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In this issue, we will focus our attention upon the preaching
of the first of the five doctrines of grace—the truth of total
depravity. This truth comes first because it shows the need
for the other four doctrines that follow: sovereign election,
definite atonement, effectual calling, and preserving grace.
Once total depravity is understood and embraced, the oth-
er four truths become more apparent, both biblically and
logically.

Many years ago, when I was preparing to ask my wife
to marry me, I went into the jewelry store to purchase an
engagement ring. The jeweler pulled out the diamond that
he believed would best suit my needs and placed it before
me. It looked all right, but I was unimpressed. Seeing my
indifference, the jeweler pulled out a black velvet pad and
laid it on the counter. Then, he placed the diamond on a
black backdrop.

What a difference this made! It seemed like every beam
of light in the store was pulled through the diamond. In-
stantly, the gemstone looked to be on fire. It sparkled with
the brilliant radiance of the setting sun upon a glistening
lake. This dramatic change in color was brought about be-
cause the diamond had been placed against a black velvet
backdrop. It was the same diamond, but now its presenta-
tion was dazzling. I was now convinced of its beauty and
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bought it right away.

Total depravity is like the black velvet backdrop upon
which the diamond of God’s sovereign grace may be
placed. It is this darker truth that causes the other doc-
trines to shine so brightly. The darker the presentation of
this truth, the brighter the luster of salvation will spark.
This is why faithfully preaching this difficult doctrine is so
important. Hard doctrine softens hearts.

In future issues of Expositor, we will lay out the diamond
of God’s saving grace. But we will only do so after we have
first set in place this black backdrop—the biblical doctrine
of total depravity. Specifically, our attention in this and
subsequent issues will be upon preaching the doctrines of
grace. The more we proclaim the radical depth of our cor-
ruption, the better our listeners will behold the glow of this
glorious gem of grace.

I believe that these articles will be critical in your de-
veloping understanding of how to become an effective
preacher of the full counsel of God. May you sharpen your
pulpit skills as a result of these expositions.
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For any pulpit to be mightily used by God, the teaching
of sound doctrine is absolutely necessary. One such theo-
logical truth found throughout the Bible is the total de-
pravity of the fallen human nature. Wherever there is an
absence of preaching about this sobering reality, genuine
conversions will be few and the assurance of salvation
rare. Without teaching on this vital truth, evangelism will
be ineffective, and people will have a distorted view of the
world. This crucial doctrine sets the stage for the necessity
of the gospel and establishing a Christian worldview. Every
faithful preacher should be a consistent expositor of total
depravity.

Total depravity means that the entirety of a person’s na-
ture is radically corrupted by sin. Though every person is
not as depraved as he or she could be, because of the fall of
Adam, the pollution of original sin has spread to every part
of every person. Charles Spurgeon said, “As the salt flavors
every drop in the Atlantic, so does sin affect every atom of
our nature.” In other words, our entire nature was ruined
by sin. Our minds were darkened by sin, so we could not

understand spiritual truth. Our affections were defiled by
sin, so we loved sin and hated God. Moreover, our wills
were dead toward God, so we were unable to believe the
gospel apart from the grace of Jesus Christ.

Though the truth of total depravity may seem harsh to
preach and challenging for your listeners to hear, it is, nev-
ertheless, clearly taught in Scripture. The good news of the
gospel—that Jesus Christ has come into the world to save
sinners—will never be good news to your hearers until
they know the bad news. Only then will the gospel be the
greatest news they have ever heard.

J. C. Ryle rightly said, “It takes a whole Bible to make
a whole Christian”” This is surely true—and total deprav-
ity is an essential truth in proclaiming the full counsel of
God. This potent doctrine must be preached if we are to see
believers brought to greater spiritual maturity. Moreover,
expounding this truth is essential in seeing sinners awak-
ened from their spiritual slumber and soundly converted.
To withhold this doctrine from our listeners would leave
Christians with an incomplete understanding of their own
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For every Bible preacher, this
core truth must be an essential
part of his pulpit ministry.

For an expositor to fail to
expound this doctrine, given
its prominence in Scripture,
would require him to abandon
the sacred text altogether.

conversion and with a skewed view of the world.

Moreover, a neglect in teaching about total depravity
leaves unbelievers with a flawed understanding of their
true spiritual state. Without being taught the gravity of
this truth, they would see themselves, spiritually speak-
ing, as sitting in a walk-in medical clinic, merely needing
prescription medicine in order to get better. But the truth
is, they are spiritually dead, lying in a morgue, needing a
resurrection to life.

The question before us is: how should we preach this
truth of total depravity? The following directives will point
our preaching in the right direction.

PREACH IT BIBLICALLY

As with any doctrine, we must preach total depravity as it
is found in the Scripture. This is the core commitment of
sola Scriptura—Scripture alone. We are charged to “preach
the word” (2 Tim 4:2). The doctrine of total depravity is a
foundational truth taught throughout the Bible. The vile-
ness of sin is not an obscure subject, hidden in the back

sections of a few books. Instead, it is prominently featured
in the divinely inspired Word from cover to cover. To ne-
glect this truth would be to neglect the Bible itself.

In the Old Testament, total depravity is explicitly taught
in the Law (Gen 6:5; 8:21), enforced by Job and his friends
(Job 15:14-16; 25:4-6), and confirmed by the psalmists (Ps
14:1-3; 143:2) and the wise sages (Eccl 8:11; 9:3). Further,
it was condemned by all the prophets (Isa 1:5-6; 59:7; Jer
13:23; 17:9). In the New Testament, it was rebuked by John
the Baptist (Matt 3:7-12), confronted by Jesus Christ (Matt
12:34-36; 15:11, 18 15; 17-20; Luke 6:45), and judged by
the apostles (Rom 3:10-18; Eph 2:1-3; 5:8). The storyline
of the entire Bible ends with its proclamation (Rev 22:15).
From beginning to end, this truth is plainly taught in
Scripture.

For every Bible preacher, this core truth must be an es-
sential part of his pulpit ministry. For an expositor to fail to
expound this doctrine, given its prominence in Scripture,
would require him to abandon the sacred text altogeth-
er. He would be preaching the Bible with one eye closed.




Every Bible preacher who faithfully expounds Scripture
will discover this doctrine in virtually every portion of di-
vine revelation.

PREACH IT THEOLOGICALLY

As you teach this biblical doctrine, take care to show how
it is connected to the larger framework of systematic the-
ology. The theology of total depravity does not stand in
isolation from the other major truths of the salvation of
sinners. The whole Scripture stands together as one “body
of divinity;” as the Puritans remind us. No individual truth
contradicts the whole. Each doctrine is interrelated with
every other truth of divine revelation. The entire Bible
speaks consistently, with one voice.

For example, total depravity stands in perfect agree-
ment with the doctrine of sovereign election. The former
requires the latter, and the latter the former. Given that
sinful man does not possess the moral ability to believe in
Jesus Christ, God must exercise His divine will and choose
whom He will save—or no one would be saved. The Apos-
tle Paul states that God chose to set His heart of love upon
His elect before the world began: “He chose us in Him be-
fore the foundation of the world” (Eph 1:4). If any person
was to believe in Christ, God had to take the initiative to
exercise His selective will. Total depravity necessitates sov-
ereign election.

In addition, total depravity is inseparably connected to
the doctrine of sovereign regeneration. If human nature
is radically corrupt, it follows that the new birth must be
caused exclusively by the Holy Spirit. Because an uncon-
verted man is marred by moral inability, he cannot believe
the gospel by his own willpower. If a spiritually dead sinner
is to exercise faith in Christ, this can only occur when God
gives life to his dead soul. God must take out his heart of
stone—which is stubborn and resistant toward Him—and
give him a new heart of flesh that responds to Him. Fur-
ther, the Holy Spirit must grant the gifts of repentance and
faith, which enable him to believe in Christ. In short, total
depravity necessitates monergistic regeneration.

PREACH IT THOROUGHLY

In teaching total depravity, it is necessary to explain the
comprehensiveness of this doctrine. It is essential to teach
how Adam’s sin affects every aspect of every person’s hu-
man nature. Original sin has polluted all of humanity,
touching every aspect of human personality—mind, affec-
tions, and will. As stated earlier, this is why this doctrine is
called total depravity. The entirety of each person is suffer-
ing under the deadly ravages of sin—mentally, emotional-
ly, and volitionally.

First and foremost, original sin has darkened the think-
ing of every person. The Apostle Paul writes, “But a nat-
ural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God,
for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand
them, because they are spiritually appraised” (1 Cor 2:14).
Sin always works in league with the devil. Again Paul
writes, “Even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those
who are perishing, in whose case the god of this world has
blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might
not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who
is the image of God” (2 Cor 4:3-4). The Bible is clear that
sin has rendered the minds of every unbeliever inoperative
toward spiritual truths.

Further, original sin has defiled the desires of every per-
son. From the moment of our birth, we have no desire for
God. Instead, we are possessed by an insatiable appetite for
sin. We hunger for what is unlawful and refuse the One
who alone can satisfy. Everything in our hearts is twist-
ed and reversed. The prophet laments, “The heart is more
deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can un-
derstand it?” (Jer 17:9) This means no one can grasp the
depths of the depravity of the human heart. The sad reality
is that man “drinks iniquity like water” (Job 15:16)! Bot-
tom-line: “There is none who seeks for God” (Rom 3:11).

Finally, original sin has paralyzed the will of everyone in
their choices concerning God and the gospel. Unconverted
man is so engulfed in sin that his will is held captive to sin.
He cannot choose to follow Christ, because he is restrained
by his sin nature. Jesus Himself said, “No one can come to
Me” (John 6:44, cf. 65). “Can” is a word of ability, not per-
mission. Being enslaved to sin, the lost sinner must obey
the dominating, dictatorial rule of sin. Again, Jesus said,
“Everyone who commits sin is the slave of sin” (John 8:34;
cf. Rom. 6:16-17). The will of every unbeliever is held hos-
tage by the chains of his sin nature.

For example, if you take a drop of cyanide and put it in
a glass of water, that drop of cyanide will permeate all its
contents. No matter what part of the glass you might drink
from, the poison has found its way into the entirety of the
water. In like manner, Adam’s sin has permeated every part
of every person in the human race. Mind, emotion, and
will are all subject to the pervasive, deadly poison of sin.

PREACHIT VIVIDLY

As you preach total depravity, you should engage the many
metaphors used in the Bible to describe this tragic reali-
ty. Effective preaching not only defines this truth, but also
vividly pictures it. A wide range of images are found in
the Scripture that clearly portray the radical corruption of
unregenerate people. Wise is the preacher who uses these
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figures of speech, painting them upon the canvas of his lis-
teners’ minds. A picture truly is worth a thousand words.
The major image used in Scripture for total depravity, as
we have noted, is death—spiritual death. This picture per-
fectly conveys man’s inability and unwillingness to come to
God. What can a dead man do? He certainly cannot com-
mend himself to God by any good works. Neither can he
even desire to seek God. Paul writes, “You were dead in
your trespasses and sins” (Eph 2:1; cf. v. 5; Ezek 37:1-10;
John 5:25; Col 2:13). A spiritual corpse has no capacity to
raise himself from the grave of sin, much less to believe in
Christ. A dead body can see nothing, hear nothing, feel
nothing, choose nothing, nor take any steps forward to re-
spond to the gospel. So it is with the entombed sinner.
Other biblical metaphors represent the unregenerate

person as being spiritually blind (John 3:3), deaf (John
8:47), and enslaved (John 8:34; Rom 6:16). This means that
the unconverted soul cannot see, hear, or receive the truth.
They lack the understanding necessary to be converted (1
Cor 2:14; 2 Cor 4:3-4) because they consider the gospel
to be utter “foolishness” (1 Cor 1:18, 21, 23, 25). Such a
person has a “heart of stone” (Ezek 11:19; 36:26), which
is hardened toward God. He is lifeless, resistant, and stiff-
necked (Jer 19:15), refusing to submit to Him.

PREACH IT HISTORICALLY

During the Synod of Dort (1618-1619), the five points
of Calvinism were first officially drafted. These five cate-
gories were certainly not original with this gathering in
Holland, having been previously defined and defended by

Qriginal sin has polluted all

of humanity, touching every
aspect of human personality—
mind, aflections, and will.

As stated earlier, this is why
this doctrine is called total
depravity. The entirety of each
person is suflering under the
deadly ravages of sin—mentally,
emotionally, and volitionally.




Augustine in the fifth century. These core doctrines were
formally written in response to the five points of Armini-
anism (1610), the man-centered theology of Jacob Armin-
ius that elevated the ability of the human will. Within this
framework, the free will of man had been enthroned as
sovereign, impeaching God’s divine will in salvation.

Given this attempted theological coup, the question must
be raised: Does the human will, bound in an unregener-
ate state of sin, have the power and ability to believe upon
Jesus Christ? The Arminian position states that it does. It
claims that sin does not restrict man’s freedom of choice.
Those holding this position argue that fallen humanity is
sick (not dead), near-sighted (not blind), and weak (not
wicked). They contend that person with a sin nature re-
tains the ability to repent and believe in Christ.

But the Bble declares the very opposite. Scripture teaches
that sin permeates and paralyzes every part of the unregen-
erate nature of man. According to God’s Word, man’s will is
not upon a throne as a sovereign, but is confined to a dun-
geon as a slave. Man continually sins because his nature is

completely evil. His nature, being bound in sin, is held in
the shackles of unbelief. This is the biblical teaching of total
depravity, and it gives glory to God’s free grace.

In the sixteenth century, Martin Luther said, “Original
sin is in us, like the beard. We are shaved today and look
clean, and have a smooth chin; tomorrow our beard has
grown again, nor does it cease growing while we remain
on earth” You must declare to your congregants that the
effects of original sin are evident within each unsaved per-
son.

If the first man, Adam, suffered only slight repercussions
from his sin, then the rest of the human race has suffered
only minimal side effects. But if Adam did more than
trip—if he actually fell beyond his own repair into a spiri-
tual grave—then he took the whole human race down with
him. This is surely the biblical position. Adam’s one sin re-
sulted in death entering the world and has spread to all
men, resulting in condemnation to all (see Rom 5:12-21).

But the good news of the gospel is this: Jesus Christ,
through His death, has reversed the devastating curse
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Every doctrine that
God places into the
Scripture is holy and
right. Every biblical
truth reveals His own

sinless character.

Consequently, we must
never withhold any
truth taught in the
Bible. Neither must we
ever apologize forit.

of sin. Though the one act of disobedience by Adam has
brought condemnation to all, the one act of obedience by
Jesus Christ—dying for our sins, bearing our iniquities,
absorbing God’s wrath—has brought salvation to all who
believe upon Christ.

PREACHIT BOLDLY

Every doctrine that God places into the Scripture is holy
and right. Every biblical truth reveals His own sinless char-
acter. Consequently, we must never withhold any truth
taught in the Bible. Neither must we ever apologize for it.
This is true of the doctrine of total depravity. You must not
hide this teaching under a bushel. You must not censor

what God says in His Word. You must not attempt to tone
down what His voice declares. You may not edit out of His
Word whatever part you feel is unpleasant. Whatever God
has spoken in the Scripture, you must proclaim it for all to
hear.

You are called to be a megaphone for every truth in the
Bible. This fact necessitates frankness of speech concerning
total depravity.

Jesus certainly did not hide this truth from others. To the
premier teacher in Israel, Nicodemus—the most religious
and respected man in his day—Jesus bluntly said that his
morality was not good enough to gain entrance into the
kingdom of God. In a most direct manner, the Lord spoke,
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The lower that unregenerate
man is seen o be, the higher
God will be seen and praised.
These two polar extremes—
the depravity of man and
the holiness of God—are

to be held in stark contrast
to each other. Tragically,
though, the higher that man
is raised in the minds of
people, the lower God will
be perceived. A weakening
of total depravity demeans
God and robs Him of the
glory due His name.
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“Unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of
God” (John 3:3). Jesus stated that Nicodemus was spiritu-
ally blind and was born outside the realm of salvation. He
could not enter the kingdom apart from this miraculous
new birth. Nicodemus needed to have this truth preached
to him, and Jesus did not hesitate to do so.

To the largely unconverted crowd in Galilee, Jesus an-
nounced, “No one can come to Me unless the Father who
sent Me draws him” (John 6:44). This is a clear statement
of the complete inability of unbelievers to come to faith
in Christ. To the unsaved crowd in Jerusalem, Jesus said
the same: “Everyone who commits sin is the slave of sin”
(John 8:34). They could not believe in Him, because they
were enslaved by their own sinful desires. Again, Jesus said,
“You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the
desires of your father” (John 8:44). Moreover, “You do not
hear [the words of God], because you are not of God” (John
8:47). Jesus knew nothing of withholding total depravity in
His preaching to the public arena—and neither must you.

PREACH IT WORSHIPFULLY

Every truth in the Bible should be preached for the glory
of God alone. That includes teaching the total depravity of
man. How is this so? We can see it clearly from this ae-
rial perspective: the lower that unregenerate man is seen
to be, the higher God will be seen and praised. These two
polar extremes—the depravity of man and the holiness of
God—are to be held in stark contrast to each other. Trag-
ically, though, the higher that man is raised in the minds
of people, the lower God will be perceived. A weakening
of total depravity demeans God and robs Him of the glory
due His name.

The noted expositor James Montgomery Boice spoke of
the teeter-totter effect in preaching and how it has a di-
rect effect on worship. Boice used the see-saw in the chil-
dren’s playground as his object lesson. When one end of
the board is up, holding a child, the other end will always
be down. When the lower end goes up, the higher end goes
down. Boice notes that both ends of the teeter-totter can
never be up at the same time. So it is in preaching, he con-
cluded. When God is exalted in the pulpit, man is lowered
to the right place in the hearts of people. But when man is
exalted in preaching, God is debased and dishonored.

If God is to be highly exalted in your preaching, you must
faithfully preach this doctrine of total depravity. When you
put unconverted man in his proper place, utterly devas-
tated by sin, you will simultaneously exalt the greatness of
God’s grace. The lower that unregenerate man is presented
and the higher God is proclaimed, the greater will be the
grace that had to span this otherwise uncrossable chasm.

In this way, preaching on total depravity inevitably exalts
God, leading to the greater worship of His name.

PREACH IT PATIENTLY

As you preach this truth of total depravity, you must do so
patiently. Not everyone will buy into this truth immediate-
ly. Total depravity will sound completely counterintuitive
to man’s natural way of thinking. When you face resistance
for preaching this truth, you must be long-suffering with
your troubled listeners. Even in the midst of brewing oppo-
sition, you must show the grace of forbearance with them.
Rarely does someone embrace this truth the first time they
hear it. The same may have even been true with you.

When the Apostle Paul writes to Timothy, he charges
him: “preach the word” (2 Tim 4:2). In carrying this out,
Timothy must do so “with much patience” (2 Tim 4:2).
Having “patience” (makrothumia) means that despite
whatever troubles and difficulties await him because of his
preaching, he must remain steadfast. When thrown into
the fires of affliction, Timothy must persevere with en-
durance and fortitude. This calls for his resilience when
tough times come to his preaching ministry. Because truth
is provocative, Timothy must show tenacity in the face of
suffering.

Unbelievers will not believe this truth, because they can-
not believe. How should you respond? Would you become
angry at a blind man who cannot see oncoming traffic
when he crosses the street? Instead of becoming exasperat-
ed, you would surely come alongside him with sympathet-
ic aid. You would certainly be sympathetic and offer your
help. Even so, we should be patient with those to whom we
preach who are spiritually blind.

Sadly, though, there is even resistance from believers
to the full magnitude of this truth. When we preach the
radical corruption of lost mankind, Christians often bris-
tle at this doctrine. In such cases, we must remain patient.
We must “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2
Tim 2:1). We must “suffer hardship” (v. 3) and “endure all
things” (v. 10), knowing that “if we endure, we will also
reign with Him” (v. 12). In other words, we must stay an-
chored to God in the storms of ministry and continue to
fly the flag of truth.

PREACH IT PASTORALLY

The doctrine of total depravity also offers much-need-
ed pastoral care for those who sit under your preaching.
Though this truth may seem to be a hardhitting hammer—
and, admittedly, it is—it is also a shepherd’s staff to help
care for the flock entrusted to you. There is much consola-
tion to be offered to confused and hurting hearts through
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preaching this truth. All truth has a pastoral element, and to-
tal depravity is no exception.

You may wonder, how so?

Only when we preach on the fall of Adam and original sin
can our people make sense of what is wrong with the world.
Apart from an understanding of total depravity, no one can
make sense of the moral insanity in the world. In every corner
of the culture, we see the crumbling of the moral foundations
of our society. Apart from this essential doctrine, there is no
explanation for the complete breakdown in human life all
around us.

This doctrine gives much-needed understanding and clar-
ity to those suffering unjust treatment at the hands of an
unconverted spouse or unsaved boss. We cannot expect the
children of the devil to act like children of God. Unbelievers
will inevitably carry out their carnal desires. Admittedly, this
does not take away the pain and wrongness of having suffered
ill treatment. But it does help a Christian to not be surprised
when they are exposed to this kind of suffering.

This truth can also help comfort Christian parents in deal-
ing with unsaved, disobedient children. If your son or daugh-
ter is not yet converted, your actions as a parent can only ad-
dress limited aspects of their behavior. The root problem lies
much deeper, with the total depravity of the unsaved child.
This realization helps to relieve any personal guilt a godly
mother or father may be feeling. The solution to this difficulty
with an unsaved child ultimately lies with the power of the
cross to change lives. The only answer is the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

PREACH IT EVANGELISTICALLY

Teaching total depravity is a necessary part of evangelistic
preaching. This truth is used by God to bring people under
the conviction of their sins. This, in turn, drives the lost per-
son to seek forgiveness from Christ.

Every individual must be confronted with the gravity of
their sin before they will be led to seek the Savior. The disclo-
sure of the dreadfulness of their sin is critical in bringing lost
people to the end of themselves. Truly, no one can be saved
until they know they are lost.

When total depravity is preached, the work of evangelism
is well positioned to be rightly carried out. This doctrine is a
needed safeguard from manipulating unsaved people into a
premature confession of faith—or producing false converts. It
helps restrain the use of worldly methods that trivialize evan-
gelistic outreach. It guards against cheapening the presenta-
tion of the gospel. When you preach and teach total depravity,
you are made more keenly aware of how dependent you are
upon God for anyone to be saved. Moreover, the unconvert-
ed are more likely to be convicted of their sinful state and
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In our preaching,

knowledge of total
depravity promotes a
greater dependence upon
the Holy Spirit. This
truth keeps us consciously
aware that we cannot

save anyone. It reminds

us that we cannot

induce labor to produce
anyone’s new birth.

brought to a point of utter desperation before Christ.

In our preaching, knowledge of total depravity promotes
a greater dependence upon the Holy Spirit. This truth
keeps us consciously aware that we cannot save anyone. It
reminds us that we cannot induce labor to produce any-
one’s new birth. No amount of arm-twisting can turn a
dead heart toward Christ. No pressure tactics can bring
anyone into the kingdom. No imposing of false guilt can
cause the unconverted will to believe. We may knock on
the door, but only the Holy Spirit has the key to swing it
open.

In order for anyone to believe, God must work miracu-
lously in the hearts and minds of those who are spiritually

dead, blind, and deaf. As one appointed to preach, you will
need to ask the probing questions: Has this day of God’s
saving power come to your life? Has God dramatically in-
tervened in your soul? Has God thrown open the barred
doors of your heart? Has God opened the eyes of your
heart and allowed you to see the truth of the gospel of Je-
sus Christ?

As you preach the Word, may God overcome the deprav-
ity of unbelievers and bring enslaved sinners to faith in
Christ. May He receive much glory through your teaching
of total depravity as many trust in His glorious gospel.
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THE
GUILT
OF ALL

MEN

JOHN MACARTHUR

Men like to believe they are basically good, and that belief
is continually reinforced by psychologists, counselors, and
a great many religious leaders. But deep in his heart man
knows there is a problem with the way he is, that something
is wrong. No matter whom or what he may try to blame
for that feeling, he cannot escape it. He feels guilt not only
about things he has done that he knows are wrong, but also
about the kind of person he is on the inside.

The ancient Roman philosopher Seneca wrote that ev-
ery guilty person is his own hangman. No matter how of-
ten a man tells himself he is good, he inevitably sees that
he cannot help thinking, saying, and doing wrong things
and feeling guilty about it. Guilt drives people to alcohol,
drugs, despair, insanity, and more and more frequently, to
suicide. After playing psychological games about blaming
his environment or other people or society in general, man
still cannot escape the feeling of his own guilt. People want

to get rid of their guilty feelings, but they do not know how.
And the more they probe for solutions, the more guilty
they feel.

Men feel guilty because they are guilty. The guilt feeling is
only the symptom of the real problem, which is sin. All of
the counseling in the world cannot relieve a person of his
guilt. At best it can only make him feel better, superficially
and temporarily, by placing the blame on someone else or
something else. That, of course, only intensifies the guilt,
because it adds dishonesty to the sin that caused the guilt
feeling in the first place.

Man’s guilt has only one cause—his own sin—and unless
his sin is removed, his guilt cannot be. That is why the first
element of the gospel is confronting men and women with
the reality of their sin. The word gospel means “good news.”
But the good news it offers is the way of salvation from sin,
and until a person is convicted of his sin, the gospel has
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In the first two chapters

of Romans, Paul forcefully
declares that both the pagan
Gentile and the religious

Jew are sinful and stand
condemned before a holy God.
But human nature strongly

nothing to offer. The gospel therefore begins by declaring
that all human beings are fundamentally sinful and that
the greatest need of their lives is to have that sin removed
through trust in the Lord Jesus Christ.

In the first two chapters of Romans, Paul forcefully de-
clares that both the pagan Gentile and the religious Jew
are sinful and stand condemned before a holy God. But
human nature strongly resists that truth. Donald Grey
Barnhouse said:

It is only stubborn self-pride that keeps man from the
confession to God that would bring release, but that
way he refuses to take. Man stands before God today
like a little boy who swears with crying and tears that
he has not been anywhere near the jam jar, and who,
with an air of outraged innocence, pleads the justice of
his position, in total ignorance of the fact that a good

resists that truth.

spoonful of the jam has fallen on his shirt under his
chin and is plainly visible to all but himself.

The Apostle Paul was well aware of man’s disposition to
deny his sin. In Romans 3:10-17, Paul presents an appalling
thirteen-count indictment against fallen mankind. To re-
inforce the inclusiveness of the indictment, he reiterates
the fact that all of fallen humanity, Jew and Gentile alike,
are under sin (Rom 3:9).

First, mankind is universally evil, there being absolutely
no exceptions. Quoting from Psalms, Paul declares, “There
is none righteous, not even one” (Rom 3:10). The full text
of Psalm 14:1 is, “The fool has said in his heart, “There is no
God’ They are corrupt, they have committed abominable
deeds; there is no one who does good.”

Paul is using the term “righteous” in its most basic sense
of being right before God, of being as God created man to
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be. Obviously, people are able to do many things that are
morally right. Even the most vile person may occasionally
do something commendable. But the apostle is not speak-
ing of specific acts or even general patterns of behavior,
but of man’s inner character. His point is that there is not
one single person who has ever lived, apart from the sinless
Lord Jesus Christ (cf. 2 Cor 5:21), whose innermost being
could be characterized as righteous by God’s standard.

To prevent some people from thinking that they might
be the exception, Paul adds, “not even one” Paul is here
speaking of all men who are apart from Christ. In God’s
sight, there are no levels of righteousness as far as salva-
tion is concerned. There is either perfect righteousness in
Christ or perfect sinfulness apart from Christ. Without ex-
ception, mankind is universally evil.

Second, man is spiritually ignorant. Quoting from the
Psalms, Paul says, “There is none who understands” (Rom
3:11; Pss 14:2; 53:3). Even if men somehow had the abili-
ty to achieve God’s perfect righteousness, they would not
know what it is or how to go about attaining it. Man has no

innate ability to fully comprehend God’s truth or His stan-
dard of righteousness. From God’s magnificent creation,
man has sufficient evidence of His “invisible attributes,
His eternal power and divine nature” to make every per-
son “without excuse” for not honoring and glorifying God
(Rom 1:20). But apart from the ability to see that general
revelation of His power and majesty, man has no spiritual
capacity to know or understand God, because the “natu-
ral man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God;
for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand
them, because they are spiritually appraised” (1 Cor 2:14).

Third, in addition to being universally evil and spiritually
ignorant, fallen man is rebellious. Alluding again to Psalm
14:2, Paul declares, “No one seeks for God” (Rom 3:11).
Judging from the vast number of religions in the world
with millions of zealous adherents, one would think that
a great many people are diligently seeking after God. But
Scripture makes clear, in this passage and in many others,
that all religious systems and efforts are, in reality, attempts
to escape the true God and to discover or manufacture

Jesus offers the divine promise
that everyone who sincerely
asks of Him will receive, that
everyone who sincerely seeks
Him will find Him, and that
everyone who sincerely knocks
on the door of heaven will have

it opened to him (Matt 7:8).
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I remember reading about

a man who found a baby
rattlesnake and decided to
make a pet of it. He keptitin
the house and played with it
for a week or so, but then it
disappeared for several months
and could not be found. One
day the man reached behind a
piece of furniture (o retrieve
something he had dropped.
When he felt a sharp stab of
pain, he pulled back his hand,
with the rattler hanging from
it by its fangs. Man’s sinful
nature is equally untamable.
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false gods of one’s own liking. God has given the absolutely
assurance that anyone who seeks Him with his heart will
find Him (Jer 29:13). Jesus offers the divine promise that
everyone who sincerely asks of Him will receive, that ev-
eryone who sincerely seeks Him will find Him, and that
everyone who sincerely knocks on the door of heaven will
have it opened to him (Matt 7:8).

Fourth, Paul charges that men are naturally wayward.
Continuing to quote from the Psalms, he declares that
“all have turned aside” from God (Rom 3:12). The person
who is naturally evil, naturally ignorant of God’s truth, and
naturally rebellious against God, will inevitably naturally
live apart from God’s will. In the original Greek, “turned
aside” has the basic meaning of leaning in the wrong direc-
tion. In a military context it referred to a soldier’s running
the wrong way—in other words, deserting in the midst of
battle. Speaking of the universal human inclination to go
against God’s way, Isaiah wrote, “All of us like sheep have
gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way” (Isa
53:6).

Fifth, Paul charges that the natural man is spiritually
worthless. “Together,” that is, all of fallen mankind, “they
have become worthless” (Rom 3:12). The Hebrew equiva-
lent of the Greek term translated here as “useless” was of-
ten used to describe milk that had turned sour and rancid,
thereby becoming unfit to drink or to be used to make but-
ter, cheese, or anything else edible. In ancient Greek liter-
ature the word was even used of the senseless laughter of a
moron. Apart from a saving relationship to Jesus Christ, a
person is a spiritually dead branch, totally unable to pro-
duce any fruit. As such, it is lifeless and worthless, fit only
to be thrown into the fire to be burned (John 15:6). Paul’s
letter to Titus emphasizes the same tragic reality when it
reflects on the utter worthlessness of even religious men
(Titus 1:16). The natural man is useless for the purposes of
God and, much like the worthless dead branch, is destined
for the fires of hell.

Sixth, the natural man is charged with being corrupt,
which is both a repetition of the first charge and some-
thing of a summary of the previous five charges. “No one
does good,” Paul says, “not even one” (Rom 3:12). The term
“does good” refers to what is upright, specifically to what
is morally upright. Measured by God’s perfect standard of
righteousness, the natural man has no ability to do any-
thing upright and good. Relative to other human beings,
some people obviously are better behaved, but no human
being has within himself either the desire or the capacity
for the good that is holy, perfect, and God-glorifying by
the divine standard.

The story is told of a man in Scotland who was walking

through a park one Saturday afternoon, carrying a small
New Testament in a leather case. Thinking the case con-
tained a camera, a group of young people asked him to
take their picture. In response, he said, “I already have it”
When the astonished youths asked him where and when
he had taken it, he took out the Testament and read Ro-
mans 3:9-23. After saying “that is your picture,” he took an
opportunity to witness to them about Christ.

The seventh charge of Paul’s indictment is that by na-
ture, fallen mankind is spiritually dead, demonstrated by
the metaphor of “their throat” being “an open grave” (Rom
3:13; cf. Ps 5:9). A spiritually dead heart can generate only
spiritually dead words. The “throat” is to the heart as “an
open grave” is to the corpse within it. Where embalming
is not available, a corpse is placed in the ground and then
covered up—not only to show respect for the deceased, but
also to protect the passerby from viewing the disfigure-
ment and smelling the stench of decay. But the natural man
keeps his throat wide open, and in so doing, continually
testifies to his spiritual death by the foulness of his words.

The eighth charge is that by nature, fallen mankind is
deceitful: “They use their tongues to deceive” (Rom 3:13).
The idea is that they keep deceiving; the verb has the basic
meaning of luring and was used of baiting a hook by cov-
ering it with a small piece of food to disguise its danger.
When a fish bites the food, thinking he will get a meal, he
instead becomes a meal for the fisherman. The imperfect
Greek tense of the verb indicates continual, repetitive de-
ceit. For the natural man, lying and other forms of deceit
are a habitual and normal part of his life. Psalm 5:9 de-
scribes flatterers, whose words of praise are really a means
of serving themselves rather than the one they are praising.
And because praise appeals to human nature, it also leads
the flattered person into pride and false self-confidence. A
flatterer therefore both uses and abuses others.

David declares that man’s sinfulness can also lead to
self-deceit and self-flattery. “Transgression speaks to the
ungodly within his heart; there is no fear of God before
his eyes. For it flatters him in his own eyes, concerning the
discovery of his inquiry and the hatred of it. The words of
his mouth are wickedness and deceit” (Ps 36:1-3).

Nine, Paul’s indictment of the unconverted man is
closely related to the previous one. Quoting from part of
Psalm 140:3, he says of ungodly men that “the venom of
asps is under their lips” (Rom 3:13). The psalmist precedes
that charge with the observation that “they sharpen their
tongues as a serpent.” Because of the spiritually damning
false doctrines and the deceitful character of most of the
religious leaders in Jesus’ day, both He and John the Baptist
described them as broods of vipers (Matt 3:7; 12:34).
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In describing “asps,” one writer says, “The fangs of such
a deadly snake ordinarily lie folded back in the upper jaw,
but when the snake throws his head to strike, these hol-
low fangs drop down, and when the snake bites, the fangs
press a sac of deadly poison hidden under the lips, ejecting
venom into the victim.” I remember reading about a man
who found a baby rattlesnake and decided to make a pet of
it. He kept it in the house and played with it for a week or
s0, but then it disappeared for several months and could
not be found. One day the man reached behind a piece of
furniture to retrieve something he had dropped. When he
felt a sharp stab of pain, he pulled back his hand, with the
rattler hanging from it by its fangs. Man’s sinful nature is
equally untamable.

The tenth charge in the indictment continues the im-
agery of speaking, describing the ungodly as those with
mouths “full of curses and bitterness” (Rom 3:14; Ps 10:7).
The term “curses” carries the idea of intense malediction,
of desiring the worst for a person and making that de-
sire public through open criticism and defamation. “Bit-
terness” was not used so much in regard to physical taste as
to describe openly expressed emotional hostility against an
enemy. Such is the obvious meaning in this context.

David described cursing, bitter persons as those who
“have sharpened their tongue like a sword . . . aimed bitter
speech as their arrow, to shoot from concealment at the
blameless; suddenly they shoot him, and do not fear” (Ps
64:3-4). Every age of mankind, our own certainly includ-
ed, has been characterized by people who use their tongues
as vicious weapons. Their attacks not only are against those
they know well enough to hate but sometimes, as David
seems to intimate, even against strangers, simply for the
perverse pleasure of venting their anger and hatred.

The eleventh charge is that the ungodly are innately mur-
derous: “Their feet are swift to shed blood” (Rom 3:15).
Whether in peace or in war, man kills man. The mass ex-
termination by the Nazis and Marxists in our own century
have their counterparts in past history. The notorious ter-
rorist Chang Hsien-chung in seventeenth-century China
killed practically all the people in the Szechwan province.
During the same century in Hungary, a certain countess
systematically tortured and murdered more than six hun-
dred young girls. Obviously, most people are far from pos-
sessing such extreme brutality. But Scripture makes clear
that the seed of murder is one of the multitude of evil seeds
that are universally found in the human heart and that, to
some degree, inevitably grow and bear fruit.

The twelfth charge in the overall indictment is that of
general destructiveness. Paul says, “in their paths are ruin
and misery” (Rom 3:16). The manifestation of wanton

destruction, or ruin, is becoming more and more evident
in much of modern society. Victims are often robbed or
raped and then beaten or murdered for no reason oth-
er than sheer brutality. The terms “abused children” and
“abused wives” have become common in contemporary
vocabularies. Special divisions of many police departments
and social service agencies are devoted specifically to deal-
ing with the crimes and victims that those terms relate
to. “Misery” is a general term that denotes the resulting
harm that is always in the wake of man’s acts of destruc-
tion against his fellow man. His destructiveness inevitably
leaves a trail of pain and despair.

The last charge in Paul’s indictment of condemned man
is that of his peacelessness: “The way of peace they have not
known.” Paul is not speaking of the lack of inner peace—al-
though that is certainly a characteristic of the ungodly per-
son—but of man’s essential inclination away from peace.
This charge is therefore something of a counterpart to the
previous one.

Peace has never been more highly extolled than in our
own day. But few would argue that peace, whether per-
sonal or international, actually characterizes our times.
Nevertheless, as in Jeremiah’s day, many modern leaders
are trying to heal the brokenness of their people superfi-
cially, crying, “Peace, peace,” when obviously there is no
peace (Jer 6:14). God’s Word gives much counsel as to what
makes for peace, and those individuals and societies who
have chosen to follow His guidance have experienced rel-
ative times of peacefulness. But Scripture makes clear that
peace will never dominate human society until the Prince
of Peace returns to establish His kingdom on earth.

Paul’s indictment upon mankind is clear. Mankind is
universally evil, there being absolutely no exceptions. Man
is also spiritually ignorant and rebellious. In that ignorant
and rebellious state, men are naturally wayward and spiri-
tually worthless. Paul also charges the natural man as being
corrupt and spiritually dead. As a result, man is by nature
deceitful, has venom in his tongue full of curses and bit-
terness, and is innately murderous, destructive, and peace-
less. Mankind is in a miserable condition. As a result, un-
redeemed mankind has no defense whatever and is guilty
of all charges.
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ADAM*S
FALL
AND MINE

R. C. SPROUL

A difficult question that shrouds the doctrine of predes-
tination is the question of how our sinful nature can be
inherited from Adam. If we are born with a fallen nature, if
we are born in sin, if we are born in a state of moral inabil-
ity, how can God hold us responsible for our sins?

We remember that original sin does not refer to the first
sin but to the result of that first sin. The Scriptures speak
repeatedly of sin and death entering the world through
“one man’s transgression.” As a result of Adam’s sin, all men
are now sinners. The fall was great. It had radical repercus-
sions for the entire human race.

There have been many attempts to explain the relation-
ship of Adamss fall to the rest of mankind. Some of the the-
ories presented are quite complex and imaginative. Three
theories, however, have emerged from the list as the most
widely accepted. The first of these I will call the Myth
Theory of the fall.

THE MYTH THEORY OF THE FALL

The myth theory of the fall, as the name suggests, holds
that there was no factual, historical fall. Adam and Eve are
not considered historical persons. They are mythological
symbols drawn to explain or represent the problem of
man’s corruption. The story of the fall in the Bible is a kind
of parable; it teaches a moral lesson.

According to this theory, the first few chapters of Gene-
sis are mythological. There never was an Adam; there nev-
er was an Eve. The very structure of the story suggests par-
able or myth because it includes such elements as a talking
serpent and such obviously symbolic objects as the tree of
knowledge of good and evil.

The moral truth communicated by the myth is that peo-
ple fall into sin. Sin is a universal problem. Everyone com-
mits sin; no one is perfect. The myth points to a higher
reality: everyone is his own Adam. Every person has his
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I grant that to account
for one innocent person’s
fall presents an enormous

intellectual problem. But
when we compound that
difliculty by the billions of
people who have fallen, the
problem becomes several
billion times more diflicult.
We also grant that if one
person created in the image
of God could fall, then it is
indeed possible that billions
can likewise fall.
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own private fall. Sin is a universal human condition pre-
cisely because every person succumbs to his own private
temptation.

The attractive elements of this theory are important.
In the first place, this view absolves God entirely of any
responsibility for holding future generations of people re-
sponsible for what one couple did. Here, no one can blame
their parents or their Creator for their own sin. In this
scheme, my fallenness is a direct result of my own fall, not
of someone else’s.

A second advantage of this view is that it escapes all need
to defend the historical character of the beginning chap-
ters of the Bible. This view suffers no anxiety from certain
theories of evolution or from scientific disputes about the
nature of creation. The factual truth of a myth never needs
to be defended.

The disadvantages of this view, however, are more seri-
ous. Its most crucial failing is that it actually offers nothing
by way of explanation for the universality of sin. If each
one of us is born without a sinful nature, how can we ac-
count for the universality of sin? If four billion people were
born with no inclination to sin, with no corruption to their
nature, we would reasonably expect that at least some of
them would refrain from falling. If our natural moral state
is one of innocent neutrality, we would statistically expect
that half of the human race would remain perfect.

I grant that to account for one innocent person’s fall pres-
ents an enormous intellectual problem. But when we com-
pound that difficulty by the billions of people who have
fallen, the problem becomes several billion times more dif-
ficult. We also grant that if one person created in the image
of God could fall, then it is indeed possible that billions
can likewise fall. It is the statistical probability here that is
so astonishing. When we think of one person falling, that
is one thing. But if everybody does it, without exception,
then we begin to wonder why. We begin to wonder if man’s
natural state is all that neutral.

The standard reply of the advocates of the myth view
is that people are not universally born in an idyllic envi-
ronment like Eden. Society is corrupt. We are born into
a corrupt environment. We are like Rousseau’s “innocent
savage,” who is corrupted by the negative influences of civ-
ilization.

This explanation begs the question. How did society or
civilization get corrupt in the first place? If everyone is
born innocent, without a trace of personal corruption, we
would expect to find societies that are no more than half
corrupt. If birds of a feather flock together, we might find
societies where all the corrupt people band together and
other societies where no evil is present. Society cannot be a

corrupting influence until it first becomes corrupt itself. To
explain the fall of an entire society or civilization, one must
face the difficulties we have already pointed out.

In another one of Jonathan Edwards’s famous works,
his treatise on original sin, he makes the important ob-
servation that because the sin of man is universal, even if
the Bible said nothing about an original fall of the human
race, reason would demand such an explanation. Nothing
screams more loudly about the fact that we are born in a
state of corruption than the fact that we all sin.

Another thorny question that arises concerns the re-
lationship of sin and death. The Bible makes it clear that
death is not “natural” to man. That is, death is repeatedly
said to have come into the world as a result of sin. If that is
so0, how do we account for the death of infants? If all men
are born innocent, with no innate corruption, God would
be unjust to allow as-yet-unfallen babies to die.

The mythological view of the fall must also face the fact
that it does radical violence to the teaching of Scripture.
The view does more than merely interpret the opening
chapters of the Bible as nonfactual. In so doing, the view
sets itself in clear opposition to the New Testament view of
the fall. It would take intellectual gymnastics of the most
severe sort to argue that the Apostle Paul did not teach a
historical fall. The parallels that he draws between the first
Adam and the second Adam are too strong to allow this,
unless we argue that in Paul’s mind Jesus was also a myth-
ological character.

We grant that the Genesis account of the fall has some
unusual literary elements in it. The presence of a tree that
does not follow the pattern of normal trees aligns with cer-
tain images of poetry. It is proper to interpret poetry as
poetry and not as historical narrative. On the other hand,
there are strong elements of historical narrative literature
in Genesis 3. The setting of Eden is located in chapter 2
in the midst of four riverheads, including Pishon, Gihon,
Hiddekel (or Tigris), and Euphrates.

We know that parables can be set in real historical set-
tings. For example, the parable of the Good Samaritan is set
in the geographical context of the road to Jericho. There-
fore, the mere presence of real historical rivers does not
absolutely demand that we identify this section of Genesis
as historical narrative.

There is another element of the text, however, that is
more compelling. The account of Adam and Eve contains a
significant genealogy. The Romans, with their penchant for
mythology, may have no difficulty tracing their lineage to
Romulus and Remus, but the Jews were surely more scru-
pulous about such matters. The Jews had a strong commit-
ment to real history. In light of the vast difference between
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the Jewish view of history and the Greek view of history, it
is unthinkable that Jewish people would include mytholog-
ical characters in their own genealogies. In Jewish writing,
the presence of genealogy indicates historical narrative.
Note that the New Testament historian, Luke, includes
Adam in the genealogy of Jesus.

It is much easier to account for a real tree serving as a
focal point of a moral test and thereby being called a tree of
the knowledge of good and evil than it is to accommodate
genealogy to a parable or a myth. This, of course, could be
done if other factors demanded it. But no such factors ex-
ist. There is no sound reason why we should not interpret
Genesis 3 as historical narrative and multiple reasons why
we should not treat it as parable or myth. To treat it as his-
tory is to treat it as the Jews did, including Paul and Jesus.
To treat it otherwise is usually motivated by some contem-
porary agenda that has nothing to do with Jewish history.

THE REALIST VIEW OF THE FALL

Remember the famous television series from the 1950s
called “You Are There”? It took viewers, through the mag-
ic of television, to famous historical scenes. But, in fact,

no electronic device has yet been invented to transport us
back in time, H. G. Wells notwithstanding. We live in the
present. Our only access to the past is through books,
artifacts of archaeology, and the memories of ourselves
and of others.

I remember teaching a course on the Bible that involved
a brief study of Roman soldiers. I mentioned the Roman
standard that carried the initials S-P-Q-R. I asked if any-
one knew what those letters stood for. A dear friend who
was in his seventies piped up, “Senatus Populus Que Roma-
nus, ‘The senate and the people of Rome.” I smiled at my
friend and said, “You are the only person in this room old
enough to remember!”

None of us is old enough to carry memory images of the
fall of Adam. Or are we? The realist view of the fall con-
tends that we are all old enough to remember the fall. We
should be able to remember it because we were really there.

Realism is not an exercise in a Bridey-Murphy kind of
reincarnation. Rather, realism is a serious attempt to an-
swer the problem of the fall. The key concept is this: We
cannot morally be held accountable for a sin committed
by someone else. To be accountable, we must have been

None of us is old enough to
carry memory images of the
fall of Adam. Or are we? The

realist view of the fall contends
that we are all old enough to
remember the fall. We should
be able to remember it because
we were really there.
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preexistence of the human
soul. That is, before we
were born, our souls must
have already existed.

actively involved somehow in the sin itself. Somehow we
must have been present at the fall. Really present. Hence
the name Realism.

The realist view of the fall demands some kind of con-
cept of the preexistence of the human soul. That is, before
we were born, our souls must have already existed. They
were present with Adam at the fall. They fell along with
Adam. Adam’s sin was not merely an act for us; it was an
act with us. We were there.

This theory seems speculative, perhaps even bizarre. Its
advocates, however, appeal to two pivotal biblical texts as
warrant for this view. The first is found in Ezekiel 18:2-4
(NKJV):

“What do you mean when you use this proverb
concerning the land of Israel, saying:

“The fathers have eaten sour grapes,

And the children’s teeth are set on edge’?

“As I live;” says the Lord Gop, “you shall no
longer use this proverb in Israel.

“Behold, all souls are Mine;

The soul of the father

As well as the soul of the son is Mine;

The soul who sins shall die”

Later in this chapter, Ezekiel writes:

“Yet you say, ‘Why should the son not bear the guilt of
the father?” Because the son has done what is lawful and
right, and has kept all My statutes and done them, he
shall surely live. The soul who sins shall die. The son shall
not bear the guilt of the father, nor the father bear the
guilt of the son. The righteousness of the righteous shall
be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall
be upon himself” (18:19-20)

Here the realist finds a definitive text for his case. God
clearly declares that the son is not held guilty for the sins of
his father. This would seem to pose serious difficulties for
the whole idea of people falling “in Adam.

The second pivotal text for realism is found in the New
Testament book of Hebrews: “Even Levi, who receives
tithes, paid tithes through Abraham, so to speak, for he
was still in the loins of his father when Melchizedek met
him” (Heb 7:9-10).

This text is part of a lengthy treatment by the author of
Hebrews concerning the role of Christ as our Great High
Priest. The New Testament declares that Jesus is both our
king and our priest. It labors the fact that Jesus was from the
line of Judah, to whom the royal kingdom was promised.
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Jesus was a son of David, who also was of the line of Judah.

The priesthood of the Old Testament was not given to
Judah, but to the sons of Levi. The Levites were the priestly
line. We normally speak, therefore, of the Levitical priest-
hood or the Aaronic priesthood. Aaron was a Levite. If this
is so, how could Jesus be a priest, given that He was not
from the line of Levi?

This problem vexed some ancient Jews. The author of
Hebrews argues that there was another priesthood men-
tioned in the Old Testament, the priesthood of the myste-
rious figure named Melchizedek. Jesus is said to be a priest
of the order of Melchizedek.

This lengthy portion of Hebrews is not satisfied, howev-
er, merely to prove that there was another priesthood in
the Old Testament besides the Levitical priesthood. The
major point of the argument here is that the priesthood of
Melchizedek was superior to the priesthood of Levi.

The author of Hebrews rehearses a bit of Old Testament
history to prove his point. He calls attention to the fact that
Abraham paid tithes to Melchizedek, not Melchizedek to
Abraham. Melchizedek also blessed Abraham; Abraham
did not bless Melchizedek. The point is this: in the relation-
ship between Abraham and Melchizedek, it was Melchize-
dek who served as the priest, not Abraham.

The key thought to the Jew is cited in verse 7: “Now be-
yond all contradiction the lesser is blessed by the better”

The author of Hebrews continues to weave the thread of
his argument. He argues that, in effect, the father is supe-
rior to the son. That means that Abraham is ahead of Isaac
in the patriarchal pecking order. In turn, Isaac is ahead of
Jacob, and Jacob ahead of his sons, including his son Levi.
If we carry this out, it means that Abraham is greater than
his great-grandson Levi.

Now, if Abraham is greater than Levi and Abraham
subordinated himself to Melchizedek, that means that
the priest Melchizedek is greater than Levi and the entire
line of Levi. The conclusion is clear. The priesthood of
Melchizedek is a higher order of priesthood than the Le-
vitical priesthood. This gives supreme dignity to the high
priestly office of Christ.

It was not the chief concern of the author of Hebrews to
explain the mystery of the fall of Adam with all this. Yet,
he says something along the way that the realists jump on
to prove their theory. He writes that “Levi . . . paid tithes
through Abraham” Levi did this while he was “still in the
loins of his father”

The realists see this reference to Levi doing something
before he was even born as biblical proof for the concept of
the preexistence of the human soul. If Levi could pay tithes
while he was still in the loins of his father, that must mean

that Levi in some sense already existed.

However, this treatment of this passage of Hebrews begs
the question. The text does not explicitly teach that Levi
really existed or preexisted in the loins of his father. The
text itself calls it a “manner of speaking” The text does not
demand that we leap to the conclusion that Levi “really”
preexisted. The realists come to this text armed with a the-
ory they did not find from the text and then read the the-
ory into the text.

The argument from the text of Ezekiel also misses the
point. Ezekiel was not giving a discourse on the fall of
Adam. The fall is not in view here. Rather, Ezekiel is ad-
dressing the commonplace excuse that men use for their
sins. They try to blame someone else for their own mis-
deeds. That human activity has gone on since the fall, but
that is about all this passage has to do with the fall. In the
fall Eve blamed the serpent, and Adam blamed both God
and Eve for his own sin. He said, “The woman whom You
gave to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I ate” (Gen
3:12, emphasis added).

Ever since, men have tried to pass the buck of their own
guilt. Still, the realists argue, a principle is set forth in Eze-
kiel 18 that has bearing on the matter. The principle is that
men are not held accountable for other people’s sins.

To be sure, that general principle is set forth in Ezekiel. It
is a grand principle of God’s justice. Yet we dare not make
it an absolute principle. If we do, then the text of Ezekiel
would prove too much. It would prove away the atonement
of Christ. If it is never possible for one person to be pun-
ished for the sins of another, then we have no Savior. Jesus
was punished for our sins. That is the very essence of the
gospel. Not only was Jesus punished for our sins, but His
righteousness is the meritorious basis for our justification.
We are justified by an alien righteousness, a righteous-
ness that is not our own. If we press Ezekiel’s statement
to the absolute limit when we read, “The righteousness of
the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of
the wicked shall be upon himself,” then we are left as sin-
ners who must justify themselves. That puts us all in deep
weeds.

To be sure, the Bible speaks of God’s “visiting” the in-
iquities of persons on the third and fourth generations
(see Exod 20:5-6; 34:6-7; Num 14:18). This refers to the
“fallout” or consequences of sin. A child may suffer from
the consequences of his father’s sin, but God does not hold
him responsible for his father’s sin.

The principle of Ezekiel allows for two exceptions: the
Cross, and the fall.

Somehow we don’t mind the exception of the Cross. It
is the fall that rankles us. We don’t mind having our guilt
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guilt transferred to Jesus or
having His righteousness
transferred to us; it is having
the guilt of Adam transferred
to us that makes us howl.

transferred to Jesus or having His righteousness trans-
ferred to us; it is having the guilt of Adam transferred to us
that makes us howl. We argue that if the guilt of Adam had
never been transmitted to us, then the work of Jesus would
never have been necessary.

THE FEDERAL OR REPRESENTATIVE

VIEW OF THE FALL

For the most part, the federal view of the fall has been the
most popular among advocates of the Reformed view of
predestination. This view teaches that Adam acted as a
representative of the entire human race. With the test that
God set before Adam and Eve, he was testing the whole of
mankind. Adam’s name means “man” or “mankind” Adam
was the first human being created. He stands at the head
of the human race. He was placed in the garden to act not
only for himself but for all of his future descendents. Just
as a federal government has a chief spokesman who is the
head of the nation, so Adam was the federal head of man-
kind.

The chief idea of federalism is that when Adam sinned,
he sinned for all of us. His fall was our fall. When God
punished Adam by taking away his original righteousness,
we were all likewise punished. The curse of the fall affects
us all. Not only was Adam destined to make his living by

the sweat of his brow, but that is true for us as well. Not
only was Eve consigned to have pain in childbirth, but that
has been true for women of all human generations. The
offending serpent in the garden was not the only member
of his species who was cursed to crawl on his belly.

When they were created, Adam and Eve were given do-
minion over the entire creation. As a result of their sin the
whole world suffered. Paul tells us:

For the creation was subjected to futility, not willing-
ly, but because of Him who subjected it in hope; be-
cause the creation itself also will be delivered from the
bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the
children of God. For we know that the whole creation
groans and labors with birth pangs together until now
(Rom 8:20-22).

The whole creation groans as it awaits the full redemp-
tion of man. When man sinned, the repercussions of the
sin were felt throughout the whole range of man’s domain.
Because of Adam’s sin, not only do we suffer, but lions, el-
ephants, butterflies, and puppy dogs also suffer. They did
not ask for such suffering. They were hurt by the fall of
their master.

That we suffer as a result of Adam’s sin is explicitly taught
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in the New Testament. In Romans 5, for example, Paul
makes the following observations:

“Through one man sin entered the world, and death
through sin” (v. 12).

“By the one man’s offense many died” (v. 15).

“Through one man’s offense judgment came to all men,
resulting in condemnation” (v. 18).

“By one man’s disobedience many were made sinners”
(v. 19).

There is no way to avoid the obvious teaching of Scrip-
ture that Adam’s sin had dreadful consequences for his de-
scendants. It is precisely because of the abundance of such
biblical statements that virtually every Christian body has
composed some doctrine of original sin linked to the fall
of Adam.

We are still left with a big question. If God did in fact
judge the entire human race in Adam, how is that fair? It
seems manifestly unjust of God to allow not only all sub-
sequent human beings but all of creation to suffer because
of Adam.

It is the question of God’s fairness that federalism seeks
to answer. Federalism assumes that we were in fact repre-
sented by Adam and that such representation was both fair
and accurate. It holds that Adam perfectly represented us.

Within our own legal system we have situations that—
not perfectly but approximately—parallel this concept of
representation. We know that if I hire a man to kill some-
one and that hired gunman carries out the contract, I can
justly be tried for first-degree murder in spite of the fact

that I did not actually pull the trigger. I am judged to be
guilty for a crime someone else committed because the
other person acted in my place.

The obvious protest that arises at this point is, “But
we did not hire Adam to sin in our behalf” That is true.
This example merely illustrates that there are some cases
in which it is just to punish one person for the crime of
another.

The federal view of the fall still exudes a faint odor of
tyranny. Our cry is, “No damnation without representa-
tion!” Just as people in a nation clamor for representatives
to ensure freedom from despotic tyranny, so we demand
representation before God that is fair and just. The federal
view states that we are judged guilty for Adam’s sin because
he was our fair and just representative.

Wait a minute—Adam may have represented us, but we
did not choose him. What if the fathers of the American
republic had demanded representation from King George
and the king replied, “Of course you may have representa-
tives. You will be represented by my brother!” Such an an-
swer would have spilled even more tea in Boston Harbor.

We want the right to select our own representatives. We
want to be able to cast our own vote, not have somebody
else cast that vote for us. The word vote comes from the
Latin votum, which meant “wish” or “choice” When we cast
our vote, we are expressing our wishes, setting forth our
wills.

Suppose we would have had the total freedom to vote for
our representative in Eden. Would that have satisfied us?
And why do we want the right to vote for our representa-
tive? Why do we object if the king or any other sovereign
wants to appoint our representatives for us? The answer
is obvious. We want to be sure that our will is being car-
ried out. If the king appoints my representative, then I will
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sure, we did not choose our
representative there. Qur
representative was chosen for us.

have little confidence that my wishes will be accomplished.
I would fear that the appointed representative would be
more eager to carry out the wishes of the king than my
wishes. I would not feel fairly represented.

But even if we have the right to choose our own repre-
sentatives, we have no guarantee that our wishes will be
carried out. Who among us has not been enticed by politi-
cians who promise one thing during an election campaign
and do another thing after they are elected? Again, the rea-
son we want to select our own representative is so that we
can be sure we are accurately represented.

At no time in all of human history have we been more
accurately represented than in the Garden of Eden. To
be sure, we did not choose our representative there. Our
representative was chosen for us. The one who chose our
representative, however, was not King George. It was Al-
mighty God.

When God chooses our representative, He does so per-
fectly. His choice is an infallible choice. When I choose my
own representatives, I do so fallibly. Sometimes I select
the wrong person and am then inaccurately represented.
Adam represented me infallibly, not because he was infalli-
ble, but because God is infallible. Given God’s infallibility,
I can never argue that Adam was a poor choice to represent
me.

The assumption many of us make when we struggle with
the fall is that had we been there, we would have made a
different choice. We would not have made a decision that
would plunge the world into ruin. Such an assumption is
just not possible given the character of God. God doesn't
make mistakes. His choice of my representative is greater
than my choice of my own.

Even if we grant that, indeed, we were perfectly repre-
sented by Adam, we still must ask if it is fair to be repre-
sented at all with such high stakes. I can only answer that
it pleased the Lord to do this. We know that the world fell
through Adam. We know that in some sense Adam repre-
sented us. We know that we did not choose him to be our
representative. We know that God’s selection of Adam was
an infallible selection. But was the whole process just?

I can only answer this question ultimately by asking an-
other question—one the Apostle Paul asked. “Ts there un-
righteousness in God?” The apostolic answer to this rhe-
torical question is as plain as it is emphatic. “God forbid!”
(Rom 9:14, xjVv).

If we know anything at all about the character of God,
then we know that he is not a tyrant and that he is never
unjust. His structure of the terms of mankind’s probation
satisfied God’s own righteousness. That should be enough
to satisfy us.
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Yet we still quarrel. We still contend with the Almighty.
We still assume that somehow God did us wrong and that
we suffer as innocent victims of God’s judgment. Such sen-
timents only confirm the radical degree of our fallenness.
When we think like this, we are thinking like Adam’s chil-
dren. Such blasphemous thoughts only underline in red
how accurately we were represented by Adam.

I am persuaded that the federal view of the fall is sub-
stantially correct. It alone of the three we have examined
does justice to the biblical teaching of the fall of man. It
satisfies me that God is not an arbitrary tyrant. I know that
I am a fallen creature. That is, I know that I am a creature,
and I know that I am fallen. I also know that it is not God’s
“fault” that I am a sinner. What God has done for me is to
redeem me from my sin. He has not redeemed me from
His sin.

Though the federal representational view of the fall is
held by most Calvinists, we must remember that the ques-
tion of our relationship to Adam’s fall is not a problem
unique to Calvinism. All Christians must struggle with it.

It is also vital to see predestination in light of the fall. All
Christians agree that God’s decree of predestination was
made before the fall. Some argue that God first predestinat-
ed some people to salvation and others to damnation and
then decreed the fall to make sure that some folks would
perish. Sometimes this dreadful view is even attributed to
Calvinism. Such an idea was repugnant to Calvin and is
equally repugnant to all orthodox Calvinists. The notion
is sometimes called “hyper-Calvinism.” But even that is an
insult. This view has nothing to do with Calvinism. Rather
than hyper-Calvinism, it is anti-Calvinism.

Calvinism, along with other views of predestination,
teaches that God’s decree was made both before the fall and
in light of the fall. Why is this important? Because the Cal-
vinistic view of predestination always accents the gracious
character of God’s redemption. When God predestines
people to salvation, He is predestinating people to be saved
whom He knows really need to be saved. They need to be
saved because they are sinners in Adam, not because He
forced them to be sinners. Calvinism sees Adam sinning
by his own free will, not by divine coercion.

To be sure, God knew before the fall that there would
most certainly be a fall, and He took action to redeem
some. He ordained the fall in the sense that He chose to
allow it, but not in the sense that He chose to coerce it.
His predestinating grace is gracious precisely because He
chooses to save people whom He knows in advance will be
spiritually dead.

One final illustration may be helpful here. We bristle
at the idea that God calls us to be righteous when we are

hampered by original sin. We say, “But God, we can’t be
righteous. We are fallen creatures. How can you hold us
accountable when You know very well we were born with
original sin?”

The illustration is as follows. Suppose God said to a man,
“I want you to trim these bushes by three oclock this after-
noon. But be careful. There is a large open pit at the edge
of the garden. If you fall into that pit, you will not be able
to get yourself out. So whatever you do, stay away from
that pit”

Suppose that as soon as God leaves the garden, the man
runs over and jumps into the pit. At three oclock God re-
turns and finds the bushes untrimmed. He calls for the gar-
dener and hears a faint cry from the edge of the garden. He
walks to the edge of the pit and sees the gardener helpless-
ly flailing around on the bottom. He says to the gardener,
“Why haven’t you trimmed the bushes I told you to trim?”
The gardener responds in anger, “How do you expect me
to trim these bushes when I am trapped in this pit? If you
hadn’t left this empty pit here, I would not be in this pre-
dicament”

Adam jumped into the pit. In Adam we all jumped into
the pit. God did not throw us into the pit. Adam was clearly
warned about the pit. God told him to stay away. The con-
sequences Adam experienced from being in the pit were a
direct punishment for jumping into it.

So it is with original sin. Original sin is both the con-
sequence of Adams’s sin and the punishment for Adam’s
sin. We are born sinners because in Adam all fell. Even
the word fall is a bit of a euphemism. It is a rose-colored
view of the matter. The word fall suggests an accident of
sorts. Adam’s sin was not an accident. He was not Humpty-
Dumpty. Adam didn’t simply slip into sin; he jumped into
it with both feet. We jumped headlong with him. God
didn’t push us. He didn’t trick us. He gave us adequate and
fair warning. The fault is ours and only ours.

It is not that Adam ate sour grapes and our teeth are set
on edge. The biblical teaching is that in Adam we all ate the
sour grapes. That is why our teeth are set on edge. 4

Content taken from Chosen by God by R. C. Sproul. Copyright © 1986. Used
by permission of Tyndale House Publishers. All rights reserved.
www.tyndale.com/p/chosen-by-god/9780842313353
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THE
SINFULNESS
OF MAN

MICHAEL REEVES

Different views of sin have profound practical consequenc-
es. Here, we will look at the question of sin and how it can
be understood.

Martin Luther grew up with a little view of sin. It wasn’t
that he refused to take sin seriously—quite the opposite.
Sin, he was taught, is the weight that would drag us to hell;
it is the cause of all misery, and its wages are death. Yet,
while he knew it was a severe problem, he did not think it
a very deep one.

This was a view that chimes well with today’s cheery
optimism about ourselves: today, we all know that we do
some wrong things, but the suggestion that we might be
rotten deep down strikes our culture as utterly repellent
nonsense. Most believe we are good people muddling our
way through. Of course, we slip up every now and again,
but on the whole, sin is a small problem, easy to fix.

What Luther came to see, surprisingly, was that such

sunny stories of how basically good we are, so attractive in
their cheeriness, are actually terrible, enslaving lies.

In Luther’s day it was the ancient Greek philosopher Ar-
istotle who summed it up and whose message was so wide-
spread. “We become righteous by doing righteous deeds,”
he had claimed (or, “we become just by doing just acts”). It
was a self-help, “fake-it-till-you-make-it” message. If you
work at outward, righteous acts, and keep doing them, it
claimed, you will actually become a righteous person.

For years Luther lived by the maxim “we become righ-
teous by doing righteous deeds” As a monk, he desper-
ately did all the righteous deeds he could imagine: fasting,
praying, pilgriming, and monkery. What he slowly came
to realize, however, was that the dream of becoming truly
righteous by such simple change of behavior was just that:
an elusive dream.

Holding its reward ever just out of reach, this tantalizing
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While doing all the outward
acts of righteousness,
Luther found that his

efforts weren’t making

him upright in heart,

full of love for the Lord;
rather, in himself he found
resentment snowballing for
the God who demands so
many deeds. Trying (o sort
himself out and become
righteous by his own efforts
was driving him deep down

into slavery, despair, and
hatred of God.
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proposal constantly promised righteousness without de-
livering it, all the time exacting a heavier and heavier be-
havioral demand. In other words, by dangling the hope of
being righteous before him while repeatedly giving more
deeds to do, this lie gradually enslaved him.

And even worse, while doing all the outward acts of
righteousness, Luther found that his efforts weren’t mak-
ing him upright in heart, full of love for the Lord; rather,
in himself he found resentment snowballing for the God
who demands so many deeds. Trying to sort himself out
and become righteous by his own efforts was driving him
deep down into slavery, despair, and hatred of God. Sin, he
began to see, was not so easy a problem to whisk away: it
went deep down, deeper than he could reach by himself.

So it was, in 1517, that Luther decided to challenge Ar-
istotle. A few weeks before posting his famous Ninety-Five
Theses, he penned his Ninety-Seven Theses, in which he
wrote:

We do not become righteous by doing righteous deeds
but, having been made righteous, we do righteous deeds.

That is, our sin is not something we can sort out by our-
selves by adjusting our performance. If we are to be righ-
teous, we have to be made righteous.

So, how does that work? Luther continues:

The grace of God, however, makes righteousness
abound through Jesus Christ because it causes one to
be pleased with the law.

What we cannot do, the grace of God does. For God in
His kindness is able to reach down where we cannot reach
and change not just the superficial layer of our behavior,
but our very hearts, causing us actually to desire (“to be
pleased with”) what is righteous. And that uprightness of
the heart is the only true uprightness.

This is exactly the point at which many would part ways
with the Reformation: God saving people out of His sheer
loving kindness sounds wonderful, but people needing to
be saved because they are otherwise helpless in their sin
sounds less pleasing. And we don’t like hearing bad news.

It was the same in Luther’s day. In the early days of the
Reformation, there were many who were vaguely sympa-
thetic to the Reformation. They saw the need for some sort
of reformation in the church; they wanted the corruption
and mismanagement cleaned up; and men like Luther
seemed to them to be stepping up to the task. One such
admirer was Erasmus—at the time, the most celebrated
scholar in the world, and the man who had published the
Greek New Testament that had been a catalyst in Luther’s
conversion.

Yet, Erasmus’ idea of reformation was like his view of
Christianity: he believed that what the Roman Catholic
Church needed in his day was a few improvements. It was
dirty and needed a wash, but nothing radical or essential
needed changing. Likewise with us all, he felt: we could
and should do better, but that doesn’t at all mean that we
are enslaved to our sin.

So, in 1524, Erasmus wrote On the Freedom of the Will,
arguing that sin is not something that affects us so deeply
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or powerfully that it actually enslaves us. Luther saw this as
an assault on the very vitals of the Reformation, and he re-
plied with a blistering argument: On the Bondage of the Will.

The title Luther gave his work—On the Bondage of the
Will—commonly throws people. “I make free choices,
don’t I? Is Luther saying that I can't do what I want?” they
ask. “But that’s complete nonsense: I do what I want ev-
ery day! My will seems very free” Actually, Luther would
agree: we do always do what we want. We freely choose to
do the things we do, and in that sense our wills are entirely
free. However, you do not choose what to want. For un-
derneath our wills, directing and governing our choices,
lie our hearts with all their inclinations and desires. “In his
heart a man plans his course” (Prov 16:9, NIV 1984, empha-
sis added).

That is why we choose to sin. We do not neutrally weigh
the odds of each decision (“Should I do the sinful thing
here, or the righteous thing?”) and choose what seems
most sensible. We choose sin because that is what we want:
we are “carrying out the desires of the [flesh]” (Eph 2:3, Esv,
emphasis added). We naturally love darkness (John 3:19)
and so “each person is tempted when he is lured and en-
ticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived
gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings
forth death” (James 1:14-15, ESV, emphasis added).

What Luther had seen was that the problem of our sin
goes as deep in us as it possibly could: all the way down
into our hearts, shaping what we want and love. As a re-
sult, we never naturally want God. We freely choose to do
the things we want—and that includes being able to live
a life of outward morality and respectability—but left to
ourselves, we will never choose God, because we do not
naturally want Him.

Erasmus had taken it that our problem as sinners is ba-
sically sloth. That is, we are spiritually sluggish and sleepy,
and what we need if we are to be righteous is to pull our-
selves together and put in the proper effort. But Luther’s
own experience had given the lie to that: all his extraordi-
nary religious effort had left him sighing “I did not love,
yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and
secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly murmuring great-
ly, I was angry with God.”

With that in his heart, he could strive as hard as he want-
ed and yet only find himself further than ever from actual-
ly fulfilling the law by loving the Lord his God. An outward
appearance of righteousness he could achieve, but it would
be nothing more than a hollow sham made of self-depen-
dence, self-worship, and self-righteousness.

He was like a rotten tree producing rotten fruit. Sin was in
his roots, in the very grain of his deepest self. What Luther

We freely choose to do the things
we want—and that includes
being able to live a life of outward
morality and respectability—but
left to ourselves, we will never
choose God, because we do not
naturally want Him.
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needed—and what he came to see all sinners need—was a
radical renewal: a new heart that would freely love and be
pleased with God (John 3:3; Ezek 36:26-27; Mark 7:14-
23). And that would only come about through “the love of
God, spread abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (Rom
5:5). As he would later put it, “The heart must be made
glad ... The heart must grow warm and melt in the love of
God. Then praise and thanksgiving will follow with a pure
heart” It is when someone tastes the love, grace, and glory
of God through the gospel that their eyes are opened and
their hearts turned: only then will they love God back with
a pure heart.

The difference between Luther and Erasmus meant that
they ended up with two quite different visions of Christi-
anity. For Erasmus, the church is most like an army (one of
his best-known works was entitled The Manual of the Chris-
tian Soldier). The important thing, then, for a Christian, is
to keep the rules and do one’s duty.

For Luther, on the other hand, the church is first and
foremost more like a family. Knowing God the Father is what
matters above all. Sin is not just substandard behavior and
a dereliction of proper duty: to sin is to despise God. The act
of sin has its roots in the heart and reveals that something
other than God has become the true object of the heart’s
desire and adoration.

When played out in real life, the difference between those
two visions becomes even more obvious. If right behavior
is the goal, and if that is a goal everyone can achieve if they
simply exert themselves properly, then the church can run
just like an army. Pastors can serve as the sergeant-majors,
drilling their troops into line. After all, for Erasmus, every-
one is capable of getting into line.

But if we were made for a deeper purpose—to love,
glorify, and enjoy God—and yet we cannot naturally love
Him, being enslaved to sin, then merely to order people
to do what they can’t would be cruel. In other words, any-
one who comes to hold Luther’s deep view of sin must
find their compassion swell and build. For people are not
just naturally lazy; they are helpless. They need their very
hearts to be dealt with, not simply their performance.
Above all, they need the one thing with the power to turn
and liberate their hearts: the gospel (Rom 1:16). “How shall
a work please God if it proceeds from a reluctant and re-
sisting heart?” asked Luther.

If hearts that are enslaved to the charming lies of sin
are ever to be won to God, the glory of God in the face of
Christ must be made known to them. He must be shown
to be better, more desirable than our sin. And that was how
Luther would minister to people. Compare, then, Erasmus’
stern counsel with this, from Luther:

I could not have faith in God if I did not think he
wanted to be favorable and kind to me. This in turn
makes me feel kindly disposed toward him, and I am
moved to trust him with all my heart and to look to
him for all good things . . . Look here! This is how you
must cultivate Christ in yourself . . . faith must spring
up and flow from the blood and wounds and death of
Christ. If you see in these that God is so kindly dis-
posed toward you that he even gives his own Son for
you, then your heart in turn must grow sweet and dis-
posed toward God.

Because sin is a slavery or addiction, Luther saw that he
couldn’t simply hector or order people out of it. That might
bring about behavior change, but it would only reinforce
a deeper self-dependence. Ears need to be opened to the
message of Christ and Him crucified so that eyes can open
to the unfathomable kindness and glory of the living God.
Only in that gospel light can true humility, goodness, and
charity grow.

The Reformation’s “deep” view of sin looks initially un-
attractive. But, if sin is not much of a problem, Christ need
not be much of a Savior, and we don’t need much grace.

Only if I see my plight is so bad I cannot fix it myself
will I find true freedom in Christ, for only then will I stop
depending on myself and depend on Him. Only then will I
despair of my own efforts and look outside myself for hope.
This is just what we see in the Gospels: it is the one with the
great debt cancelled who loves most (Luke 7:40-43); it is
the forgiven prostitutes and tax collectors who weep with
joy, give away their wealth, and love Jesus. It is the Phari-
sees—those who think they have something in themselves
on which to depend—who never find that liberation and
transformation.

Historically, too, times of church reformation and reviv-
al have consistently been marked by a radical view of sin. It
was on the lips of the preachers of the Great Awakening—
men like George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards—as
much as it was in the mouths of the Reformers. Such men
knew that calls for social improvement and better morality,
while good things, never touch the depths of the human
condition. Corrupted all the way down, we cannot fix our-
selves. Our hearts must renewed, and that can only happen
through the gospel being preached and the glory of God
being unveiled.

The Reformation’s radical view of sin is why we sinners
would throw ourselves on God’s grace alone. #
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