a natural conscience; or for a purpose resting in selfish agenda or desire. For example, someone may perhaps not drink and swear, but they do this not under the conviction of the Spirit, or because they seek to please the Lord, but because this person is setting up and establishing a righteousness of his own, or to please others or for the sake of his health and conscience. 

Indeed, in God and in His grace alone we can mortify the deeds of the flesh, for it is written in 2 Corinthians 12:9: But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Otherwise, our intentions will be based on our own strength and desire, thus set up for failure. 

The true believer fights and overcomes with grace's weapons, namely, the Blood of Christ, the Word of God, the promises of the Covenant, and the virtue of Christ's death and cross. In Galatians 6 we read NKJV: “14 But God forbid that I should boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”

It is only by the cross, by the Blood and by our love for the Lord that we must seek holiness and purity. Ultimately, the Spirit leads us to the reality of “Colossians 3 (New King James Version): Not Carnality but Christ: 1 If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. 2 Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth. 3 For you died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory. 5 Therefore put to death your members which are on the earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these things the wrath of God is coming upon the sons of disobedience, 7 in which you yourselves once walked when you lived in them. 8 But now you yourselves are to put off all these: anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy language out of your mouth. 9 Do not lie to one another, since you have put off the old man with his deeds, 10 and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of Him who created him, 11 where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in all. 12 Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do. 14 But above all these things put on love, which is the bond of perfection. 15 And let the peace of God rule in your hearts, to which also you were called in one body; and be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord. 17 And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.”

Indeed, all that read about in Colossians 3 is only possible in the strength, wisdom, might and counsel of the Holy Spirit. After all, when we talk about the fruits of the Spirit in Galatians 5, it speaks of the fruit of THE Spirit, thus the Holy Spirit, indicating in our own effort and strength we cannot bear any fruit which is truly holy and pure. Only when we yield and submit to the Spirit do we find the Spirit works in us to change and renew us to become more like our Lord. 

Galatians 5 makes us realize the importance of a disciple being led by the Spirit, for it speaks of the moral fabric of a disciple: “22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law. 24 And those who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25 If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit. It is therefore important for the disciple to be baptised in the Spirit, but also to disciple others by showing them how to lead a life under the guidance of the Spirit. For when we are led by the Spirit of the Lord, we walk in the ways, nature and in the glory of the Lord, reflected in our behaviour and character.”

Take note of what Paul writes that when we are led by the Spirit of the Lord, we walk in the ways, nature and in the glory of the Lord, reflected in our behaviour and character. Indeed, the glory of the Lord cannot be reflected in our behaviour or character without the glory when we are not led by the Spirit of the Lord. Again, this is the work of the Spirit, to lead us to become more like our Lord Jesus in behaviour and character.

In Romans 7, Paul argues that when the Law was introduced, he became more aware of sin, but the more he became aware of sin through his conscientious approach, then the more he became aware of sin in his life and the working of sin that brings about spiritual death. For he understood that the Law in itself is spiritual for it highlights the unspiritual nature of sin, and it forces one to realise that if one is still subjected to sin and its working then one in the end remains unspiritual. Colossians 3, the opening Scripture of this chapter, highlights the difference between following Christ and those who are still subjected to the work of sin in one’s moral fabric.  

Based on his argument, Paul wrote the following in the same chapter: “14 We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. 15 I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 16 And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. 17 As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. 18 For I know that good itself does not dwell in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19 For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.  21 So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22 For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; 23 but I see another law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within me.”

Paul understood that while sin was working in him, and while he was becoming aware of sin through the Law, he had become almost wretched in his outlook regarding himself and life for he found the work of sin was so powerful that it kept corrupting him, despite his good intentions of leading a life without sin. This is the power of sin in all our lives – it has a profound effect on our moral character, for it determines how we behave, how we speak, how we act and how we approach life and those we come into contact with.

Paul takes the work of sin in his soul to such extreme by likening it to death, for it puts to death our good intentions of living according to God’s laws and teachings. And yet, Paul then comes to the conclusion when he says:  “25 Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in my sinful nature a slave to the law of sin.”

Paul concludes that as long as we allow our sinful nature to rule our lives, we will remain a slave to our sinful nature and therefore morally we will fail to walk in the fullness of God and our character will fall short of God’s intent. As long as we remain bound to the sinful nature highlighted in Colossians 3, the work of sin will remain active in our minds and we will remain feeling wretched and despondent. 

There is, however, good news. In Romans 8, Paul makes it known that his argument is not yet done but now he tackles the issue of sin in the inner man by focussing on the work of the Holy Spirit. And this is the glorious message that is presented in this chapter - only when we live in subjection and submission to the Holy Spirit and follow the lead of the Spirit, then will we be no longer subjected to a life which is a slave to sin but we live as children who are under the Spirit. And such children live according to the inner power and liberating glory of the Spirit and are not subject to one’s sinful nature.

Paul, therefore, emphasises that in our effort, we will remain subject to the inner working of sin and our character and our morality will testify to it. It is only when we allow the Spirit of God to work in us, can we lead a life that strives towards holiness and character-pleasing unto the Lord.

As the Law convicted Paul of his sin, just so the Spirit convicts us of the inner working of sin in our lives and where our character needs to be refined. But the difference is that the Law in itself is void of power to strengthen us to counter such sinful work, but the Spirit of God is alive and powerful, always working is us so that we are changed in the image of God.

In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, he refers to three types of people: the Natural Man, the Spiritual Man, and the Carnal Man. Our spiritual journey is about spiritual maturity, thus growing up from being natural to being spiritual. It is about growing mature in our character so that we become morally mature and more like our Lord. 

First of all, what is the Natural Man? The natural man is a person who does not know Christ. They have never been born again by the Holy Spirit and therefore the Spirit does not live within them. Because the Spirit does not live within them, they neither desire spiritual things nor can they understand them. Paul says that the things of God are foolishness to such men. To them, salvation and surrender to Christ are a waste of time. Rather than living for God, they would rather live for self. 

The second type of man Paul refers to is the Spiritual Man. Perhaps the most important part of Paul’s description of the spiritual man is that he or she ‘has the mind of Christ.’ To have the mind of Christ does not mean that we reach a level of perfection or infallibility equal to Jesus. Rather it means that Christ shares with us His spiritual wisdom that enables us to see life from a heavenly perspective and therefore make decisions that are wise for both now and eternity. How does someone become a spiritual man? The spiritual man is someone whose life is under the control of God’s Spirit.  I Corinthians 2 says, “9 However, as it is written:  “What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived” - the things God has prepared for those who love him - 10 these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. 11 For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit within them? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. 12 What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may understand what God has freely given us. Through the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit, God reveals to us His deep spiritual truths. Such truths include God’s plan of salvation as well as how to live the Christian life.” 

But there is a third type of man Paul describes and he is the ‘Carnal Man.’ The word ‘carnal’ means – ‘fleshly.’ When applied to a Christian, it means someone, who although they are born-again, they are still allowing their flesh to control much of the way they live and think. Paul called the believers at Corinth ‘carnal’ because they were still acting spiritually immature. Rather than bearing the Spirit’s fruit of – love, joy and peace; these believers were yielding to old fleshly emotions such as envy, strife and division. 

So we need to submit and yield to the Spirit so that we may grow from carnality to spiritually abide in the Lord. When we consider our moral fabric and our character, we think of John 3: 1 which speaks of being reborn in the Spirit, for only then can we truly live victoriously in our character.

Nicodemus would most likely today fit our ideal opinion of what it means to be a Christian. Looking at his history he is principled, knowledgeable, morally upstanding, courteous, and humble. However, Nicodemus had two big problems despite all of that outward religious appeal. He was blind to the truth and spiritually dead. The man was lost. That is, he did not have a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. As a Pharisee, Nicodemus adhered to strict Jewish codes and laws, so he was certainly religious. But the problem of the lost person is not attitudes, conduct, or even character. We can change and control those through sheer determination, and so often we do. What people need is a change of condition. We come into this world with a sinful nature that is bent away from God. 

Jesus, however, explained to the observant rabbi that all his outward goodness couldn't erase, replace, or change his nature. Instead, every person who desires to serve God must be born again. The Lord promised that if Nicodemus received Him as Saviour, then he would enter into a brand-new life. His old sinful nature would be transformed so that he could have a real relationship with God. Instead of appearing to be a religious man, Nicodemus would be a true believer. 

When we look back over history at all the great movements rooted in humanism and philosophy, we see that indeed man and society cannot be changed through external efforts to make us appear outwardly good.  

Throughout history, man has sought to lay down laws of external conduct that would hopefully bring about a just and pure society, for such laws was aimed at producing citizens' whose actions are moral and good. But such external laws have failed for only the inner working of the Spirit can change man’s fallen nature. God has made man and within man is the DNA of divinity – so man is driven, inherently, to act morally just. For this reason, mankind has tried to establish just societies governed by just laws, but we can only remain true to our inherent needs if we are spiritually reborn.

Numerous external laws and man's noble ideas over thousands of years to turn mankind’s old nature into something noble have simply failed. Revolutions, massacres and wars over the last 00 years speak of man not becoming enlightened but remaining inherently lost. The 20th C speaks of an age where mankind, void of God, remains but brutal. The two great wars, the massacres applied by Hitler and Stalin, ethical fighting and the constant dangers of wide destruction caused by nuclear weapons speak of failed external laws. Without God, mankind is left to the reckless and dangerous actions of our old nature.

Man's behaviour and his conduct simply cannot be conformed or be determined by the application of external laws or by appearing good or even religious. Only the internal working of the Spirit that conforms our spirit and soul will lead to man becoming heavenly civilised. Such internal workings enforced by the Spirit are one of divine and eternal nature. Jesus said it is what is inside a man that makes him unclean. Once man is reborn spiritually into a new creation, only then will he live just, morally and ethically good.

No one after all gets into heaven on the strength of good works and kind behaviour. When we stand before God, only our spiritual condition determined by a true relationship with the Lord will matter. 

And so we read in “Ephesians 4: The New Man: 17 This I say, therefore, and testify in the Lord, that you should no longer walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the futility of their mind, 18 having their understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart; 19 who, being past feeling, have given themselves over to lewdness, to work all uncleanness with greediness. 20 But you have not so learned Christ, 21 if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught by Him, as the truth is in Jesus: 22 that you put off, concerning your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts, 23 and be renewed in the spirit of your mind, 24 and that you put on the new man which was created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness. 25 Therefore, putting away lying, “ Let each one of you speak truth with his neighbor,” for we are members of one another. 26 “Be angry, and do not sin”: do not let the sun go down on your wrath, 27 nor give place to the devil. 28 Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need. 29 Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to the hearers. 30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 31 Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. 32 And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you.”

Romans 12 also expounds on what it means to behave like a Christian: “9 Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good. 10 Be kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another; 11 not lagging in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord; 12 rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation, continuing steadfastly in prayer; 13 distributing to the needs of the saints, given to hospitality. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. 16 Be of the same mind toward one another. Do not set your mind on high things, but associate with the humble. Do not be wise in your own opinion. 17 Repay no one evil for evil. Have regard for good things in the sight of all men. 18 If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live peaceably with all men. 19 Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather give place to wrath; for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 Therefore “ If your enemy is hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give him a drink; For in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his head.”  21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

Let us then seek the Lord so we may be changed in our spirit, and our soul, meaning our heart and our mind. The more we submit and yield to the Spirit of the Lord, indeed the more we become like the Lord and the more our minds and hearts become renewed. As mentioned, we in our natural way cannot do this by our effort, for this Paul discovered. Only when we yield and submit to the Spirit can we be inwardly changed, and not just outwardly appear to be good and just? 

In the strength, wisdom and power of the Holy Spirit do we move closer to "Ephesians 3: 14 For this reason I bow my knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,15 from whom the whole family in heaven and earth is named, 16 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with might through His Spirit in the inner man, 17 that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the width and length and depth and height— 19 to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.20 Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us, 21 to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen."

Let us allow the Holy Spirit to work in us so that we changed morally to be just and good. Let us allow the fruit of the Spirit to become manifested in us as we yield and submit to the Lord. For then we shall truly be able to mortify the deeds of the flesh in the pursuit of holiness.
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What does it mean to be evil? 
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A 2023 family shooting in America shocked the world. A father lined up his three sons and executed them. The reason for the killing is unknown. Some will say the man is purely evil, others will rather cite psychological reason as a type of justification or a defence for such an action. If he is evil, some will say his life should be taken, while others may say he should rather undergo the necessary psychological treatment. The question then arises if he is a victim or the perpetrator.

The conundrum with modern society is that we have moved away from the term ‘evil’, to rather focus on the psychological impact of life (such as trauma) on people. We sit with a whole range of disorders to explain why people act or react in a certain way. People aren’t really seen to be evil anymore, but psychologically damaged, hurt or are traumatised.

Psychology has also over the years, for example, ruled out that such ‘damage’ is caused by spiritual forces, labelled as demonic. We are quick to say people are ‘crazy’ when they, for example, kill their three children. But if you study what it means to be evil, you discover that to label someone as ‘crazy’, considering the case of the family shooting, is a very cheap way of diagnosing someone’s spiritual condition.

Paul reminds us in Ephesians 6 our fight is not against flesh and blood. Just so, we live in a world where the condition of the soul takes prevalence over the condition of the spirit (psychologically after all is a study of the soul), so when we see someone shoot his children dead we first and foremost consider the state of their mind. What about the state of the spirit? 

To be evil ultimately stems from the condition of the spirit, not the soul. The soul mimics the state of the spirit, so a corrupted spirit leads to a morally corrupted soul. From such ‘corruption’ flows wicked deeds, and yes, evil inclinations, thoughts, habits and behaviour.

In Matthew 15, Jesus said: “17 Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? 18 But the things that come out of a person’s mouth come from the heart, and these defile them. 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts—murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.” 

So while some may be psychologically damaged because of trauma or other life stresses that leads to evil or cruel behaviour, the reality is anybody who does not follow God or is yielded to Him or has been washed by the Blood of the Lamb, is inclined to be evil. This is because being ‘evil’ has ultimately to do with the condition of the spirit, not primarily the soul.

Are we then supposed to separate what is evil from what is psychologically damaged, or are they interlinked? How do we define evil, and should evil even be associated with psychologically damaged people? Regarding what is evil, we might consider someone who killed 20 people as being evil. Some see evil as someone who harms babies, or animals. 

To be honest, depending on our moral upbringing and the narrative of society, defining evil has become subjective. Yet, if we weigh up what is evil in the eyes of society with what the Bible says, then the latter dismisses all subjectivity. Here is a shocking truth: without Christ, we are all morally inherently evil (because of the fall into sin).

Our problem is trying to define evil according to our perceptions, opinions, education and upbringing. The brutal truth is that if we do serve not the Lord, we serve another master. We may be agnostic, an atheist, a believer in egocentric practices, or a follower of one of the myriad religions, but the truth is there is only one God. If we do follow not Jesus, we are then in rebellion against God. There is only one other who opposes Christ and who seeks the attention of mankind – the devil. And we can surely say the devil is wicked, therefore, evil. We may not even have to believe in the devil, but if we fail to follow Christ, the devil is our master.

When we talk about being evil, naturally you would associate this with some wicked people, like mass murderers, and even those found guilty of atrocious crimes during war or genocide. But being evil is really about being sinful, for evil in the eyes of God simply means condoning and advocating sin. You can, therefore, be so blunt as to say all people who are not reborn by the Spirit to follow Christ is in a sense evil for they are morally corrupt. We only become good because God is good and because of the precious Covenant blood of Jesus.

Revelation 22 says the following (regarding Christ’s eternal reign in the eternal home called the New Jerusalem): “14 Blessed (happy, prosperous, to be admired) are those who wash their robes [in the blood of Christ by believing and trusting in Him—the righteous who do His commandments], so that they may have the right to the tree of life, and may enter by the gates into the city. 15 Outside are the dogs [the godless, the impure, those of low moral character] and the sorcerers [with their intoxicating drugs, and magic arts], and the immoral persons [the perverted, the molesters, and the adulterers], and the murderers, and the idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices lying (deception, cheating).”

Think of a tree. The tree itself, including the roots, is the spirit. If the roots are rotten, then the general appearance of the tree would rot. The fruit the tree carries will wither and rot. The soul is like the fruit and the bark of the tree. A spirit dissociated from Christ is not rooted in the goodness and purity of the living waters, so it becomes rotten and corrupt. The soul is therefore not properly nourished, and so the heart and mind become corrupted.

From such corruption flows immorality, evil desires, and wicked intentions. It is a life which is carnal-orientated, not Christ-focussed or orientated. 

Galatians 5 says, “19 Now the practices of the sinful nature are clearly evident: they are sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality (total irresponsibility, lack of self-control), 20 idolatry, sorcery, hostility, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions [that promote heresies], 21 envy, drunkenness, riotous behaviour, and other things like these. I warn you beforehand, just as I did previously, that those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

The works of the flesh are contrasted in the same passage with the fruit of the Spirit, which is goodness, faithfulness, joy, peace and love. Jesus reminded us that His children are known their fruits (Matthew 7:15–20.)

Read Galatians 5 slowly. A lot of these practices of sinful nature do not necessarily seem evil, but they keep us from entering God’s Kingdom. Again, we view evil as something terribly wicked and cruel, but the Bible views anything which is sinful as evil! This is because evil is a state of the spirit, which influences the state of the spirit.

A corrupted spirit carried the fruit of the flesh, manifested in the soul. This leads to evil intent and thoughts. And such intent and thought is anything sinful in the eyes of God as upheld by the Scriptures. 

Because of Adam and Eve, we are all born into a sinful world. Our fallen nature is not aligned with God, no more how many humanitarian projects we embark on. Our nature is, therefore, sinful, and by sinful we mean our nature without Christ is not aligned with the truth, goodness and beauty of God. Anything which is not in alignment with Christ is, therefore, anti-Christ in nature and can be seen as wicked or evil.

We read of evil right at the beginning of creation, specifically when it comes to the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. God never wanted Adam or Eve to partake of that tree, but to partake of the Tree of Life. We know this tree speaks of Jesus, who is the ancient way to the Father. The will of the Lord, which is always to give Him all the glory, is so precisely illustrated in the Garden of Eden. The Lord wished for Adam and Eve, and for us, to eat only from the Tree of Life, which is Jesus.  In Revelation, the New Jerusalem is the complete restoration and fulfilment of God’s Paradise on earth, after the processes or redemption have been completed. In the New Jerusalem, there is also the Tree of Life, which feeds us all.  By eating from the Tree, we partake in the New Covenant by becoming part of the Tree, thus becoming part of the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. The Tree is the Way, Truth and Life.

The strategy of the devil is for man to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. It is the way of darkness, sin and bondage. The serpent (devil) said in “Genesis 3:5 For God knows that in the day you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” The devil seduces us to rebel against God and to seek liberation from His divinity (opening of the eyes). Yet, as Adam and Eve found out, this causes us to fall into darkness, and into the dangers of being clothed with an evil disposition and moral corruption.

It is the way of meaningless knowledge beyond the Lord. It is the way of the flesh and a curse. It is the way of pride, for Adam and Eve ate under the impression they will become more in knowledge like God, not realizing they already had the mind of the Lord. Satan desires man to eat from this tree, shunning the Tree of Life, thus we abandon the most ancient of ways to the Father. Satan urges man to seek knowledge beyond the realms of the Spirit and to find answers in a false reality and a false idea of reality. As men eat from this tree, their spiritual roots will wither and die; therefore man is stripped of spiritual life.

Since the beginning of mankind, the spiritual struggle has either been for man to eat from the Tree of Life and live, or for man to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil and die spiritually. For those who seek the Tree of Life, they find their answers and meaning in the Lord. For those who seek it beyond the true Lord, their answers are born solely in the realm of the soul and flesh, void of the spirit. For those eating from the Tree of Knowledge, they will forever search for true meaning for they shun the Tree of Life and therefore Spirit and Truth that abides in the spiritual realm.

God is calling us to again return to the Tree of Life, which gives us life. In Jesus, we find our answers and truth. The Tree of Knowledge leads us away from the ancient paths. It has forever been God’s way or Satan's way. There is no other option.

God is not the author of moral evil; rather, it is His holiness that defines it. Created in God’s image, we bear the responsibility to make moral choices that please God and conform to His will. He wills our sanctification (1 Thessalonians 4:3) and does not wish us to sin (James 1:13). In repentance and faith in Christ, we have forgiveness of sin and a reversal of the moral evil within us (Acts 3:19). As God’s children, we walk according to this command: “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Romans 12:21).

Some argue that man's free will is the source of evil. But didn't God create free will? And doesn't that make Him the ultimate source of evil? Doesn't that make Him responsible for our sins? Is that why the Lord says in Isaiah 45:7 (KJV), "I make peace and create evil"? If God isn't the source of evil, what can the Bible possibly mean when it tells us that "an evil spirit from God" came upon King Saul (I Samuel 18:10)?  Isaiah 45:7 says, “Isaiah 45:7 I form the light and create darkness, I make peace and create calamity; I, the Lord, do all these things.’

There are two different words for “evil” used in the pages of the Old Testament. First, there is “evil” in the sense of “calamity,” “disaster,” “misfortune,” or “hardship” – in other words, those aspects of existence in this world that we consider “bad” because they hurt us or inconvenience us in some way. The Hebrew word for this type of “evil” is ra’ah. It should be sharply distinguished from the second word for “evil,” rasha’ – “wickedness” or evil in the moral sense. When the Lord says (in the King James Version), “I make peace, and create evil,” the Hebrew word employed is ra’ah. The New King James Version makes this explicit with the translation, “I make peace and create calamity.” The same word is used in Lamentations 3:38 (KJV), where the prophet Jeremiah declares that both “evil and good proceed out of the mouth of the host High.”

By way of contrast, the Bible never attributes the creation of rasha’ or “moral wickedness” to God. On the contrary, it tells us over and over again that He alone is good (Mark 10:18). It says that all the works of His hands “are verity and justice” (Psalm 111:7). He is light, says the apostle John, “and in Him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). If He creates ra’ah, or “calamity,” it is always for a good and righteous purpose within the all-embracing scheme of His eternal and sovereign plan. For example, He sometimes uses affliction to compel people to seek His face (Hosea 5:15). Similarly, He works all things, including trials and troubles, “together for good to those who love [Him]” (Romans 8:28, NKJV). God may have any number of reasons for weaving ra’ah, or hardships and difficulties, into the fabric of human experience. But He is not and cannot be the author of rasha’.

God is Sovereign, and He created all, including the angels and free will. The devil rebelled against God, and in that separation allowed darkness to consume him. When one is not positioned in Christ, darkness consumes and within the darkness, wicked behaviour and moral evil lurks. We have free will, so we have to choose either light or darkness. Darkness is a result of man’s rebellion against God, just as Adam and Eve plunged the world into spiritual darkness because of their choice to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. 1 John 1 says, “5 This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.” Abide, therefore, in Christ to abide in the light!

Remember, darkness does not exist per se. It is simply the absence of light. If we are absent from God, we embrace the darkness, and we are subjected to the facility of our moral disposition and the tides of corruption flowing in this world. 

2 Timothy 3 says, “1 But understand this, that in the last days dangerous times [of great stress and trouble] will come [difficult days that will be hard to bear]. 2 For people will be lovers of self [narcissistic, self-focused], lovers of money [impelled by greed], boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy and profane, 3 [and they will be] unloving [devoid of natural human affection, calloused and inhumane], irreconcilable, malicious gossips, devoid of self-control [intemperate, immoral], brutal, haters of good, 4 traitors, reckless, conceited, lovers of [sensual] pleasure rather than lovers of God, 5 holding to a form of [outward] godliness (religion), although they have denied its power [for their conduct nullifies their claim of faith]. Avoid such people and keep far away from them.”

So who will not inherit the Kingdom? Not just serial killers or baby murderers or the masters of genocide, but even liars, idolaters, and those who practice sorcery. Oh yes, such things are evil in the eyes of God, for they are in nature sinful. Whenever we speak of the work of the flesh, this speaks of the work of the world, thus of the enemy and thus it speaks of manifested acts and behaviour that are contrary to the work of the Holy Spirit. In other words, the devil wants us to display and act upon the work of the flesh, for then we are open and vulnerable to strife, anger, division, carnality and immoral behaviour. It says in “Luke 8:17 - For nothing is secret, that shall not be made manifest; neither anything hid, that shall not be known and come abroad.” The reality is that whatever we do according to the works of the flesh, no matter how much we try to hide it, will eventually be manifested or brought into the open. The spiritual realm works according to manifestation – just so we are called to walk in the fruits of the Spirit so that the Lord may be glorified. Yet the devil wants us to walk in the works of the flesh so that we sow destruction and thus reap destruction.

This is why the devil wants to get into our lives and homes – so that there will be manifested (what you can see and detect) works of destruction and death. The devil wants his strategy of destruction to become a manifested reality in our lives, homes and cities. Remember, he promotes lawlessness, lewdness, anarchy, immorality and impurity. For this reason, we must resist the devil, so that he may flee from us. We must stand guard over the ‘gates’ of our lives – the spirit, soul and body – and we must stand guard over the ‘gates’ of our homes, cities and relationships. We simply cannot give the devil any room to influence, harass, manipulate, deceive or work his evil ‘charm’.

Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?” This is the nature of man before we know Christ. For this reason, Christ died so that we may be reborn as a new creation, therefore, in alignment with God’s goodness and no longer evil. Of the new covenant we read in “Jeremiah 31: 31 “Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah— 32 not according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, [h]though I was a husband to them, says the Lord. 33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put My law in their minds, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.” It also says in “Ezekiel 36: 26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; I will take the heart of stone out of your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27 I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will keep My judgments and do them.”

Granted, evil is usually thought of as that which is morally wrong, sinful, or wicked; however, the word evil can also refer to anything that causes harm, with or without the moral dimension. The word is used both ways in the Bible. Anything that contradicts the holy nature of God is evil (see Psalm 51:4). On the flip side, any disaster, tragedy, or calamity can also be called “evil” (see 1 Kings 17:20, KJV). Evil behaviour includes sin committed against other people (murder, theft, adultery) and evil committed against God (unbelief, idolatry, blasphemy). From the disobedience in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:9) to the wickedness of Babylon the Great (Revelation 18:2), the Bible speaks of the fact of evil, and man is held responsible for the evil he commits: “The one who sins is the one who will die” (Ezekiel 18:20).

Without Christ, we are all evil! This may shock us, but our moral disposition is separated from God, who is good and the eternal light. Colossians 1:13 says, “13 He has delivered us from the power of darkness and conveyed us into the kingdom of the Son of His love.” Before we know Christ, we are all in darkness. Such darkness stands in opposition to the glory of God. As we are reborn into Christ, therefore made into a new creation, we no longer are slaves to a wicked and sinful (evil) nature, but we are now followers of a loving and a good God.  Essentially, evil is a lack of goodness. God is love (1 John 4:8) so the absence of love in a person is un-God-like and therefore evil. And an absence of love manifests itself in unloving behaviour. The same can be said concerning God’s mercy, justice, and patience. The lack of these godly qualities in anyone constitutes evil. That evil then manifests itself in behaviour that is unmerciful, unjust, and impatient, bringing more harm into the good world that God has made.

Being evil is not just about action. Without Christ, we are morally evil. Murder for example is an evil action, but it has its start with the moral evil of hatred in the heart (Matthew 5:21–22). Committing adultery is evil, but so is the moral evil of lust in the heart (Matthew 5:27–28). Jesus said, “What comes out of a person is what defiles them. For it is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come—sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. All these evils come from inside and defile a person” (Mark 7:20–23).

Paul shows the tragic progression into more and more evil in Romans 1. It starts with refusing to glorify God or give thanks to Him (Romans 1:21), and it ends with God giving them over to a “depraved mind” and allowing them to be “filled with every kind of wickedness” (verses 28–29). The more we rebel against God and His Kingdom, the greater the darkness within man becomes. And by such intensity, man becomes more wicked, until moral corruption flows into greater action of evil.

Another word for depraved or debased in the Bible is ‘reprobate’, which is the Greek word adokimos, which signifies "not standing the test, rejected". It speaks of a mind of which God cannot approve, and which must be rejected or cast away by Him, the effect of refusing "to have God in their knowledge. It refers to something depraved, unprincipled, wicked, or even worse, thus a person rejected by God and beyond hope of salvation. It, therefore, speaks of a people who had become darkened in their knowledge of God, thus walking in foolishness. Such behaviour was evident in the days of Noah, of which we read in "Genesis 6: 5 And God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually."

God brought the great flood because people’s minds and hearts were saturated with evil. This happened because they rebelled against God and sought their way. They even build the Tower of Babel in their defiance. If we resist God, then our thoughts become darkened, resulting in an evil inclination and the urge to act in sinful ways.

Paul also writes in “2 Corinthians 13:5 Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith; prove your own selves. Know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ is in you, except ye be reprobates? 6 But I trust that ye shall know that we are not reprobates. 7 Now I pray to God that ye do no evil; not that we should appear approved, but that ye should do that which is honest, though we be as reprobates.”

Again, Paul admonishes that one must constantly check your walk with God and test all things to make certain you are in the will of the Lord and walking in his ways, lest one become a reprobate, thus someone cast away and handed over to a reprobate mind. In 1 Corinthians 9:27 and 2 Corinthians 13, here we find as a reference to the great test as to whether Christ is in a person.

In 2 Timothy 3 we read (KJV): “8 Now as Jannes and Jambres withstood Moses, so do these also resist the truth: men of corrupt minds, reprobate concerning the faith.” Therefore, this speaks of men whose moral sense is perverted and whose minds are beclouded with their own speculations. In Titus 1 we read in “verse 16: They profess that they know God; but in works they deny him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate.” Thus, in Titus 1, it speaks of those who come to the Lord crying “Lord, Lord” yet are shown away (thus cast away), because they truly do not know God. Again, there is a clear danger that exists if we as believers depart from obedience, and truly abide in Him, lest we become abominable in our actions and behaviour.

The only way to avoid being a reprobate is to work out your salvation with fear and trembling and to seek God all the time by abiding in Him. It says in “Romans 8: 13 For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live.” The word mortify speaks of putting to death, destroying and rendering extinct. It speaks of liberation from the bond of anything, literally to be made dead in relation to (something). The context goes to the heart of Paul's doctrine of the union of the believer with Christ. This union has given the soul a new life, flowing (through the Spirit) from Christ in the heavenly world, so that the remnants of the old corrupt life principle are now dangerous excrescences. Hence, they are to be destroyed, just as a surgeon removes the remnants of a diseased condition after the reestablishment of healthy circulation.

Proverbs 3:5-7 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths. Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and depart from evil.” We learn that evil even refers to a state of mind, for if we rebel against God, then our thoughts are not in alignment with His truth. From verse 5 onwards to verse 7, the evil here is not referring to the breaking of the commandments or to sin against another person. Solomon says that if anyone fails to count on the Lord and trust in him, it is like committing evil in the eyes of the Lord. He has committed evil. We know that we are God’s children, and our Lord Jesus is our master. He should be the one to give us directions in life. Since he is the master, therefore we must consult him in everything that we do. So if we only lean on our way, then in the eyes of God this is evil.

When we are not walking with God, completely and ultimately submitted to Him, our natural fallen disposition caused by sin will lead to us walking not in life, but death. After all, the wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23). 

And such death is not just physical, but it speaks of spiritual corruption and the erosion of the soul. This also applies to our mind. 2 Timothy 1 says, “7 For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind.” By the power of God, we have a sound mind! Read that again and let it sink in. Those who walk not with God will suffer the repercussions of an unsound mind.

This is important to understand. A lot of people are trying to draw a line between moral evil and mental illness, and the subsequent action and behaviour that flows from it. This results in trying to determine, even in a court of law, if someone is ‘clinically crazy’ or just evil. The two cannot be separated. While mental illness is real, even though demonic oppression and possession are also real (for this reason we have not been given the SPIRIT of fear), the disorder of the mind is a result of not being completely aligned and submitted to God. If we are not submitted to God, then our natural and spiritual state is still corrupt for it is tainted by sin. We are, therefore, morally evil. So if we act evilly with a clear conscience, or if we react because of a mental disorder, both spring from a state of moral and spiritual corruption.

In my book on deliverance called The Realm of the Soul, I discuss in depth the impact, for example, of trauma on a person. I look at disorders, and how this connects to actions that are wicked or even evil. After all, most serial murderers undeniably spring from abusive or neglected childhoods, and/or are potentially predisposed to various genetic, sociopathic or schizophrenic afflictions, rendering the root cause of their murderous behaviour a complex, lethal combination of factors. Yet the undeniable truth is that while mental illnesses are real and so is the impact of trauma, we only find healing in Christ. Only in Christ are we healed from past wounds, current hurts, and frail minds. Only in Christ are we made whole and restored beyond the scars, abuses and lies.

It is said that pathological narcissism and narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) play a key role in the making of a serial killer. Narcissistic rage, sexual narcissism, necrophilia and cannibalism are all driven by a need to control and satisfy a grandiose sense of entitlement for personal pleasure, and of those, narcissistic rage is possibly the most dangerous factor of all in the understanding of serial rape and murder. The actions of a serial killer and pathological narcissism are viewed to be evil, yet the reality is it is all caused by a life that is not yet reborn in Christ and made new. If we are not in Christ and made to be a new creation by His Blood, then we shall all suffer from mental frailties, and destructive habits and be prone to evil inclinations.

When you study Scripture, it is clear a believer who walks with the Holy Spirit walks with a sound mind. Legally, this is defined as having the capacity to think, reason, and understand oneself. Therefore, not to be under a different influence when it comes to making decisions, and to function. For the believer who is truly reborn and led by the living Lord, there is simply no room for disorders, anxiety, fear, dread, double-mindedness or depression. If such things exist in the believer, then the believer has not completely yielded and submitted to the Lord’s indwelling presence. And when this happens, we give a legal right for the devil to play with our minds, to suppress, oppress, manipulate or even afflict. We then allow ourselves to be influenced by this world
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