THE SINS OF THE FATHERS
Does God visit the father’s sin upon his children? An answer to this question is given by hundreds, who say, Yes, God does visit the father’s sins upon the children; when God spoke his law from Sinai he said so himself: “I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; and showing mercy unto thousands of them that love me and keep my commandments.” Ex. 20:5, 6.

In our Saviour’s day a similar notion seemed to have possession of the minds of the Jews; and when it was clear that the man who was born blind could now see, and that by the power of One whom they wished to brand as an impostor, finding themselves unable to disprove this poor man’s evidence, they said, “Thou wast altogether born in sins, and dost thou teach us? And they cast him out.” John 9:34. The disciples also asked, “Who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind?” John 9:2. But the Saviour said, “Neither hath this man sinned, nor his parents.” John 9:3. But many think that these Jews had a right conception of the way God had dealt with the world until Christ came, but that he then changed his relation towards man. We are to find out, first, how these to whom God spoke these words understood them. Did they expect that their sins would be visited upon their children and grandchildren? One revolts at the idea that children unborn, who never asked to have a being, should be punished for sins of which they have no knowledge.
Let us see if this is the case. Soon after leaving Mt. Sinai where they heard these words, Israel arrived at the borders of the promised land. Spies are sent out, and they return with a very discouraging report. This report works so powerfully upon the people that they forget all the wonderful works of God in bringing them out of Egypt and even prefer to die rather than attempt to enter the land of promise. Even worse, they say it would be preferable to elect a captain and return to Egypt; for their bondage in Egypt was better than the treatment they were receiving at the hands of their leader. They even take up stones to stone him! Oh, how great was their sin! Did the heavens rain manna in Egypt? Did their clothes and shoes never grow old there? Did the cloud protect them by day?—No, it had been a land of cruel slavery; but all was now distorted by their sin. Were such an ungrateful, stubborn people worthy of the possession of a land flowing with milk and honey? All will say No, and see the justice of God in declaring, “I will smite them with the pestilence, and disinherit them, and will make of thee a greater nation and mightier than they.” Numbers 14:12.

At this terrible crisis, he whom they had attempted to stone pleads for them. Listen to his prayer; he fears the Lord’s reputation will suffer, and that the Egyptians will say that the Lord was not, after all, able to bring them into the land. Numbers 14:13-16. And now, as a crowning reason why God should spare the people, he pleads that it would be in harmony with that which God had spoken, and he quotes the second commandment: “And now, I beseech thee, let the power of my Lord be great, according as thou hast spoken, saying, The Lord is long-suffering, and of great mercy, forgiving iniquity and transgression, and by no means clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation. Pardon, I beseech thee, the iniquity of this people according unto the greatness of thy mercy, and as thou hast forgiven this people, from Egypt even until now.” Numbers 14:17-19. Moses pleaded that as the reason why God should forgive them, and his plea succeeded, and God answered and said, “I have pardoned according to thy word.” Numbers 14:20. Moses evidently understood this to be evidence that God would forgive iniquity. 
He will not clear the guilty; but if he repents, he will delay the judgment until his son’s time, and should he repent also, it will be postponed even to three or four generations. How senseless it would have been for Moses to plead as he did in the prayer recorded in Num 14:13-19, and to urge as his reason for mercy this text, if the Lord meant to visit the child with the sin of his father, no matter how he lived.

An illustration of this is seen in the case of Ahab, a bad man, who had sold himself to work evil in the sight of the Lord, and to whom the prophet was sent to tell of the judgments the Lord would bring upon him. But see that wicked man, who has done so abominably, and caused all Israel to sin! Lo! he humbles himself before God in sackcloth. Will the Lord hear so vile a wretch, who has caused so many to sin? Listen to the word of the Lord to Elijah: “Seest thou how Ahab humbleth himself before me? Because he humbled himself before me, I will not bring the evil in his days; but in his son’s days will I bring the evil upon his house.” 1 Kings 21:29. But if his son humbled himself, the evil would be put off still further.

How could God call himself merciful and gracious and long-suffering, if he meant, by visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, that he would punish the children for what they had not committed? The Lord is slow to anger; but although slow to punish, he will not at all acquit the wicked. Nahum 1:3.

Our Heavenly Father has ever been a loving and tender parent, untiring in his efforts to save poor erring humanity. So anxious, and even waiting to be gracious to us, is our Father in heaven, that as soon as we turn back he accepts us. He never separates himself from us; it is we who forsake him, and it is our iniquity which his pure eyes cannot behold.

But, says one, do we not see children every day who are suffering for the sins of their parents? Look at that poor cripple dragging his weak, emaciated body through life! Was that not the result of the brutal treatment his mother received from the hand of her drunken husband? Look at the many aches and pains and evil traits of character we inherit. Are not all these things evidence that God does visit the iniquity of the fathers upon the children?—No, I think not, but the mistake is made in not noticing the clear distinction there is between consequences and penalties. These are but the consequences of the parent’s wrong conduct, either willful or in ignorance.
These things follow as surely as effect follows cause. The Lord will inflict no penalties except for the sins the son has himself committed, but men will often suffer in consequence of the sins of others. What a lesson to Christian parents! In your hands, to an almost incredible extent, is the future character disposition, and talents of your child. You can so live that their lives will be freed from many a clog, so that they will possess a disposition and character that will make it far easier for them to choose life and live. If God did visit the children with sins they had not committed, do you think he would use such language as this in Isa. 55:6, 7, full of tender invitation? Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call ye upon him while he is near. Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return unto the Lord, and he will have mercy upon him; and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.” Yea, more; he pleads again and again, with a stubborn, stiff-necked race, and, trying to woo them back from idolatry, he says, “I will yet plead with you, saith the Lord, and with your children’s children will I plead.” Jer. 2:9. Yes; he will not visit their iniquity, till the third or fourth generation, but will plead with their children’s children. 

Truly, our God is a God of compassion and love!
What is sin? How does the Bible define it and what is so bad about it? First of all, we find it is something we all need to be
saved from. Speaking of Mary and her Child to be, Gabriel
declared: “she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21).

What is it about sin that makes it so bad that we need to be saved from it? (Please notice that sin is not something that we can be saved in, but rather something we must be saved “from.”) Isaiah clearly tells us what is so serious about sin. “But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins have hid his face from you, that he will not hear” (Isaiah 59:2). Sin separates from God and the natural result of that separation is death “For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). God informs us in His word that the decision to sin or not to sin, to live or to die, is a free choice given to each of us. “I call heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may live” (Deuteronomy 30:19).

We are repulsed by the horrible perversion of predestination and once saved always saved. Teachings that pervert the gospel and deceive people into believing that God would remove from mankind the freedom of choice. But is it possible that God’s Remnant has accepted some aspect of this horrible heresy?

Consider closely the words of inspiration. “Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness? But God be thanked, that ye were the servants of sin, but ye have obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered you. Being then made free from sin, ye became the servants of righteousness” (Romans 6:16-18). Notice that we must choose one or the other and we cannot become “servants of righteousness” until we choose to be “made free from sin.” We cannot “serve two masters” (Matthew 6:24). But again, what is this sin we must be set free from?

There is much confusion on this subject. Many have a very limited and often perverted concept of what sin is. There are at least five false concepts that are circulating within the Christian community today.
1. “Sin is not an action, it is a broken relationship.”

2. “It is possible for a converted Christian to continue in “known,” “habitual,” “cherished,” “persistent sin and still be saved.”

3. “Committing sin does not break our relationship, neither does it remove Christ’s righteousness.”

4. “Sin is not what we do, but what we are. We are born into this world condemned because of sin.”

5. “We must continue committing sin until Jesus returns.”
These are deadly errors, horrible heresies. For example: if sin is not an action, but a broken relationship, then Jesus would have been guilty of sin, for He either experienced a broken relationship or staged a mighty convincing show when He cried out, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). Jesus did indeed experience a separation from the Father, yet he never sinned. It is most important to distinguish that sin is what causes the broken relationship; it is not the relationship itself and never does the Bible define sin as such. The word of God emphatically asserts that “sin is the transgression of the law” (1 John 3:4).
Why are so many so anxious to abandon the Biblical definition for sin and replace it with a man-made one? It takes but a little knowledge of what is transpiring in Adventism to figure this out. As Seventh-day Adventists we declare to the world that we are called upon, by God Himself, to keep all of His law, including the fourth commandment, and that through the power of the Holy Spirit we are enabled to do this. This message is in direct opposition to the evangelical world, who claim that we cannot keep the law of God nor do we need to.
Now, notice our dilemma when we declare to the world that we must and can keep God’s law, but we cannot stop sinning, which is defined as “the transgression of the law.” How is this wonderful inconsistency possible? If we continue to teach that we are to keep the law of God, we must also teach that we must not continue in sin, and if we refuse to teach victory over sin, then we should also teach that it is impossible to keep God's law. The only other possible option is to change the definition of sin.
We have placed ourselves in this dilemma, in part, due to a prevalent belief that we are born guilty and stand before God condemned before any action on our part. This perversion of the gospel comes to us directly from Roman Catholicism’s devilish doctrine of original sin. Since a great portion of the Christian world have come to accept the historic Catholic doctrine, in one form or another, it is here that we shall now focus our attention. It is time we ask ourselves what we believe concerning this important subject, and why we believe it—and compare these positions with the word of God.
Simply defined, original sin means that we stand condemned and guilty before God solely because we are born into the human family and that we are guilty by nature before any choice of good or evil on our part. This is one of the reasons the Catholic Church practices infant baptism. Is this biblical? If not, can this teaching of original sin (in any form) be accepted within the Christian church? And if it is, then a newborn baby should be baptized immediately for the remission of sin, lest it die in its sin and be forever damned. Do you see the horrendous error of such a teaching? The questions that cry out for answers are: Where do we stand? On truth or error? With Catholicism and Evangelicalism? On tradition and denominational dogma, or on the Word of God?
Another aspect of the teaching of guilt by birth or nature is that when Adam sinned, he lost the ability not to sin. Therefore, he had, of necessity, to continue to sin for the rest of his life, and we, as his descendants, are only able to sin with no hope of overcoming. This, too, has become prevalent in the remnant church.
Now consider, if sin is by choice, then we are responsible for the choices we make, but if sin is by nature and it is inevitable that we must continue in sin regardless of our choices, then the inevitability, of necessity, rules out all responsibility. Therefore, the question that must first be answered is: “What is sin?” Is it the way we are or the way we choose? Does it occur when we are born or when we consent to wrong? If guilt comes from inheritance, then where does responsibility fit in? We shall now see that sin is always an action or lack of action.
The Bible defines sin as our willful choice to exercise our fallen nature in opposition to God’s will. “For if we sin willfully after that we have received the knowledge of the truth, there remaineth no more sacrifice for sins” (Hebrews 10:26). “Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin” (James 4:17). Jesus shed further light on this when He said, “If I had not come and spoken unto them, they had not had sin: but now they have no cloak for their sin.” “If I had not done among them the works which none other man did, they had not had sin” (John 15:22, 24). “If ye were blind, ye should have no sin: but now ye say, We see; therefore your sin remaineth” (John 9:41).
Ellen White put it in the clearest language possible when she quoted the angel. “Said the angel: ‘If light come, and that light is set aside or rejected, then comes condemnation and the frown of God; but before the light comes, there is no sin, for there is no light for them to reject.’”

Notice that sin is not something inherited. Guilt is not by nature, but is the result of knowing right and choosing wrong. It is willful rebellion against God. Keep in mind, we shall not be held accountable for the light that has not reached our perception, but for that which we have resisted and refused. “None will be condemned for not heeding light and knowledge that they never had.”

The book of Acts contains a passage that has puzzled many of God’s people over the years. “And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now He commandeth all men everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30). If we would, however, consider this passage in the light of what God’s messenger has told us, we would find the meaning is very clear.
“Light makes manifest and reproves the errors that were concealed in darkness; and as light comes, the life and character of men must change correspondingly, to be in harmony with it. Sins that were once sins of ignorance, because of the blindness of the mind, can no more be indulged in without incurring guilt.”

One other aspect of sin that should be touched upon is whether there is guilt in bad thoughts or desires. The “New Theology” (which in reality is nothing more than basic evangelical theology, and that in turn is simply Augustinian Catholicism) teaches that there is guilt in the desire even when resisted by the will. One of the foremost proponents of this teaching within Adventism has clearly stated, “There is guilt in evil desires even when resisted by the will.” Is this true? Is temptation sin? The word of God says “every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed. Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death.” (James 1:14, 15). Here we see a development from desire to actual sin, thus sin is the result of yielding to desire. Temptation begins in the heart, but God supplies the power to overcome the temptation. He knows the heart. He not only knows what is coming, but has provided an escape. It is in the heart where the battles are won and lost.
“There are thoughts and feelings suggested and aroused by Satan that annoy even the best of men; but if they are not cherished, if they are repulsed as hateful, the soul is not contaminated with guilt.”

If we believe that temptation is sin, we would, of necessity, have to believe that Jesus sinned for He was tempted. “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).
Thus, it is not the birth, the nature, or the resisted thought that condemns us before the universe, but rather it is our willful disobedience to the known will of God that makes us guilty of sin. It is when we choose self over God that we become guilty. So, as we can see, when we speak of sin it is important that we understand what it is we are talking about. Is it the result of sin or the guilt of sin?
When placed under the magnificent magnification of God’s word, we find that sin, in its fullest sense, carries with it two separate consequences. First, the curse of sin, which leads to the first death, and second, the penalty of sin, which is the second death. The first is the result of sin; the latter is because of the guilt of sin.
It is primarily because of a lack of understanding of this principle that many people feel God's statement in Exodus 20:5 that He will visit “the iniquity of the fathers upon the children” is contradictory to His declaration in Ezekiel 18:20 that “the son shall not bear the iniquity of the father.” However, when we realize that when God is speaking of sin in Ezekiel, He is referring to the guilt of sin, which brings with it the penalty (“The soul that sinneth it shall die” verse 20), whereas in Exodus, He is speaking of the result of sin with its ensuing consequences.
The Lord has given us a very clear understanding of this distinction between consequences and guilt in the book Patriarchs and Prophets.
“It is inevitable that children should suffer from the consequences of parental wrong doing, but they are not punished for the parents’ guilt, except as they participate in their sins. . . . Wrong tendencies, perverted appetites, and debased morals, as well as physical disease and degeneracy, are transmitted as a legacy from father to son, to the third and fourth generation.”

Thus, by birth, we all share the results, the consequences, of our parents’ sins (with various physical, mental, and emotional conditions, i.e. prone to diabetes, cancer, alcoholism, HIV positive, addicted to drugs, etc.), but we do not share in their guilt until we have chosen to participate in their sin. In like manner we all suffer the consequences of Adam’s sin: the wrong tendencies, the debased morals, the physical diseases and degeneracy, and eventually the first death. But we do not suffer the penalty for Adam’s sin. Our condemnation comes through our willful choice to follow in Adam’s footsteps.
“No man can be forced to transgress. His own consent must first be gained; the soul must first purpose the sinful act before passion can dominate over reason or iniquity can triumph over conscience. Temptation, however strong, is never an excuse for sin.”

As we have seen, sin is not something we are; it is something we do. We are not forced to do it; we choose to do it. Therefore, there is no excuse for it. It is a terrible thing to choose to sin, for each time we do, we crucify the Son of God afresh and put Him to an open shame. It was our sins that sent Him to the cross and when you behold Him in His matchless love bearing your sins, when you behold Him exercising His compassion and love for you, and fully realize it was for you that the innocent, holy, undefiled Lamb of God stood as one guilty to endure your punishment that you who are sinful and deserving of punishment might stand innocent, clothed with the garments of Christ’s righteousness, your heart will be melted by His incomparable love, and you will accept Him as your sin-pardoning Savior. It is only then that you will choose not to sin and indulge in anything that brought such suffering and pain to the blessed Son of God.
God does not want some or even most of our choices; He wants all of them, the entire heart. Therefore, we must continually learn to be sensitive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit and willing to submit our wills to Him. The Lord is soon to come; make no delay. Come to Jesus every day and tell Him you want strength, you want heavenly wisdom to understand what is sin and how to forsake it.
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