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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

The Two Realms of Human life: Adam and Christ

Romans 5:12-21 - Part One
Romans 5:12 On account of this, as indeed through one man sin came into the world, and through sin death, and thus death passed to all people, on which all sinned. 

13 For prior to law, sin was in the world, but sin is not counted where law does not exist. 

14 But death reigned from Adam until Moses, even over those who did not follow the pattern of the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one to come.

15 (Paraphrase - The trespass cannot be compared with the gracious gift.  That is not the case.) But it is not a case that that the abundant gracious gift is like the trespass.  For if by the trespass of the one the many died, how much more did the grace of God and the gift by grace of the one man Jesus Christ abound for the many? 

16 And it is not a gift given because one man (Adam) sinned.  For on the one hand, the judgment from one to condemnation, but on the other hand the gracious gift from many trespasses brought righteousness. 

17 For if by the trespass of one, death reigned through that one, how much more shall those receiving the abundance of grace and the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one, Jesus Christ?
18 Therefore, indeed, as one trespass led to the condemnation of all people, so also through the one man’s righteous act lead all people to justification of life. 

19 For just as through the disobedience of one man many were made to be sinners, so also through the obedience of one many shall be made righteous. 

20 But law came in order that the trespass might increase; but where the sin increased, grace abounded all the more 

21 in order that just as sin reigned in death, so also this grace might reign through righteousness to life eternal through Jesus Christ our Lord.

General Remarks on Romans 5:12-21

1. It is easy to read this part as being made of four paragraphs – vv. 12, 13-14, 15-17, 18-21).

2. Paul presents us with “lesser-to-greater” especially in v. 15.  This demands attention and realization of the greatness of Christ.

3. The second question in v. 16 constitutes a straightforward example of antithetical parallelism: “through the trespass of one man, how much more” in v. 15 reiterated in “by the trespass of one ... much more” in v. 17.  This is much more than the grace (charismata) which comes before the comparison.

4. The comparison between Adam and Christ continues with the antithetical parallelisms of vv. 18 and 19, the latter enhanced by disobedience (Adam) and the obedience (Christ) of the two.  Disobedience and obedience are from the same root in Greek, hepokoes and parakoes.  These register in the mind more than the use of the English because both obedience and disobedience are the acts of the same will.  More important is the pair-repetition: “trespass, or blunder” appears six times and its virtual synonym “transgression” appears once.  “Sin” and “righteous” appear six times, so also “grace” six times and generous (gift) seven times; with “death” five times and “life” three times.  This extensive repetition reflects an argument aimed at demonstrating the dimensions and implications of the contrasting realms of Adam and Christ.

Romans 5:12

Since the main theme of vv. 12-21 is the “unity of the many in the one,” both in Adam and in Christ, Paul has dismissed the human factor in salvation.  While retaining an important role for human responsibility to live it out, he needs to establish the basis of the all-encompassing relationship between Christ and believers, a relationship that stands in contrast to the dominion of Adam.  In either realm Paul needs to make the case that “all” humans are included.  This elaborates what was expressed in 1 Corinthians 15:22: “For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.”  This leads to a translation of v. 12 as the conclusion, “so too through one man, Adam’s death – .” We have problem with the Greek and here are some translations:

A) So too through one man, Adam’s death came to all men because all have sinned in him. (St. Augustine)

B) So too through one man, Adam’s death came to all men because all have sinned in it (death) – (Old Greek Commentaries) 

C) ef w panttes hamarton, usually translated “all have sinned”, if w is a masculine pronoun referring back to death and then to one man, Adam, then what we have received from Adam is death.  This is the dominant Eastern teaching, which mean that we have inherited Adam’s death.

Sin in the World
Both Romans 5 and Psalm 51 discuss sin’s presence in humanity.  

Theodoret of Cyrus, Commentary on Psalm 51:5

For lo, I was conceived in iniquities, and in sins my mother carried me.  From the beginning, he is saying, that from the origins of human nature sin prevailed: the transgression of the commandment preceded Eve’s conceiving.  It was after the 

transgression, the divine sentence, and the deprivation of paradise, remember, that Adam had relations with his wife, and she conceived and gave birth to Cain.  So he means that, by having control over our forebears, sin effected some way or path through the offspring.  This is also what blessed Paul says: “Since, you see, sin entered the world through a human being, and through sin death, because all sinned.” (Rom 5:12)  This is also is what the God of all said to the remarkable Noah: “The mind of the human being is sedulously (constant, enduring effort) inclined to evildoing right from youth through all its days.” Now, we learn from all this that the force of sin is not part of nature.  If this were so, after all, we would be free from punishment, but that nature tends to stumble when troubled by passions; yet victory lies with the mind-set, making use of effort to lend assistance.  So he is not, as some maintained, calling marriage in question, or calling the marriage relationship illicit, as some stupidly maintained in giving such an interpretation to the verse, I was conceived in iniquities, and in sins my mother carried me; rather, he focuses on the transgression committed from the beginning by people’s forebears, and says it too became the source of these currents.  After all, had they not sinned, he is saying, they would not have suffered death in punishment for sin; had they not been mortal, they would have been proof against corruption, and complete immunity from passion would have been associated with incorruption.  And had immunity from passion been in force, sin would have had no place.  But since they sinned they became subject to corruption; and being corruptible, they gave birth to children like them, and on them follow closely lusts and fears, pleasures and pains, anger and envy.  These dualisms and what springs from them – reason – are in combat and if victorious, are celebrated and crowned with a victor’s laurels.  But if defeated, are deserving of shame and liable to punishment.

In a different translation of the Hebrew (the Greek translation of LXX) by Symmachus, we read “bore in the womb” not “my mother carried me.”  Theodoret, far from contesting an acceptance of the Fall, is concerned rather lest his reader take verse 5 to be an indictment of marriage and procreation as the source of sin.  He prefers to speak about the way (or “path” or “currents”) in which the corruption of the first parents is transmitted to their offspring.  Genesis 8:21 and Psalm 51:5 support that “all men have a congenital tendency towards evil.”

Commentary on the  Psalms, translated by R C Hill ,Vol 1, The Fathers of the Church, Vol 101, 296-7,2000, 

Augustine’s homily on Psalm 51:5

“Against you alone have I sinned, and in your sight I have acted wicked.  So will you be justified in your verdict, and prevail when you are judged.  Lo, I was conceived in iniquity.”  What it seems to suggest is this: “All those who committed sins like yours, David, are certainly convicted, for adultery and murder are no small evils, no slight sins. But what about those who have never done anything of the kind, from the time they left their mothers’ wombs?  Are you imputing sins to them as well, so that Christ may be said to prevail over absolutely everyone, as soon as he is judged?

David spoke in the person of the whole human race, and had regard to the chains that bind us all.  He had regard to the propagation of death and the origin of iniquity, and he said, “Lo, I was conceived in iniquity.”  But surely David was not born of 

adultery, was he?  Was he not the son of Jesse, a righteous man, and his wife?  How then can he say he was conceived in iniquity, unless iniquity is derived from Adam?  And with iniquity, indissolubly linked, comes the chain of death.  Each of us is born dragging punishment along with us, or at any rate dragging our liability to punishment.  In another place a prophet declares, “No one is pure in your sight, not even an infant whose life on earth has been but one day” (Job 14:4-5, LXX).  We know that sins are canceled by baptism in Christ; Christ’s baptism has power to forgive sins.  Well, then, if infants are completely innocent, why do mothers come running to church when their babies are ill?   What does that baptism effect?  What is there to be forgiven?  What I see is an innocent crying, not someone getting angry!  What has baptism washed away?  What is destroyed by it?  The inheritance of sin is destroyed.  If the baby could speak, if he had David’s reasoning power, he would answer your question, “why do you regard me simply as an infant?”  “Admittedly you cannot see the load of sin I carry, but I was conceived in iniquity, and in sins did my mother nourish me in the womb.”  Christ was born outside this bond of carnal concupiscence, without male intervention, for he was conceived by a virgin of the Holy Spirit.  He cannot be said to have been conceived in iniquity; nor could it be said of his mother that she nourished him with sins in her womb, for to her it had been promised, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you” (Luke 1:35).

Human beings are conceived in iniquity, and nourished on sins by their mothers while still in the womb, not because sexual intercourse between husband and wife is sinful, but because the sexual act is performed by flesh subject to punishment.  The punishment due to the flesh is death.  Mortality is plainly inherent in the flesh.  This is why the apostle spoke of the body not as something doomed to die, but as dead already: The body indeed is a dead thing by reason of sin, but the spirit is life through righteousness (Rom 8:10).  How could anything conceived and begotten from bodies – dead because of sin – be born free of the bond of sin?  The sexual act is chaste in a married person and incurs no guilt, but its sinful source drags condign (suitable to the crime) punishment along with it.  A married person is no less mortal because married, and his or her mortality springs from sin, and only from sin.  The Lord too was mortal, but not as a consequence of sin; he took upon him our penalty, and thereby canceled our guilt.  That is why though all die in Adam, all shall be brought to life in Christ.  As the apostle teaches, “Through one man sin entered this world, and through sin death, and thus it spread to all, as in him all have sinned.”  The verdict has been solemnly given: in Adam all have sinned.  The only new-born baby who could be born innocent is one not born from the work of Adam.

Expositions of the Psalms by St. Augustine, translated by Maria Boulding, Vol 3, The works of St. Augustine, 1999, vol 2, 16-7

Note on Pelagius

Theodoret steers a careful line between Augustine’s acceptance of impairment of human nature and the unwarranted Pelagius denial of original sin. 

We know little or nothing about the personal career of Pelagius.  St. Augustine testifies that he lived in Rome "for a very long time."  We may presume that he resided there at least since the days of Pope Anastasius (398-401).   But about his long life prior to the year 400 and above all about his youth, we are left wholly in the dark.  Most historians, St. Augustine and Marius Mercator are quite explicit in assigning Britain as his native country.

During his life in Rome Pelagius composed several works including "Faith in the Trinity,” now lost.  St. Augustine has preserved a number of fragments from his Commentary on the Letters of St. Paul.
Pelagian Heresy

The "Pelagian heresy" denied the primitive state in paradise and original sin and ascribed the actual existence and universality of sin to the bad example which Adam set by his first sin.  As all Pelagius’s ideas were chiefly rooted in the old, pagan philosophy, especially in the popular system of the Stoics rather than in Christianity, he regarded the moral strength of man's will as the source of any virtue.  The value of Christ's redemption was, in his opinion, limited mainly to:


a) instruction

b) example, which the Savior threw into the balance as a counterweight against Adam's wicked example, so that nature retains the ability to conquer sin and to gain eternal life even without the aid of grace.  By justification we are indeed cleansed of our personal sins through faith alone, but this grace implies no interior renovation of sanctification of the soul.  

To explain psychologically Pelagius's whole line of thought, it does not suffice to go back to the ideal of the wise man, which he fashioned after the ethical principles of the Stoics and upon which his vision was centered.  We must also take into account that his intimacy with the Greeks developed in him, though unknown to himself, a one-sidedness, which at first sight appears pardonable.  It was due to the intervention of St. Augustine and the Church that greater clearness was gradually reached in the disputed questions and that the first impulse was given towards a more careful development of the dogmas of original sin and grace. 

The following is a summary of Pelagius’s main points:

1. Even if Adam had not sinned, he would have died. 

2. Adam's sin harmed only himself, not the human race. 

3. Children just born are in the same state as Adam before his fall. 

4. The whole human race neither dies through Adam's sin or death, nor rises again through the resurrection of Christ. 

5. The (Mosaic Law) is as good a guide to heaven as the Gospel. 

6. Even before the advent of Christ there were men who were without sin. 

 On 1 May, 418, in the presence of 200 bishops, the famous Council of Carthage again branded Pelagianism as a heresy in eight canons that may be summarized: 

1. Death did not come to Adam from a physical necessity, but through sin. 

2. New-born children must be baptized on account of original sin. 

3. Justifying grace not only avails for the forgiveness of past sins, but also gives assistance for the avoidance of future sins. 

4. The grace of Christ not only discloses the knowledge of God's commandments, but also imparts strength to will and execute them. 

5. Without God's grace it is not merely more difficult, but absolutely impossible to perform good works. 

6. Not out of humility, but in truth must we confess ourselves to be sinners. 

7. The saints refer the petition of the Our Father, "Forgive us our trespasses," not only to others, but also to themselves. 

8. The saints pronounce the same supplication not from mere humility, but from truthfulness. 

Last Traces of Pelagianism (429-529)

After the Council of Ephesus (431), Pelagianism disturbed the Greek Church no more, so that the Greek historians of the fifth century do not even mention either the controversy or the names of the heresiarchs.  But the heresy continued to smolder in the West and died out very slowly.  The main centers were South of France and Britain.  We are told that a synod in the south of France, held probably at Troyes in 429, was compelled to take steps against the Pelagians.

What is the relationship between sin and death?

Romans 2:12

All who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law. 

Romans 3:9

What then? Are we Jews any better off? No, not at all; for I have already charged that all men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, 

Romans 3:20-23

For no human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law, since through the law comes knowledge of sin, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 

Romans 3:25

… whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 

Romans 5:1ff

See above text

Romans 7:5ff

While we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. 

What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been for the law, I should not have known sin. I should not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, "You shall not covet." 

But sin, finding opportunity in the commandment, wrought in me all kinds of covetousness. Apart from the law sin lies dead. 

I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived and I died.

For sin, finding opportunity in the commandment deceived me and by it killed me. 

Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, working death in me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure. 

Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, working death in me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure. 

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am carnal, sold under sin. 

So then it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me. 

Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me.  But I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my members.

Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I of myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin. 

Romans 8:2, 3 and 10

For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and death. 

For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh.

But if Christ is in you, although your bodies are dead because of sin, your spirits are alive because of righteousness. 

1 Corinthians 15:3, 17, 56

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 

If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. 

2 Corinthians 5:21

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

Galatians 1:4

Who gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father. 

Ephesians 2:1

And you he made alive, when you were dead through the trespasses and sins. 

Colossians 2:13, 14

You were dead in your trespasses ...God made you alive together with him. 

Hebrews 1:3

He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature, upholding the universe by his word of power.  When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high …  

Hebrews 2:14, 17

Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil. 

Therefore he had to be made like his brethren in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make expiation for the sins of the people. 

Death and Sin

Please read these texts several times and meditate on:

1. There is no death without sin.

2. The sting of death is sin, and our Lord Jesus Christ destroyed death. 

Therefore:

1. If one brings the other, as Paul says, “It was sin, working death in me” and “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins” he certainly means that we still under the power of death, the twin of sin.

2. Does death bring more sins?  Yes, if sin produces death, so also death produces sin and that is the whole reading of Romans 6:1ff.

3. Humans are rather seen as victims of the universal reign of death – indeed Satan is "a murder from the beginning" (John 8:44).  "Through fear of death, they are subject to lifelong bondage" (Heb 2:15).  What is being transmitted from parents to children is not sin but mortality and slavery to fear, creating a condition where sin is inevitable: "Having become mortal," writes Theodoret of Cyrus, “Adam and Eve conceived mortal children, and mortal beings are necessarily subject to passions and fears, to pleasures and sorrows, to anger and hatred." (Commentary on Romans, Pg 80:1245A).
How Did the Death of Christ Jesus Abolish our Death?
1. Jesus did not die as a sinner, but died the death of the Redeemer.  Jesus met our death in the others and restored them to life, but he has to meet death in his nature; his nature that was cable of dying like the nature of all of us.

2. Why then has Jesus died on the cross? 

A) To sever the organic relationship between sin and death.

B) By abolishing the condemnation of death and breaking its sting which hurts us and causes us to seek immortality from any source other than God, Jesus put in us “eternal life.”
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