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Original sin:

T 502, Phoenix Seminary, Fall 2006

Dr. Steve Tracy

Original sin refers to: (1) the nature of the first sin (Adam's sin); (2) the guilt and moral pollution that is passed on to all humanity through Adam's sin. Our concern in this handout is to address the second aspect of original sin. 

I.
Biblical basis for original sin

Scripture makes it quite clear that all humans are sinners (Eccles 7:20; Rom 3:9-23; Gal 3:22; 1 John 1:8-10).  Furthermore, Scripture declares that we are sinners from birth, even from conception (Ps 51:5 "I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me").  Rom 5:12-21 gives the most specific description of original sin, and the connection between Adam's sin and his descendants.  

At the outset, however, we must recognize the exegetical challenges with this passage (cf. Blocher, Original Sin, p. 63-64): (1) the passage contains a broken construction (anacalouthon), for the introductory “just as” () is not matched by a corresponding “so also” (); (2) the argument in v. 13  branches off in v. 14, but is not resumed in v. 15; (3) Adam and Christ are formally paralleled in vv. 18-21 with “just as…so also” statements, but Paul indicates that the parallels are not complete, for in v. 15 he says that the gift [from Christ] is not like the transgression [of Adam].  This leaves us asking how much symmetry to expect between Adam and Christ.  Hence, we will try to focus on what the passage clearly teaches, and be careful to draw firm conclusions from mere inferences.

The setting of Rom 5:12-21

5:12 begins with a prepositional phrase () which means "therefore" and connects vv. 12-21 with the preceding verses.  Previously, Paul has been discussing universal human depravity, and God's provision in Christ.  In 5:1-11 justification with God based on Christ's sacrifice is again asserted (v. 11 ends with a statement of reconciliation provided through Christ).  In v. 12 Paul begins a new paragraph, which further develops the previous discussion, for in vv. 12-21 he demonstrates that the human need and God's soteriological provision are based on the same theological principle—the corporate solidarity or unity of the many in the one. Just as in Adam all died, so also in Christ all are made alive (1 Cor 15:22).

Corporate solidarity

While the concept of corporate solidarity seems at best strange, at worst unjust, to modern Americans, it is a very biblical concept.  God has created us in such a manner that our actions affect not only ourselves, but others around us, even our descendants ____________ (cf. Exod 20:5).  When a king of Israel sinned, God on occasion poured out His judgment on the entire nation (cf. David's sin in 2 Sam 24:1-25).  When Achan, one Israelite sinned, it is said that the nation sinned (Josh 7:1).  In fact, this concept of corporate solidarity is so understood that one can be said to be present and involved in the activity of one's ancestor ____________, for Levi is said to have given a tithe to Melchizedek through his ancestor Abraham who tithed (Heb 7:7-10).  Similarly, in both Rom 5:12f and 1 Cor 15:22 Adam and Christ are both viewed as affecting the entire ___________ human race through their one act.  Adam's disobedience brought sin and death upon all, whereas Christ's one act of obedience brought righteousness and life upon all who receive it (Rom 5:17-18).

Objections to this view—not fair.  This is based on American world view which is excessively individualistic and egocentric.  Cf., Bellah, Habits of the Heart.

The theological significance of Rom 5:12   

"Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned."

Several key  affirmations are made in this verse: 

(1) Adam is responsible for the entrance of sin into the world ("through one man sin entered");

(2) death was the consequence for Adam's sin ("death through sin");

(3) death came upon all humans as the result of Adam's sin ("death spread to all men"); 

(4) death spread to all humans because (the prepositional phrase  can mean "because") all sinned.

In what sense is it true that death spread because all sinned (5:12b)? 

Pelagian theologians say this indicates that people die because they personally sin.  This cannot be correct, since babies ____________ die, and yet they do not personally ____________sin.  Furthermore, this flies in the face of vv. 13-14 which say that humans died ("death reigned") even before the law _________ was given, and hence before sin reckoned as a transgression.

Some theologians say "death spread because all sinned" refers to spiritual death as a result of humans personally sinning, which in turn results from moral pollution inherited through Adam.  This doesn't fit the context, however, for the first portion of v. 12 says death itself came through one man _____  __________.  Furthermore, vv. 16, 18 specifically say that condemnation arose not through subsequent sins but from the sin of the one man (Adam). 

All humanity sinned and died in Adam

The best explanation of "death spread because all sinned" refers to our corporate solidarity with Adam. Somehow, all humanity sinned when Adam sinned, and died when he died.  Several arguments support the view that all humanity sinned and died in Adam:

1.
The rest of the verse supports this view, for 5:12 begins with the affirmation that death is the result of "the one man's sin."

2.
The rest of the passage supports this view, for five times in vv. 15-19 Paul says that death came as a result of the "one sin."

3.
This best explains human history, for physical death has always been universal, even before the law was given.

4.
This best explains human nature, for experience and Scripture assert that all humans without exception are sinners.

5.
The parallelism with the work of Christ best supports this view, for through the single acts of Adam's disobedience and Christ's obedience, all humans died,  and all humans can receive life (vv. 15-19).

6.
Corporate solidarity in Adam best explains the fact that all humans were condemned in Adam (v. 16, 18).

7.
Corporate solidarity in Adam best explains corporate solidarity in Christ affirmed in other passages (Rom 6:3-5; Col 2:12-14).

8.
Sinned ( in 5:12b is an aorist, and pictures the act of sinning as a whole, not as ongoing sin which would be indicated by the imperfect or present tenses. 

II.
Explanations of original sin


A.
Natural headship or seminal view

This view was held by Tertullian, Augustine, Shedd, Strong, most Lutheran and Dispensational theologians.  It basically asserts that:

•  The entire human race ___________  __________ was present in Adam in a seminal (genetic) way.

•  The entire seminal human race sinned (i. e., Adam and Eve) with the resulting depravity and corruption of the nature of the entire race.

•  A depraved nature is passed on as a part of the person each time a new soul __________ is generated from its parents.

•  Guilt __________ is imputed to all humans on the basis of our realistic (corporate) solidarity with Adam.  We were "in Adam" in seed form when he sinned, so in a sense we sinned when he sinned.

+1.
This view takes the language of Rom 5:12-21, 1 Cor 15:22 in the most natural, literal manner.  

+2.
This view gives the best explanation for humans sinning in Adam (when Adam sinned, I sinned, since genetically, I was in Adam).

+3.
This view avoids the difficulties of the creationist view of the origin of the soul, and best explains the depravity of the soul. 

-1.
The parallelism between Adam and Christ in Rom 5 are somewhat problematical, for though I was seminally present in Adam when he sinned, I certainly wasn't seminally present in Christ when he obeyed.  but no parallelism is 100% complete

B.
representative headship or federal view

This view was espoused by Turretin, Hodge, Murray, and the majority of reformed theologians, and is typically connected with a creationist ____________ view of the origin of the soul.  In basic terms, it says that:

•  Adam was appointed by God as the representative head of the entire race.  

•  God determined a period of probation _____________ for Adam.  If he obeyed during this period, he and the entire human race would received eternal life.  If he disobeyed, he and the entire race would receive death.  This is often described in terms of a "covenant of works" God made with Adam.

•  The consequences of Adam's sin are passed on to the entire race, because God made all humans recipients ____________ of the covenant promises.

•  Because Adam sinned, guilt from his sin is imputed to all.

•  Because of the covenental provisions, God creates souls with depraved natures.

+1.
Rom 5:12, 19 can be explained in terms of a covenant.  "Death spread because all sinned" can be explained based on the fact that in Adam, all humans were parties to the covenant.  In a parallel fashion, life is given through Christ and His new covenant.

+2.
This view best explains why the transfer of guilt is related only to Adam's first sin.

-1.
The "covenant of works" with Adam is never stated in Scripture, and is purely speculative.

-2.
This view does not adequately explain the depravity of the soul, for it makes God the author of sin, which is biblically unacceptable.

-3.
Everything in Rom 5:12 is more naturally and literally explained in terms of a seminal view of the human race.
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