
Original Sin
Romans 5:12-21

There are several core, fundamental doctrines of our Christian 
faith that the world rejects out of hand.   There are multiple things 
which we believe, which we believe the Bible teaches, that are 
not believed by the world at large.  Without any attempt to create 
an argument about which of those things is the most important, I 
would submit to you that our subject this morning may well be the 
most significant conviction held by historic, biblical Christianity 
that is totally rejected by the unbelieving world in which we live.

That conviction is not the doctrine of creation, that God made 
the world out of nothing, though that is also quite thoroughly 
rejected in our day, especially in the academic community of our 
educational system.  Nor is it the doctrine of hell—God’s eternal 
punishment imposed upon the wicked, though again, that, too, is 
so often and so strongly denied.  But I think it may be that the 
doctrine most universally denied, most consistently and 
thoroughly denied by non-Christians and even by many 
professing Christians as well, is the doctrine of original sin.  

The idea is this, that when Adam sinned, he represented all 
mankind as a covenant head, and, therefore, his sin is credited to 
all his descendants.  So the doctrine is that when Adam sinned, 
all mankind sinned in him and through him.  Thus all mankind fell 
into sin and became sinners, by virtue of their relationship with 
Adam.  All mankind is, therefore, born in sin and actually dead in 
sin.  And so, as we read earlier this morning from our Shorter 
Catechism, when the question is asked, “Did all mankind fall in 
Adam's first transgression?”, the answer is given, “The covenant 
being made with Adam, not only for himself, but for his posterity; 
all mankind, descending from him by ordinary generation, sinned 
in him, and fell with him, in his first transgression.”

In other words every human being is born as a sinner, guilty of 
the original sin of Adam which has been credited or imputed to 
them.  And, therefore, not only dead in sin, as we read in 
Ephesians 2, but also by nature children of wrath.  Jesus, born as 
a man, is the only exception.  And the importance of that idea is 
made clear in Ephesians 2 where the invitation of the gospel itself 
is put in these terms.

Eph. 2:1  “And you He made alive, who were dead in 
trespasses and sins, 2 in which you once walked according to the 
course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the 
air, the spirit who now works in the sons of disobedience, 3 
among whom also we all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of 
our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and 
were by nature children of wrath, just as the others. 4 But God, 
who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He 
loved us, 5 even when we were dead in trespasses, made us 
alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved).”

So it is that salvation is a resurrection, someone dead being 
made alive, and that is what the gospel is all about.

Yet the world will say, and believe, that man is basically good.  
Or, at the very least, that he has a spark of goodness in him that 
just needs to be nurtured and developed.  That he is not dead at 
all.  Maybe sick at times, but not dead.  The contrary idea that 
man is in essence evil, born in sin having inherited a sinful nature 
from Adam, is repulsive to our modern world.  And my emphasis 
here is that the world in which we live cherishes this idea of the 
inherent goodness of mankind, that man is basically good.  
Therefore salvation, in the Christian sense of being saved from 
sin and the wrath of God, is totally and completely rejected.  The 
goal, then, of what is labeled spiritual or religious, is to prompt, 
support and encourage all that is good in every human being, a 
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process of self-help or self-improvement.  The idea of original sin, 
a bad seed, is routinely mocked and ridiculed, and denied.

But to do so, to deny the reality of original sin, you have to 
deny what Paul writes so plainly here in Romans 12 about,

I. THE ORIGIN OF SIN.
The is no question about Paul’s meaning here, “through one 

man sin entered the world.”  What we read in the account of the 
creation of the world in Genesis is that everything was “very 
good.”

Gen. 1:10  “And God called the dry land Earth, and the 
gathering together of the waters He called Seas. And God saw 
that it was good.  11 Then God said, “Let the earth bring forth 
grass, the herb that yields seed, and the fruit tree that yields fruit 
according to its kind, whose seed is in itself, on the earth”; and it 
was so. 12 And the earth brought forth grass, the herb that yields 
seed according to its kind, and the tree that yields fruit, whose 
seed is in itself according to its kind. And God saw that it was 
good.”  

The conclusion of the creation account at the end of the six 
days was emphatic.

Gen. 1:31  “Then God saw everything that He had made, and 
indeed it was very good. So the evening and the morning were 
the sixth day.”

It was very good!  Everything God had made, including, of 
course, mankind.  Adam and Eve were created without sin, they 
were created very good, with no knowledge of evil.  They didn’t 
know what evil was, they had no experience of it.  They were truly 
innocent, an innocence reflected in the very last verse of Genesis 
2,

Gen. 2:25  “And they were both naked, the man and his wife, 
and were not ashamed.”

They were not ashamed, they had no feeling of guilt, because 
they had no awareness and no knowledge of anything evil. 

So what happened?  “Through one man sin entered the 
world.”  That one man was Adam, and though he and Eve both 
sinned in eating the forbidden fruit, it is he as the covenant head 
who assumes responsibility.  “Through one man sin entered the 
world.”  So what was, 

A. The sin of Adam.
It is worth explaining and emphasizing.  It was the sin of 

disobedience.  The sin of lawlessness.  The sin of disregarding 
and disobeying God’s direct command.

Gen. 2:15  “Then the LORD God took the man and put him in 
the garden of Eden to tend and keep it. 16 And the LORD God 
commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the garden you 
may freely eat; 17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die.”

This stipulation is often called a probation, a test, and it was.  
A test of obedience and faithfulness.  A test of whether or not 
Adam would submit himself to the authority of God or become his 
own authority while preserving his own self-will.  And that really is 
the root of sin, is it not?  Will you submit to God’s word and God’s 
will or will you do whatever seems right in your own eyes?  I say 
that to emphasize that the nature of sin has not changed since 
this original sin of Adam.  Ultimately, that is a question every one 
of us must ask, and answer, every day of our lives!
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Again, I would note that this original sin is attributed to Adam, 
though Eve was the first to actually eat of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.  The text is clear that Adam was right 
with her, silent in his sinful abdication of responsibility to be 
faithful to the Lord.

Gen. 3:6  “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for 
food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to 
make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate. She also gave to her 
husband with her, and he ate.”

Adam was with her, and though the serpent appealed to Eve 
directly, being described as “more cunning than any beast of the 
field which the LORD God had made,” the responsibility for sin is 
placed upon Adam as the representative head, the one “formed 
first” as Paul expresses it in 1 Timothy 2.  The one who bore the 
responsibility.  Adam sinned.  “Through one man sin entered the 
world.”

But that isn’t the end of the story, because sin incurs a penalty, 
the penalty of death.  And so we must see and understand clearly,

B. The death of Adam.
v.12  "Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the 

world, and death through sin.”

Remember, that was the threatened curse of breaking the 
covenant.

Gen. 2:17  “…of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely 
die.”

And die they did!  Adam and Eve died.  Death came to the 
world through sin.  Specifically,

Gen. 3:17  “Cursed is the ground for your sake; In toil you 
shall eat of it All the days of your life.  18 Both thorns and thistles 
it shall bring forth for you, And you shall eat the herb of the field.  
19 In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread Till you return to 
the ground, For out of it you were taken; For dust you are, And to 
dust you shall return.”

Prior to the fall, there was no death.  Not even among the 
animals, who actually shared in what is called “the breath of life.”  
No living creature, man or beast, would die according to God’s 
original creation.  Because death is not “good.”  The design of 
God’s creation was life.  There would be no separation between 
body and soul, since that separation is the very definition of 
death.

But the sin of Adam brought about death.  Adam and Eve 
immediately died—that is to say, they immediately were changed 
into mortal and corruptible beings.  They immediately became 
perishable, having lost their original glory of life.  Their bodies 
became “natural,” that is, ruled and governed by the laws of 
nature in which they would decay.  They would get sick, grow old, 
and die.  They became earthly, children of dust.  And to dust they 
would return.  “Through one man sin entered the world, and death 
through sin.”

I should note that this death, this physical death imposed upon 
Adam and Eve, was joined to their spiritual death.  Not only would 
they be subject to physical death, the separation of the body and 
the soul, they would also die in terms of their relationship to God.  
They would be separated from God.  That is clear in,

Gen. 3:22  “Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has 
become like one of Us, to know good and evil. And now, lest he 
put out his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live 
forever”— 23 therefore the LORD God sent him out of the garden 
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of Eden to till the ground from which he was taken. 24 So He 
drove out the man; and He placed cherubim at the east of the 
garden of Eden, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to 
guard the way to the tree of life.”

That’s the origin of sin and death.  But notice Paul’s point here 
in Romans 5, which is,

II. THE COVENANTAL NATURE OF SIN.
In other words, as I have already mentioned, because Adam 

was the covenantal representative of all mankind, his sin, and his 
death, is imputed to all his descendants.  His actions are credited 
to them as their actions.  

v.12

The idea is straightforward.  When Adam sinned, we all 
sinned.  That’s the nature of our covenantal relationship with 
Adam.  He represented all his posterity in his actions.  It’s like the 
United States declaring war on a foreign country.  If congress 
approves such a declaration, then we, the whole country, are 
included.  We are at war!  We who are represented by our 
governing authorities, we have ownership in the actions taken on 
our behalf.  We as a church approved a special offering last week, 
so we as a church are supporting that particular mission project.  
We are included, all of us, when those who represent us take 
actions.  That the nature of a covenant head.  And in this case, 
the effect is a negative one.

A. All mankind sinned in Adam.
v.12  “Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the 

world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, 
because all sinned.”

All sinned!  And if that verse isn’t clear enough, Paul repeats 
the thought in,

v.19

Now, we’ll look at the second half of that verse in the next 
sermon—I have chosen to study this passage in two separate 
sermons in order to emphasize this subject of original sin today.  
But don’t miss where we are going next time, with the emphasis 
of Paul upon the whole subject of justification.  This covenantal 
idea works the same way as with sin.  When our covenantal 
representative acts, we are included in that act.  That is true of 
sin.  But the good news is that that is also true of righteousness.  
So we are made sinners, by sinning with Adam.  But we are made 
righteous by our corresponding covenantal relationship with 
Jesus.  Therefore, to be practical and personal, you don’t have to 
accomplish your own righteousness in order to be at peace with 
God!  Instead, you have to have Jesus as your representative!  
And in him, by faith in him, by your relationship with him, you “will 
be made righteous.”

But for today, our focus is the underlying bad news.  We 
became sinners by sinning in Adam.  There is solidarity in sin.  
The head of our family sinned, therefore we sinned.  When the 
head of the human race sinned, the human race sinned.  Adam’s 
sin penetrated and permeated everyone of his descendants.  “All 
sinned.”  More personally, by your relationship with Adam, as a 
human being, you’re made to be a sinner.  You sinned in Adam.  
When Adam sinned, you sinned. 

But it gets even worse.

B. All mankind died in Adam.
All mankind, all the descendants of Adam, were sentenced to 

death.  From the time of creation, even before the giving of the 
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law under Moses that was the case.  Even before the law existed 
formally and externally, still there was the judgment of death.  
That’s the meaning of verses 13 and 14, which are in a 
parenthesis, a brief explanation that Paul offers before he comes 
back to his main point.  The explanation is that there was still sin 
before the giving of the law, but it wasn’t the same kind of sin as 
Adam’s.  It wasn’t a direct violation of a specific ordinance.  
Nevertheless, even before the law, even before God specified his 
commands and had them written down, even then, death reigned.  
Death held universal sway, for everyone still fell short of the glory 
of God. 

v.13-14

Death spread to everyone, to the whole human race.  In 
Adam.  That idea is repeated in the middle of,

v.15  “…For if by the one man’s offense many died…”

The idea, of course, is that they did die!  Again,
v.17  “…if by the one man’s offense death reigned through the 

one…”

The law would come later, under Moses, only to magnify and 
intensify this reality of the universal nature of death.  So we read,

v.20  “Moreover the law entered that the offense might 
abound…”

And, v.21 “…so that as sin reigned in death.”

The point is that all mankind died in Adam.  All mankind, even 
before the law was given through Moses.  All mankind became 
mortal and lost their communion with God.  And therefore, as I’ve 
said before, are by nature children of wrath.  Because of sin, 
original sin, all mankind is made subject to,

III. THE CONDEMNATION EARNED BY SIN.
There is a prescribed penalty.  Death.  But not just physical 

death.  Spiritual death.  Judicial death.  In other words, 
condemnation.  

A. God’s response to sin is condemnation.
v.16
Also, v.18

This idea is embedded in the very nature of God.  He hates 
sin, and in his own perfect righteousness, he condemns sin.

Heb. 9:7  “And as it is appointed for men to die once, but after 
this the judgment…” 

The reality is well spelled out in,
2 Cor. 5:10  “For we must all appear before the judgment seat 

of Christ…”
John 5:28  “Do not marvel at this; for the hour is coming in 

which all who are in the graves will hear His voice 29 and come 
forth—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and 
those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation.”

So we are held accountable.  Accountable for our sin, in 
Adam, original sin.  And accountable for all the other actual sins 
that have come about in our own lives.  It’s not like there is 
someone good, without sin of their own, who is being unjustly 
condemned because of something Adam has done.  There is no 
one who can claim such unrighteousness.  For all have sinned, as 
we studied in,

Rom. 3:10  “There is none righteous, no, not one; 11 There is 
none who understands; There is none who seeks after God.  12 
They have all turned aside; They have together become 
unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, not one.”
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Thus the inevitable consequence of original sin is actual sin, 
ongoing sin, in the lives of everyone who is born in sin.

All of this is presented by the Apostle in Romans 5 to make 
the point that we will focus on next time, which is the reality that,

B. God’s grace is the only remedy for the judgment of 
condemnation.

The same principle is at work with the remedy as with the 
problem.  The sin of Adam is imputed to all his descendants, all 
those for whom is the covenant head.  And the only escape from 
that condemnation is provided as a gift of grace.  It is not an 
escape that you can earn or come to deserve on your own.

Again, this will be our focus next time, but just look at the 
clarity of the words Paul writes,

v.16
v.17
v.18

There it is.  They key verse.  The main idea. So if you don’t 
like the idea of original sin, if you don’t think that’s fair, they you 
can’t rightly claim the benefit of the gospel for yourself either.   
Both these ideas go together.  Condemnation comes as the 
consequence of original sin.  It is the just punishment of God and 
the promised curse of the covenant.  But justification comes to 
those who no longer are identified with Adam as their convent 
head, but who, by faith, now claim Jesus to be their covenant 
head.

v.19

And our justification is all a matter of grace.
v.20-21

What difference does this make?  Let me answer that question 
with reference to a message I got this week from a friend I knew 
when I was a chaplain in the Mississippi State Penitentiary.  He 
was an inmate.  I have spoken of him before.  He is a dear 
brother in Christ, and has been a friend for 36 years now.  He 
calls or writes me every couple months.  And this week the 
question was different than he has ever asked, “I’m almost certain 
that I've been born again, even before I went to Prison, but of 
course I've done a lot of things I shouldn't have done. But How 
can I be sure I'll go to be with the Lord Jesus when I die? I do 
believe. Please help me.if You will…”

So I wrote back with some of the precious promises of 
Scripture that speak about the life that is ours in Jesus.  “He who 
has the son has life.”  And when my Don responded, thankfully, 
apologizing for being a bother to me, I just wrote back, “No 
bother.  Always glad to tell people about Jesus!  It's all about what 
he did for you, not what you have to do to try and earn anything 
yourself.”

That’s why all this matters.  Because we all died in Adam and 
were condemned in Adam.  But we are promised life, and given 
life, as a gift of God’s grace which is ours through faith in Jesus 
Christ.  So this is the gospel, 

Eph. 2:4  “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great 
love with which He loved us, 5 even when we were dead in 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you 
have been saved).”
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