What Is The Basis For Using The Term ‘The Sin Nature’?

Looking into the source of the term "the Sin Nature" brings up a larger issue in hermeneutics: some meanings are conveyed by specific words, while others are conveyed mostly or entirely by grammar and context. An illustration of this same aspect of interpretation comes up in our saying that there is human choice or choosing in the believer, either to walk by means of the Sin Nature or by the New Nature. If we look up the words 'choose', 'choice', etc. in the concordance, we will find almost no support for the idea that the believer chooses to walk by means of the Sin Nature or the New Nature - at least not by that family of words (exception: Ephesians 2:1-3). But if we examine the grammar, we will find abundant support for the believer being called to choose to walk by means of the New Nature, as expressed in and as carried out by the ministries of the Holy Spirit. 

Now for the term "the Sin Nature", the word 'nature' is not taken from a separate Greek word that means 'nature'. That Greek word (phusius) with that meaning is actually relatively uncommon in the New Testament. But the term "the Sin Nature" is not derived principally by Greek word meaning, and most certainly not by explicit use of a word meaning 'nature'. The term "the Sin Nature" is instead derived by grammar and context.  So there are three main points to make about the term:

1) Some have objected to the term 'nature', saying that we should instead use the term 'disposition' or 'principle'. I don't have a fundamental problem with that, though staying with the term 'nature' makes it easier for us to communicate with one another more clearly, rather than using varying terms. 'Nature', 'disposition' and 'principle' are indeed synonyms. One could also use "Godless spiritual and moral inclination" although that starts to get more 'wordy'.

2) Paul's repeated and deliberate use of the Greek noun that is translated "sin", preceded by the definite article, indicates specificity. Paul is not using the term for 'sin' in general - it is specific. Paul is not using the verb 'to sin' as an action - it is an abstract noun. Paul is also not using the term for a 'man', as in Old Man or New Man, as these are used of the person who has an identity because of identification (either "In Adam" or "in Christ"). Paul does repeatedly talk about the spiritual and moral inclination to action or natural disposition of "the sin" - it's nature. Paul's use of the term "the flesh" is viewed as the Sin Nature as expressed through the fallen human body with which that Sin Nature is associated. 

3) Translators and expositors from the Greek text have used "the Sin Nature" or similar terms as they have sought to bring across what Paul meant by ho sarx or ho hamartia.  So they have used:
· sinful nature (NIV; NOTE: the suffix "-ful" can have the meaning 'characterized by', which can redundantly communicate the idea of 'nature', so likely the intent is to convey 'full of' sin, that is, "the nature that is full of sin")   See the use of ho sarx in Romans 7:5, et al.
· evil nature (Wuest) 

· Old Sin Nature (OSN: James Allen, Tod Kennedy, Grace Notes, et al - this term was common for those at or from "Old" Dallas Seminary, in the Walvoord era, and presently at Chafer Theological Seminary, also among those influenced by R.B. Thieme) 

· Sin Nature (Hampton Keathley III, Ron Merryman, IFCA, et al)

So in the end we could allow that someone might use a variant expression for "the Sin Nature" as long as they don't deny its presence in the believer in this present body. It is a mistake, however, to deny its presence, or call the Old Man (all of who we were 'in Adam') the same as the Sin Nature, which is indeed a common error. In this elective we will continue to use the term "the Sin Nature" for the sake of simple and clear communication. Almost like the word "Trinity" it is a helpful 'handle", but it still needs to be explained so that it is not just 'Christian code'. 
John 8:21-24 (NASU, as modified by VJP)
Then He said again to them, "I go away, and you will seek Me, and will die in the sins of you [plural]; where I am going, you cannot come."  22 So the Jews were saying, "Surely He will not kill Himself, will He, since He says, ' Where I am going, you cannot come'?" 23 And He was saying to them, " You are from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world.  24 "Therefore I said to you that you will die in the sins of you; for unless you believe that I am He,  you will die in the sins of you."

 

So this passage says that unbelievers when they die physically are positionally in the sins that they commit, in thought, motive, action, and failure to act.  The definite article points to the specificity of the sins in which they are positionally.

 

When we get to Romans 5:12, we see ‘the sin’ as the Sin Nature for the first time in Romans.  ‘The sin’ is used for the next few chapters in reference to ‘the Sin Nature’ and we know that because we see ‘the Sin Nature’ progressively doing things:

 

· By Adam, the Sin Nature entered the world (5:12)

· The Sin Nature reigns (5:21)

· The Sin Nature seeks that we should serve it (6:6)

· Death makes us free from the Sin Nature that seeks to be served (6:10, 11)

· The Sin Nature seeks to reign (6:12)

· The Sin Nature seeks for us to obey its lusts (6:12)

· The Sin Nature seeks that our bodies be used as its military assets (6:13)

· The Sin Nature pays a wage for the believer who serves it – death (6:23)

· The Sin Nature gets stirred up by the Law – just one law is all it takes (7:7-9). 

 

A nature is an inclination to think and to act and to react.  Paul's repeated and deliberate use of the Greek noun that is translated "sin", preceded by the definite article, indicates specificity. Paul is not using the term for 'sin' in general - it is specific. Paul is not using the verb 'to sin' as an action - it is an abstract noun. Paul is also not using the term for a 'man', as in Old Man or New Man, as these are used of the person who has an identity because of identification (either "In Adam" or "in Christ"). Paul does repeatedly talk about the spiritual and moral inclination to action or natural disposition of "the sin" - it's nature. Paul's use of the term "the flesh" is viewed as the Sin Nature as expressed through the fallen human body with which that Sin Nature is associated.
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