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INTRODUCTION
I first began serving as a pastor in 1998 at Bethel Lutheran Church 

in DuQuoin, Illinois. There I was blessed with a number of wonderful 
colleagues, pastors who served as elder brothers, friends, and mentors. 
Three in particular invited me to play golf with them every Monday. It 
was a happy time in my life, but also one where my faith was shaken. 
Two of these pastors were on their own theological pilgrimages away 
from our church’s teaching, and I was tempted to follow them. The last 
conversation I had with one of them shortly before he left the area chal-
lenged the bedrock of my own understanding of what the Bible teaches. 
Part of my friend’s rejection of our church’s teaching was his rejection of 
original sin. I agreed with him on so much; could I be wrong about this?

It later became the subject of a thesis for my second master’s degree, 
under Rev. Dr. David P. Scaer at Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort 
Wayne, Indiana. Through the next four years, I read everything I could 
about original sin and came to the conclusion that without it, the Bible 
makes no sense, and there is no need for a Redeemer, no need for the 
atonement. 

Around the same time, I began to notice that my parishioners didn’t 
seem to believe in the resurrection of the body. Funeral after funeral, I 
encountered Christians with a truncated eschatology: a person dies and 
goes to heaven. End of story.

Except that’s not the end of the story. The creeds end with the resur-
rection of the body, and Revelation ends with a new creation. Preaching 
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and teaching about the resurrection became an obsession for me. 
I began to see both of these doctrines—original sin and the res-
urrection of the body—as two sides of the same doctrinal coin: 
sin brought death into the world, the resurrection of Jesus is the 
firstfruits of our own coming resurrection, when the curse of death 
will be abolished.

In 2001, my wife, Kassie, and I moved to the suburbs of Wash-
ington, DC, where I was called to be the pastor of Immanuel Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in Alexandria, Virginia. I’d been pro-life 
since the time my mother took me as a young boy with her to vol-
unteer at a secondhand shop where the proceeds went to a local 
women’s support center. The notion that some mothers chose to 
abort their children shocked me, as it does every child who first 
learns the truth. One of my earliest “dates” with Kassie was at a 
pro-life demonstration in Norman, Oklahoma. Now just outside 
the nation’s capital, I started becoming connected with the national 
pro-life movement. 

During this time, my wife and I struggled with barrenness 
and the devastation of a miscarriage. Every January, my wife and 
I marched to the Supreme Court for the rights of babies to live, 
while longing for a baby of our own to love. On the road that even-
tually led us to adoption, I read and thought a great deal about the 
meaning of marriage and sex.

Other changes were happening while I was thinking about 
these issues of original sin, the resurrection, and what it means 
to be married. The US government embraced homosexual “mar-
riage.” Legal battles ensued over new mandates for Christian busi-
ness owners and even nuns to pay for contraception. The trans-
gender movement aggressively changed the fields of law, medicine, 
and education while also demanding radical changes to the English 
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language. Race relations that had been improving for decades in 
America rapidly collapsed. 

What do all these issues have to do with one another? They are 
all intrinsically related to what it means to be human. Marriage, 
sex (both kinds: being male or female, and the bodily intimacy 
that was once reserved exclusively for marriage), childbearing, and 
the families (ethnic groups) of the earth united by a common hu-
manity—all are under assault. We are witnessing a seismic shift 
in human history, an assault on the foundations of human nature 
and society. This book began as my attempt to show how the loss 
of a conception of original sin is connected to all these cultural 
challenges. Over the course of writing it, I came to see something 
more: a diabolical plot to reconfigure the world around a new reli-
gion disconnected from creation. If “diabolical plot” sounds overly 
dramatic, I invite you to read Genesis 3; Matthew 4:1–11; and 
Revelation 12. Some things are not new. The diabolical plot has 
been unfolding since the dragon, Satan, offered our first parents 
the opportunity to become like God, knowing good and evil. Pha-
raoh and Herod both killed babies in an attempt to destroy God’s 
promise. The sexual lives of Abraham, Jacob, David, and Solomon 
were all . . . questionable. But with transgenderism, we’ve entered 
into something new: the radical reconfiguration of the idea of hu-
manity.

A corresponding threat to humanity is the new form of Marx-
ism that has captured American academia. The ideology that in the 
twentieth century caused the murder of tens of millions of peo-
ple in the Soviet Union alone has been repackaged for the training 
seminars of the United States government and most major corpo-
rations. 
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Public school children are being inculcated in it, teaching them 
to see the world as divided up into groups of oppressors and op-
pressed.

These various ideologies (LGBTQ and cultural Marxism) have 
joined forces. In their goal of reshaping society, they aim for the 
abolition of Christianity. The threat is extraordinary, and this book 
details various facets of it. But with great threat comes great op-
portunity. The Church, becoming once again persecuted, will learn 
anew that discipleship is no mere checking of boxes: Baptism, peri-
odic church attendance, and keeping up an appearance of morality 
in public. The ancient Jews were criticized for being circumcised in 
body but not in heart. For too many of us, Christianity has been an 
organization and a set of activities, but not a radical commitment 
to following Jesus and living from His Word and Sacraments. These 
challenges offer us an opportunity to learn again what it means 
to be married, what it means to hope in the resurrection, what it 
means to live in community—in short, what it means to be human.

This book is divided into two parts. In the first part, I explore 
how the Western mind became psychologized, overdeveloping a 
concept of the human self rooted in thinking instead of embodi-
ment. Then I set forth what God’s Word says about man’s purpose 
and how our disconnection from the created order is causing our 
society to degenerate. Along the way, I set out the ramifications 
of the fall and how the fear of death holds us in bondage. Chap-
ters 4 through 7 outline the contemporary challenges to a biblical 
worldview, particularly extreme narcissism, the eroticizing of ev-
erything, pornography, abortion, homosexuality, transgenderism, 
and racism.

In the second part, on how we can be healed from these mala-
dies, I begin with Christ and His work of bringing human nature to 
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its goal. Then I discuss a better way to think about sex, the danger 
of following our passions, and a warning about demons. The book 
concludes with the New Testament vision for a renewed humanity 
in the resurrection and new creation.

I am grateful to Pete Jurchen and Laura Lane at Concordia 
Publishing House for all their help, guidance, and patience in get-
ting this book from idea to publication. Thanksgiving is due to my 
amazing seminary professors whose words and writings are still 
teaching me, especially Arthur Just, David Scaer, William Wein-
rich, and Dean Wenthe. I must thank my Bishop, Jamison Hardy, 
for his unwavering support of me, as well as the leaders of The Lu-
theran Church—Missouri Synod for their prayers and friendship: 
Matthew Harrison, Peter Lange, John Wohlrabe, Scott Murray, 
Nabil Nour, and Ben Ball. My amazing congregation has supported 
and cared for me for more than twenty-one years and provided me 
time off to work on this book. I owe a particular debt of gratitude 
to Leo Mackay, Andy Scheck, and Aaron Lewis, along with the staff 
at Immanuel, whose patience has been tested while I completed 
this book: Sherry Graveson, Julia Habrecht, Stephanie Mekonen, 
and Noah Rogness.

Finally, I am forever grateful to my family: my mother, Eileen, 
and my late father, Leo, for teaching me to be a Christian and lov-
ing me unconditionally; my mother-in-law, Karen Adams; my son, 
James, who daily teaches me grace; and most especially my dear 
wife, Kassie, who ceaselessly shows me love, patience, and encour-
agement.
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THE AUTHENTIC SELF

Introduction
Underlying the rapid changes in today’s society—particularly the 

acceptance of homosexual “marriage” and the celebration of transgen-
derism—is a more fundamental question: What does it mean to be hu-
man? Descartes’s famous dictum cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore I 
am”) began a philosophical cascade of rooting man’s identity within his 
own mind: my cogitation defines me. Our society is in the process of 
replacing truth with feelings, and unmooring sex from marriage. This 
is a central cause of the profound instability we all feel in Western cul-
ture. It is unlike anything we have experienced in living memory. Today, 
our society seems to be focusing more on feelings than thoughts. This 
is resulting in instability in established institutions like marriage and 
human sexuality.

People are searching for authenticity, but that search is only leading 
them away from the Author. We are disconnected and discontent, and 
someone must bear the blame. Into this void, a doctrine of demons is 
becoming the state religion. The catechists of this religion have doc-
trines of sin that obscenely reverse the Ten Commandments. At the 
core of this new religion is the rejection of a God who creates and a 
mankind who receives life from the One who made them. This chapter 
will examine how the doctrines of this new religion have developed, 
and will also set forth man’s true nature, purpose, and destiny.
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Psychological Man
What is a person? Previous periods in history saw man either 

characterized as primarily a religious creature or a creature defined 
by the marketplace (homo economicus). Recent history has seen a 
change from a materialist definition of the person—You are what 
you eat—to people defining themselves by psychological experience: 
You are what you feel.

The beginnings of this may be found in the Jesuit philosopher 
René Descartes (1596–1650). Descartes believed that man’s mind 
is entirely distinct from his body. If thinking proves existence, then 
ideas are above and outside of concrete realities. This sets the stage 
for the radical autonomy of self-creation: if I exist because I think, 
my thinking generates my existence and defines it. By contrast, 
running counter to this popular belief, the sixteenth-century re-
formers of the church confessed that thinking, feeling, and sensing 
were all part of a unified human person. The creator united body 
and soul, physical existence and the life of the mind: “I believe that 
God has made me and all creatures; that He has given me my body 
and soul, eyes, ears, and all my members, my reason and all my 
senses, and still takes care of them.”1

For today’s psychological man, feeling has replaced thinking. 
Feelings define meanings. Feelings give identity and purpose. To 
be authentic, to reach his telos (life’s goal—more on that later), he 
believes he must embrace his feelings and take them to their con-
clusion. Feelings belong uniquely to the self. They are his truth, 
and thus no one can tell psychological man he is wrong. Moral 
decisions are entirely based on preference.

In this view, there can be no external, objective purpose to 
the world. The common cultural assumptions once shared in the 

1  Small Catechism, First Article of the Apostles’ Creed.
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United States (and more broadly, with Canada, Europe, and Aus-
tralia) are gone, replaced with . . . nothing. This renders relation-
ships with others meaningless—except in how they help one ful-
fill one’s own meaning, especially as sex partners. Here the legacy 
of psychologist Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) looms large, telling 
us we are, at our core, sexual beings. If psychological man is de-
fined by what he feels, psychosexual man is defined by what he 
desires sexually. There can be no debate since there is no transcen-
dent meaning, no shared code or text or story. In the history of the 
world, this is unique. We are in uncharted territory.

The cultural instability we are experiencing is not unlike that 
period of time after a riot breaks out but before the police arrive. 
Except, in this case, the police are not coming.

The Quest for Authenticity
God’s Word teaches us how to think about ourselves: “Know 

that the Lord, He is God! It is He who made us, and we are His” 
(Psalm 100:3). This can also be translated “It is He who made us, 
and not we ourselves.”2 The contemporary quest for “authenticity” 
turns this on its head: “It is I who make me, and no one else.”

The notion of personal authenticity derives from the phil-
osophical school of existentialism, a term originating from the 
work of Danish Lutheran Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855). Twen-
tieth-century existentialists include Albert Camus (1913–1960), 
Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), and John-Paul Sartre (1905–80). 
Existentialism looks for meaning in personal experience rather 
than reason, although absurdity plays a strong role: the world is 
pointless and without meaning. In the existentialist world, being 
human is to make self-conscious choices. You are what you choose. 
To be true to yourself, do what you desire.
2  See the translation note on Psalm 100:3 in the English Standard Version Bible.
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Our culture is deeply steeped in this way of thinking. One need 
never have heard of the terms or the philosophers; existentialism 
is encoded in the slogans peppering our eyes and ears, such as “My 
body, my choice,” “Have it your way,” and “The only truth is what 
you decide for yourself.” Live your own truth, but don’t you dare 
impose it on another.

The authentic life, in such a worldview, is the one that comes 
from within yourself. Here psychotherapy comes into play. 
Through talk therapy, the therapist helps the individual find his 
or her truth and then strengthen his or her courage to act on what 
is discovered. Thus the stage is set for a man to proclaim himself 
a woman—or a penguin, or a puppy. Once authenticity becomes 
disconnected from biological reality, it is not so easily reconnected. 
We are living in a world that is in rebellion against the Creator. 
This rebellion is not on the margins, bending certain rules. Rather, 
the very core of a givenness to creation is rejected, as the world 
lashes out at God, “It is not You who made me, but I myself.” My 
authenticity becomes how I publicly express myself, especially sex-
ually. If I keep my sexual desires private, I commit the societal sin 
of inauthenticity. Being “true to yourself ” means making private 
desires public; the moment of authenticity is lauded as “coming 
out.” Whereas God’s Word sees pride as the chief vice, the teaching 
of the world makes pride the chief virtue. The world’s obligation is 
no longer to correct and restrain impulses, but to celebrate them. 
Failure to thus celebrate is bigotry. Thus the new individualistic 
society exists to affirm individuals’ psychological desires (and pay 
for their maintenance, as needed, through hormone treatments 
and surgery). The fundamental problem, in the view of the sexual 
revolutionaries, lies in preexisting societal conventions. Any impo-
sition upon the individual through expectations of following the 
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preexisting sexual code or conforming to those standards is a de-
nial of freedom for the individual to flourish. Those age-old social 
expectations are tantamount to slavery. Only the inauthentic allow 
themselves to be guided by preexisting societal norms.

Self-creation requires each person’s life to be unique, distinct 
from all others, and authentic. The body becomes the canvas—
with social media the gallery—for each person’s artistic expression. 
The radical reconfiguring of the body is seen in transgenderism, 
yet it happens in a myriad of small ways too. Tattoos, piercings, and 
cosmetic surgery to change the size and shape of noses, breasts, 
and lips—all reflect the modern desire to customize and refashion 
the body, discontent with its created givenness.

The experience of discontent, the loss of rootedness and iden-
tity, reflects the underlying terrifying thought that everything is 
meaningless. “All is vanity,” says Solomon in Ecclesiastes 1:2, re-
flecting the experience of life as futile and frustrating. Without a 
Creator, there is no order in creation. Without an understanding 
of humanity’s fall into sin, man must find someone or something 
to blame for this experience.

Original Sins
To affix blame, the cultural and sexual revolutionaries have 

created a parody of the Christian religion, with new devils and new 
crimes to function as the original sin. Whereas Christianity sees 
original sin as damaging every human being (see chapters 2 and 3), 
sociopolitical uses of original sin place it in particular races, soci-
etal structures, and institutions. In the Marxist scheme, those who 
possess the means of production—the capitalists—are oppressing 
the people. Neo-Marxist thought now identifies slavery as the orig-
inal sin of the United States, and the people groups who did not 
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experience slavery as the original sinners. In other words, original 
sin is not a power or tendency within all people but a condition di-
viding the world into oppressors and oppressed, sinners and those 
sinned against. In this scheme, there is no room for repentance, 
atonement, and reconciliation (ideas all deeply rooted in the Sa-
cred Scriptures). The societal structures that have perpetuated the 
original sin must be destroyed. Neo-Marxism married with the 
sexual revolution seeks to overthrow the traditional family. There 
can be no laissez-faire, live-and-let-live attitude that allows tra-
ditional Christian moral views to stand alongside the sexual rev-
olution. The very existence of the commandment “You shall not 
commit adultery” is not simply outmoded but is also viewed as 
an existential threat to human freedom. Christianity is “thought-
crime.”

If you wonder why the world seems to be going crazy, it’s be-
cause the worldview I’ve just described—man is by nature good, 
but the traditional societal structure is evil—now fills the minds 
of many. Christians, who see themselves and all people as sinful, 
will not easily have a rational discussion with those who think so 
differently. There is no agreement on first principles—on what is 
sin, what is righteousness, and what kind of judgment (see John 
16:8–11) is necessary or even possible.

At the risk of oversimplifying, we can divide our society into 
three epistemologies:3 those who combine natural knowledge of 
the world (via observation and deductions derived from the sci-
entific method of inquiry) with a trust in the revealed knowledge 
from God (through the prophets and sacred writings); those who 
rely only on natural knowledge; and those who believe that the 
only truth that can be known is through feelings. Classical Chris-

3 Epistemology is the theory of how something can be known.
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tianity belongs to the first group; the second group we can broadly 
call rationalists; the third group I term emotivists.4 If you’ve ever 
heard someone speak about “your truth” or “my truth,” you know 
you’re dealing with an emotivist. That is the epistemology dom-
inating today’s cultural landscape. It has made deep inroads into 
Christianity as well, particularly where worship forms are utilized 
to elevate emotional experiences over God’s Word. Those experi-
ences then become the cause of faith and a ground of truth.

Some church leaders today also subject the Word of God to 
personal experiences and feelings. A common Bible study ques-
tion, “What does this verse mean to you?” is in this category. The 
goal of the question is not to determine the objective meaning of 
what God has said. Instead, the subjective encounter of the reader 
or listener becomes the arbiter of truth. Another form of this emo-
tivism is called listening prayer. Here the person may begin with a 
small passage of Scripture or some other devotional thought, and 
then spend time silently listening for what God is saying now to 
the individual. The Scriptures are demoted from their authority as 
inviolable Word of God and relegated to a catalyst for individuals 
to create their own truths, which stem from their inner thoughts. 
When you hear a person say, “The Lord said to me thus and so,” 
and it isn’t a simple affirmation of what the Bible says, you know 
you are dealing with a person who does not in practice affirm the 
Scriptures as sufficient for faith and life. Private experience trumps 
public revelation.

How then can you, a Christian, encounter the Scriptures as 
fully authoritative and inviolable, yet as a living Word that speaks 
to you today? It starts with the doctrine of Creation.

4 Alasdair MacIntyre (1929– ) coined the term emotivism for the modern school of ethics that deter-
mines right and wrong by sentiment. See After Virtue, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2007).
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Creation
Christians derive their sense of meaning from the One who 

made us. He fills the world with meaning. Since “all things were 
made through Him” (John 1:3), our lives possess divine meaning 
and purpose. Man is the object of God’s love. Lutheran theologian 
Johann Gerhard put it this way: “He saw that His goodness could 
be shared, and thus the streams of His goodness [flow] to His crea-
tures, while the spring remains inexhaustible forever.”5 All created 
things, including man—the crown of God’s creation—were made 
good. It is a derived goodness: man receives his goodness from his 
Maker.

Again and again, Moses says of God beholding His creation: 
“And God saw that it was good” (Genesis 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25). Fi-
nally, at the creation of our first parents, “God saw everything that 
He had made, and behold, it was very good” (v. 31, emphasis add-
ed)—good from God’s lavish goodness.

This view cannot be overemphasized today because we are 
inundated with images of interchangeable or ephemeral bodies 
that are inferior to their disembodied human spirits that live on 
after the bodies’ demise. Think of popular galactic-war-type movie 
franchises, where bodies disintegrate but spirits live on through 
a mystical force. Other popular science-fiction programs posit a 
consciousness that is uploaded to a computer to live on after death. 

Do not discount these stories as harmless. Fiction affects faith. 
Listen to how people speak of the body after death, and you’ll see 
similar thoughts at work. “I know I shouldn’t be sad; it’s just a shell,” 
one widow sobbed as we stood before her husband’s coffin in the 
funeral home. So deeply had she imbibed the cultural message of 

5 Johann Gerhard, “On Creation and Angels” in vol. 8–11 of Theological Commonplaces, trans. Richard 
J. Dinda, ed. Benjamin T. G. Mayes and Joshua J. Hayes (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2013), 
42 (§ 84).
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the body being a “shell” for the true person, that her sadness con-
fused her. If the body is ultimately meaningless, a mere container, 
then why sorrow at its death?

The reason is that death is a terrible sundering of what God 
made. He did not make us as spirits temporarily inhabiting bod-
ies in a material world. The body and soul of the first man were 
designed as integral parts of one person. “The Lord God formed 
the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils 
the breath of life, and the man became a living creature” (Genesis 
2:7). The material of the earth joined with God’s breath of life con-
stitutes one living creature. The Hebrew term nephesh, translated 
here by the ESV as “creature,” is often rendered as “soul.” This is 
instructive since many think of the soul as an immaterial aspect 
of the person, distinct and separate from the body. The term can 
be used that way, but this foundational part of God’s Word teaches 
us that a person is not fully human apart from his body. Nor is he 
living apart from the living breath that comes from God. Man is a 
living creature—a living soul—by virtue of the Word and breath of 
God that animates his body.

This means that the material nature of man—his body—is 
good. Before death enters the world, God declares that the things 
He creates are good. Again and again, He sees what He makes—
waters, plants, birds, fish, animals—and pronounces them good. 
The culmination of His creation is man and woman. This He de-
clares not simply good, but “very good” (Genesis 1:31).

Yet man is unique among all the created things on earth. Noth-
ing else in all creation receives the breath of God directly from 
Him. All other things God makes by His Word alone. For example, 
He says, “Let there be light,” and there is light (Genesis 1:3). The 
first man is singularly fashioned by God from the matter of earth. 
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The first woman is made from the man’s body, his opened side used 
as the originating material. Among all things made, our first par-
ents are distinct from everything else. This special distinction God 
calls being made in His image and likeness.

Man’s Original, Dynamic Purpose
What then was man’s purpose? God expressed His goodness 

both in the creation of man and in the order and beauty of the 
garden into which our first parents were placed. Adam was not 
created for a static life but to maintain and expand upon the work 
God had done: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the 
garden of Eden to work it and keep it” (Genesis 2:15). Man had 
work to do. This is his first task.

After the creation of the woman and the institution of holy 
marriage, there is also the ongoing work of procreation: “Be fruit-
ful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1:28). 
This gift of marriage and children was not a burden but a blessing. 
In fact, the power of procreation is given specifically in a blessing: 
“And God blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the earth and subdue it’ ” (v. 28). The blessing of 
sex—not the activity, but the identity, that is, of being specifical-
ly male or female—is in the gift of relationship. In God’s design, 
one is not sexual in isolation. “It is not good that the man should 
be alone” (Genesis 2:18). Even for those with strictly heterosexual 
attractions, God’s design was not for a generic attraction to the op-
posite sex. God’s gift of sex within marriage is unique in that God 
designed it to be a self-giving and procreative act between spouses.

The nature of the attraction (i.e., being attracted to the same 
sex instead of the opposite sex), then, is not the biggest problem 
in human sexuality. Having the mind not in conformity with the 
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body (i.e., lacking a sense of contentment and psychological well-
ness in identifying with one’s biological sex) is also not the big-
gest problem in human sexuality. These are symptoms of the larger 
problem faced by every human person: we want sex to gratify our 
personal desires instead of to give ourselves to another. Virtually 
everyone, regardless of inclinations or fetishes, is selfish when it 
comes to sex. That’s the problem.

God made us for relational sexuality. Within a sexual relation-
ship, the man is to be the husband of one wife and to fulfill the 
role of provider, guardian, and father for a specific family. With-
in a sexual relationship, the woman is to be the wife of one man 
and to fulfill the role of nurturing spouse and mother for a specific 
family. Thus, the marriage vows call for living together. In society 
today, the phrase “living together” is shorthand for having sexual 
relations together and sharing a residence without being married. 
From the divine perspective, however, the only true living together 
is when the lives of husband and wife are so united that they are 
one flesh and find their purpose in living for the benefit of the fam-
ily. That is profoundly different from sharing a bed and some of the 
bills. What I am saying is this: sex is inherently relational. For an 
individual to self-identify according to sexual attraction is the epit-
ome of self-worship (or, to use the language of the next chapter, of 
being “curved in on the self ”). Only in the marital relationship of 
sexual self-giving can God-given dominion (Genesis 1:28) occur.

This work of dominion is easily misunderstood; dominion in 
contemporary English often has the nuance of unkindness, the vic-
tor vanquishing (dominating) an enemy. It is better to think of this, 
however, as man continuing the work of God on the earth. God is 
the Lord—in Latin, dominus—and dominion is bringing His lord-
ship to bear on the wild places of the earth.
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Since God’s nature is love (1  John 4:8), His dominion is the 
infusion of love into every aspect of creation. Consider: Why did 
God make man in the first place? One early Christian teacher, Ire-
naeus of Lyons (martyred ca. AD 202), beautifully answers this 
question: it was to have someone on whom to give His benefits.6 In 
other words, God wanted someone to love, someone to receive His 
gifts, someone to share His joy in all His works.

If you have children, you probably know the joy of giving, of 
making them glad. At first, we may desire children for selfish pur-
poses: to carry on our legacy, to fulfill our goals, to reflect our own 
image. The arrival of children reveals a great challenge to our self-
ishness: children need our benefits: clothing and shoes, house and 
home, food and drink, toys and medicine, and most important, 
time. Loving parents rejoice to provide, often foregoing purchases 
for themselves in order to give what they have to their children. 
Children teach parents self-giving. In this, the parents are learning 
something of God’s nature.

God transferred this desire for self-giving from His heart to 
within our first parents, guiding them by His words to “have do-
minion.” Within this world, man’s work was to spread the domin-
ion of God to every place. Because of the fall into sin, however, 
the idea of work is often compared to pain, burden, drudgery, and 
suffering. Work is considered a necessity, not a joy, and many fan-
tasize about a life without work, like the man who tore down his 
barns to build bigger ones: “I will tear down my barns and build 
larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And 
I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many 
years; relax, eat, drink, be merry’ ” (Luke 12:18–19).

In the beginning, it was not so. Work was meant to be deeply 

6  See Irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.14.1.
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satisfying, a joy. My friend Nabil is very skilled at making things 
from wood. He has a well-equipped woodshop in his basement, 
and when he is done with his obligations for the day, he spends 
time making everything from crosses to boats to toys for his grand-
children. It looks like work to me, but to him it is play. That is what 
the tasks God gave man to do are like: play, efforts that are deeply 
satisfying, such that we are glad when they are complete, not be-
cause the obligation has been checked off a to-do list, but because 
the outcome is pleasing. God made man for this kind of work: His 
work, in which we are privileged to participate. Participation—
or to use a more scriptural term, communion—is why God made 
man. He made man to participate in His divine life.

Your Purpose: Growing to Perfection
Irenaeus spoke of Adam and Eve as children. They were cre-

ated to grow and come to perfection.7 The paradise God made for 
them was better than what we now experience, conducive to their 
growth. Whether this is true is difficult to say, but Irenaeus was not 
alone in seeing that man was created for more than a static exis-
tence. God intended man to grow and mature. Aquinas saw man 
(and all creation) as having a goal toward which we would grow: 
“So, too, every creature aims to achieve its own perfection, which 
is the likeness of God’s perfection and goodness. Therefore divine 
goodness is the goal of all things.”8

In a future chapter, we will see a strange thing said about the 
Christ, that He was “made perfect.” If that sounds wrong, it’s be-
cause many define perfection as moral goodness or perhaps purity. 
That doesn’t seem to fit the Christian view of Christ, for at no time 
7 See Irenaeus, The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, ed. W. J. Sparrow Simpson and W. K. 

Lowther Clarke, trans. J. Armitage Robinson, in Translations of Christian Literature, Series 4, Oriental 
Texts (London; New York: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge; The Macmillan Co., 1920), 81.

8 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Part 1, Question 44, Article 4.
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was the Second Person of the Trinity morally flawed or impure. 
However, there is another way to think about perfection: reaching 
maturity (or reaching a goal).

Think of the perfect piece of fruit, or the perfect tree. No doubt 
you formed an image in your mind of that thing fully formed: a 
ripened strawberry, not one just emerging. With an object that we 
make, its perfection is revealed in performing its proper task, like 
an airplane that takes off and lands without crashing or a baseball 
bat that hits the ball without splintering. 

We might make something for a very specific task, like a rocket 
transport system to deliver a rover to explore the planet Mars and 
send back its findings. God made man for a specific purpose: to 
reflect His image and likeness, to be an embodiment of God’s 
goodness, and ultimately to enjoy communion with Him. True au-
thenticity is embracing our own givenness, including the time and 
location where God has placed us and the gifts and limitations He 
has bestowed on or withheld from us. We don’t need to create (or 
re-create) ourselves to find our authenticity. It is found in the One 
who is our Author.

Post-Modern Man: Disconnected from Creation
Throughout much of history, humans—whether Christian or 

not—saw a sense of order in the world. Creation had a Creator, 
which meant the world had meaning. Men sought to discover the 
meaning of the world in nature and then act accordingly. This is 
sometimes called the mimetic view of the world.9 Since God is the 
Maker, and man is the one who has been made, man thus derives 
the meaning of his life from God and the order in the world He 
made.

9 From the Greek term mimos, “imitator.” Man imitates, or follows, the pattern set forth by the Maker.
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When man lacks the sense of being created, he experiences dys-
phoria: he is alone in the cosmos, lost and fragmented. In this view 
of the world, the poietic10 view, man must create his own meaning 
from the situation in which he finds himself. There is no external 
order or rules. In fact, to follow any rules or imitate what others do 
would be the height of inauthenticity. While the philosophical un-
derpinnings for the poietic view have been growing for centuries, 
only in recent generations have they become widespread. This is 
enhanced by technological developments that place into our pock-
ets, on our wrists, and over our eyes devices that cast the illusion 
that reality is malleable. Inside “virtual reality,” people, topography, 
tools, and weapons exist to be grasped, reshaped, abused, or dis-
carded. The Nicene Creed’s confession that the Son of God “was 
made man” no longer seems as consequential to people who be-
lieve that the difference between a man and a woman is one of will, 
not of biology. Human nature is not bound by biology (or any nat-
ural law). Instead, it is created by the individual. In such a world, 
the idea of a Redeemer is not only unnecessary but offensive.

The strong feeling of disconnection between generations, and 
between Christians and the non-Christian community, is the re-
sult of the loss of common assumptions about the nature of the 
world and man’s place in it. The so-called culture wars were not 
really about abortion, homosexuality, posting the Ten Command-
ments, or prayer in public schools. They were about whether man 
makes his own reality or if the world has an external order im-
pressed upon it. In other words, whether man makes or man is 
made (by a Maker). The Church, living in a culture that has em-
braced the poietic view, faces tremendous challenges. Christians 
10 From the Greek term poiein, “to make.” Man makes his own meaning and purpose in the world apart 

from any external standards. For an extended evaluation of these concepts, see Carl Trueman, The 
Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural Amnesia, Expressive Individualism, and the Road to Sexual 
Revolution (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020).
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must now live in a world that is moving rapidly away from the idea 
that reality has any intrinsic meaning. Humanity has no particu-
lar purpose (telos). By contrast, the task of the Church today is to 
bring the world’s meaning, and man’s purpose, back into the minds 
of people. 

Though theologians frequently lay blame for the current sit-
uation at the feet of the ancient Gnostics, one can also find the 
seeds of the present problem in Western medieval theology. In the 
twelfth century, scholastic theologians fused Aristotelian meta-
physics with Christian theology, a project that reached its apex 
with the intellectual giant Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas and his pre-
decessors used the term transubstantiation to give a philosophi-
cal explanation for the presence of Christ’s body and blood in the 
bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper. Whereas the apostolic age was 
content to describe this as a mystery, the medieval age—no doubt 
unintentionally—introduced speculative, extrabiblical notions 
that regarded the created element of bread becoming an illusion, 
its substance not joined but replaced by Christ’s.11

Here is how transubstantiation works: things have accidents 
and substance. The accidents are how a thing looks, smells, feels, 
sounds, and tastes. The substance is the essence of the thing itself; 
in the case of bread, its “breadness.” The theory of transubstanti-
ation is that in the sacrifice of the Mass, the Roman priest (by the 
power placed in him at ordination) effects a change (trans) in the 
bread’s substance so that the accidents of bread remain, but it is no 
longer bread. The substance is now Christ’s body. 

With the doctrine of transubstantiation, the philosophical 

11 The Reformation view reflected in Luther’s Small Catechism affirms that both body and bread are 
truly present in the Lord’s Supper (likewise both blood and wine), although how that is remains a 
mystery. The Sacrament of the Altar “is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under the 
bread and wine, instituted by Christ Himself for us Christians to eat and to drink” (Small Catechism, 
Sacrament of the Altar, What is the Sacrament of the Altar?).
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seeds are thereby sown for a separation of a thing’s characteristics 
from its true nature (or substance). Except for how the change is 
effected (by the power of the priest), this is profoundly similar to 
the argument for transgenderism. Transgender ideology claims, 
for example, that a person’s characteristics (biology) can give every 
appearance of being male, but the true essence (or substance) of the 
person is female. Accident becomes illusion. Like the bread of the 
Eucharist, the theory claims the human body of the transgender 
person is a deceitful shadow, while the true person is something 
vastly different than what the body portrays.

This disconnection from creation leads to identity confusion 
for everyone. God made the human person to be a constitutive 
whole, where body and soul (or spirit, mind, or heart) describe 
different facets or capabilities of an indivisible person. Humans are 
embodied souls (or ensouled bodies), not souls inhabiting bodies 
for a time, later to exchange their individual body for some other 
conveyance the way we may trade in one automobile for another.

Transgenderism is thus the ultimate expression of the concep-
tual separation of self from body. Defining self as “will” or “desire” 
moves people away from the reality in which God made them. We 
do not create the self; we are created. God makes; man is made. It 
is He who made us, and not we ourselves.

Conclusion
Even the most pious Christian today is affected by the culture 

and thought patterns that surround us. We subjectively interpret 
the world and our lives psychologically more than using the ob-
jective criteria of creation (science) and the Creator (theology). 
It is imperative to ground personal, family, and church life in 
the primary relationship between the Maker and those made. The 
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problems we label psychological are more properly understood as 
stemming from the cosmic problem of corruption. God’s Word 
calls this “the fear of death,” the topic of our next chapter.
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. From what do you derive your personal sense of identity?

2. How has the current cultural instability affected you?

3. What is an authentic life?

4. What is your source of truth?

5. How does God describe the first man He made?

6. What are the constitutive parts of a human being?

7. How should we speak about the human person after 
death?

8. How should we use the phrase “living together”?

9. What kind of dominion was man meant to have?

10. Why did God make man?




