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1. WHAT IS SIN?
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Sin is all around us. It is important to know what it is. That way we will be able to avoid it. But what is sin? Sin is “transgression of divine law.” But what is divine law? How would we know it?

Various religious authorities tell us what God is supposed to have said and done. From their reports we are expected to know, or at least to be able to work out, what is sin in the eyes of God. We also have various old documents that are alleged to be about God or even written with the help of God. Many people believe that these documents tell us, or can help us to work out, what is sin. But there are different documents with different views and versions of God. How are we supposed to know which ones are the right ones?

Finally, in modern times not everyone believes in the old religions or buys into the truth of the old documents. How could modern people determine which is true sin and which is not if they are not even sure which version of God is the real one? How could they know if there really is a God or if that was just in the imagination of the people of the past?

With the different views presented to us by different religious authorities, old documents and modern people, how can anyone know for sure what is true sin and what is not? Is the answer so clear that no one would disagree about it? Of course not!

People today definitely do not agree on everything, including on what is “sin”... or they might call it “evil”, or “wickedness”, or similar terms. One thing is certain: sin sure is prevalent in the world today. It is still with us, as it has been throughout time. Why is that, after all that we have learned?

* * *
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When we read the old documents some parts are easy to understand. The old ideas are clear to us. An example is the Ten Commandments. But if we look more closely at them their true meaning becomes difficult to fathom. If God wrote these then what was he really thinking or intending at the time?

Other parts of the old documents are unquestionably hard to understand. Their meaning is confusing and unclear. An example is The Garden of Eden. What was the true meaning of the fruit in the story? Why was a trickster serpent allowed into the garden?

People explore these documents and come up with different answers about their meaning. Each person says that their answer is the true meaning... the true description of what is sin, or what was in God’s mind... or that these prove that there really is no God. Interesting, isn’t it?

If people come up with different answers then how are we supposed to work out what the old documents really meant? We need a way to determine what God really wanted to say to us. What is that way?

Before we look for that way, let’s first take a quick peek at what kinds of things the old documents say.

* * *
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The old documents say things like how the earth was created, who the first people were and what they did, and God’s relationship to all this.

Some old documents refer to multiple gods, or to avatars of the one supreme god. Some have very different gods from the ones we know about today. Some documents are not interested in the gods, preferring to focus on the cycles of birth and rebirth, and the attainment of nirvana. In some documents God is terrifying. In other documents he is more compassionate and merciful. In some, God calls for violence. In others, he calls for peace.

We can see that the old documents gave people different answers about the nature of the universe and our own existence. They contained different views of the world. From these world views the documents went on to tell us what would be the best way to live, or to exist. For example, the Hebrew Bible told the people of Israel that they were uniquely chosen by the one true God, Yahweh, and that they must follow his rules on how to live in order to inherit the promised land and live peacefully within it.

The old documents gave people advice, telling them what a desirable life or existence would look like. They also told people what a wrong or undesirable life would look like. The wrong choices and behaviors were explained. Where these were related to a god or gods, these wrong behaviors were labeled as “sins.”

Typical sins included murder, stealing, incorrect worship, adultery, blasphemy, sexual immorality, ignoring holy days and rituals, arrogance, bearing false witness, and coveting others’ property.

The opposite of sins were the desirable behaviors. These typically included faithfulness, humility before God or the gods, being just, being merciful, and being obedient to proper authority. Sometimes they included charity, chastity, patience, and simplicity in living.

In our more modern times, we have better background information about the world to work from. This puts us ahead of the people of the past in our quest to understand what is true. We know more about the world and how it operates. We also know more about ourselves and our place in the scheme of things.

Inevitably, this more accurate information changes the way we view the sins described in the old documents.

For example, when we look at the definitions of sexual immorality that are contained in the old documents we start to wonder about them. We also start to wonder about the lower position of women that is contained within the texts. We wonder about the acceptance of slavery in the documents. And we wonder about the descriptions of “inferior outside groups”, such as the Philistines, the pagans, the infidels, the unbelievers, and so on. We ask ourselves questions like: “Is human slavery really okay with God?”, “Is it really right to treat women as inferior to men?”, “Should we really oppose people who have different views to our own?”

In our modern times, we know more about the various different religions that exist in the world. This contrasts with the people of the past, who usually were only well-informed about the religion followed in their own area. With our greater knowledge we inevitably cross-compare the views of the different religions. We ask questions about which ones are truly valid and what each one implies about the best way to live.

With all this modern knowledge, how could we know which religious views are the true reflection of the real God? How could we tell which activities are sins, and which are not, in the eyes of the God who really exists?

Some of us turn away from the old answers and look only to our modern understanding to work out what might be sin and what might not be. Such people say that there is not and never was a God, or that only the God revealed to us by our modern ideas could be the real one. But how can they be sure that our modern views are more revealing of the truth than the old ones?

Others among us stay with one of the older religions. Sometimes these people resist or even denounce any modern updates to the religion of their choice.

Who is right? Is it the person who follows one of the old religions, or is it the person who only follows modern ways? If one of the old religions is the best description of truth, which one is it? Even if we do choose one of the old religions, should we believe everything that is in it, or should we only believe part of what we read? If the modern views are the only right ones, why didn’t the people of the past come up with similar views? But some parts of the old documents seem to match what we think is right today! Do they really match or is that just an illusion? Maybe we could use our modern understanding to pick and choose the parts of the old documents that we think are correct. But how could we be sure that we were getting this right?

The fact is people do choose their views today. Some choose to believe the views in a particular old document, others choose to be more open-minded about it, and others choose to reject all of the old documents. People choose, but they choose differently.

Yet, we are forced to admit, not everyone can be right. There has to be a particular answer which is correct. Consider slavery: is it good? According to some old documents it is perfectly okay. Now, that can’t be right. But if we choose to believe certain old documents then we will be forced to accept and implement slavery. As modern people we are left with no choice but to reject at least part of the old documents’ recommendations. But when we do that we may be rejecting what God decreed. According to the old documents, God made the rules regarding slavery. If we reject slavery then are we rejecting God? Or do the old documents reflect more on the nature of the old societies that wrote them? Was God trying to improve the old societies by putting regulations in place? Or do these rules match only what the earlier people thought, having nothing to do with the true wishes of God? Immediately we can see that interpreting the past can be difficult. What was God really thinking and intending in those times?

It's as if we had different versions of God being presented to us because of the old societies that he was involved in regulating. If this is correct then how could we know which “God” was the real one and what his real intentions were? How could we know what he wanted to achieve with his actions and statements at the time? If we make a big effort and try hard to interpret what a reasonable, great and good God would have meant, can we come up with a truer picture of who he really is? Maybe he did not like slavery but could not see a workable way around it, so he came up with better, fairer regulations for carrying out slavery. He also tried to improve people’s attitudes so that they would act in a kindlier manner towards each other, including towards their slaves. Maybe he wanted the human race to realize the error of its ways slowly, gradually, in its own time. This is why he did not come straight out with what he meant in full. Maybe he knew what the future would hold and he was helping us to get there in a better, milder way... or maybe he knew how to guide us to a better outcome.

How can we find an answer to all these possibilities? Maybe we could ask what God would really stand for. If we could determine that then maybe the differences between the old views and our modern ones could also be understood. It’s a big question. But even if we cannot guarantee that we would be able to work out a reliable, fully-detailed answer, it is a question well worth asking. It’s a question that will advance us on the road to understanding, even if we find that we can’t complete the journey.

What would God really stand for? He (or she or it) would stand for what is good and right. That is obvious. We know that. And we would also like to stand for what is good and right. Of course we would! We only disagree on what good and right exactly are. But we certainly want to carry them out. When we see people wanting to do something that is obviously wrong we are
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