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Definitions: 
 
When we speak of Original Sin we are not referring merely to the first sin of Adam, but rather to 

that guilt and corruption of nature with which all are born as a direct result of Adam’s first sin.  

In the Institutes (II:1.8) Calvin writes: 

“Original sin, therefore, seems to be a hereditary depravity and corruption of our 
nature, diffused into all parts of the soul, which first makes us liable to God’s 
wrath, then also brings forth in us those works which Scripture calls ‘works of 
the flesh’ [Gal. 5:19].” 
 

As a result of the Fall, all humanity is born morally corrupt and spiritually dead, deserving of 

divine judgment. 

 
The Experiential Argument: 
 

One approach in proving the validity of this doctrine is to appeal to the observable 

phenomena of human behavior.  One cannot generalize based on any single event or random 

irregularity.  One must look for an undeniable constancy of effects.  An effect argues a cause, 

and a steady effect argues a steady cause.  Jonathan Edwards used this approach: 

“If for a thousand years men cultivate a piece of ground that produces only a 
thicket of briars and thorns, they must conclude that the product is agreeable to 
the nature of the soil… [That is to say], empirical or statistical tabulation 
confirms the lesson of logical or psychological analysis: the persistence of evil is 
an effect, of which the prevailing disposition of the human will is the adequate 
cause” (cited in Miller, Jonathan Edwards, 271-72). 
 

 Edwards points to the great variety of people as well as the circumstances in which 

humans find themselves, the vast array of cultural diversity, together with the fact that such 

effects are spread consistently throughout the expanse of human history.  Notwithstanding this 

wide array of difference in setting and time, we observe the constant prevalence of evil.  There 

must, says Edwards, be a cause adequate to account for such a prevalent effect.  All people 



2 

without fail commit bad deeds; all persons without exception, notwithstanding a variety in 

circumstances, time, and place, do in fact sin.  If such universal sin were not evidence of a 

propensity common to human nature, surely someone (or many) would never sin at all.  And not 

only do all sin, they do so immediately, that is, as soon as they are capable of it. 

 It seems that any study of human society or history would demonstrate the propensity of 

the human heart to evil and validate the Christian doctrine of Original Sin.  However, this most 

obvious reality is the one most often denied by people today (another proof of the sinfulness of 

the human heart, namely pride). 

 
The Biblical Argument: 
 
 For the Christian, however, the doctrine of Original Sin not only makes sense of the 

world around us, it is the repeated and clear teaching of Scripture.  The key text for our study of 

Original Sin is Romans 5:12-21, but before we do a detailed exegesis of that passage we will 

highlight several other major texts.  Edwards, in his book entitled Original Sin, points to specific 

texts that he believes affirm the doctrine of inherited corruption of nature: 

1.) Psalm 14:2-3 – 

“Why should man be so continually spoken of as evil, carnal, perverse, deceitful, 
and desperately wicked, if all men are by nature as perfectly innocent, and free 
from any propensity to evil, as Adam was the first moment of his creation, all 
made right, as [some] would have us understand (Eccles. 7:29)?  Why, on the 
contrary, is it not said, at least as often, and with equal reason; that the heart of 
man is right and pure; that the way of man is innocent and holy; and that he who 
savors true virtue and wisdom, savors the things that be of man?  Yea, and why 
might it not as well have been said, the Lord looked down from heaven on the 
sons of men, to see if there were any that did understand, and did seek after God, 
and they were all right, altogether pure, there was none inclined to do 
wickedness, no not one!” (264). 

 
2.) Proverbs 22:15 – How does such foolishness or sinfulness come “to be so firmly bound, 

and strongly fixed, in the hearts of children, if it be not there naturally?  They have had no time 

firmly to fix habits of sin, by long custom in actual wickedness, as those that have lived many 

years in the world” (266). 

 
3.) Genesis 8:21 – The word ‘youth’, notes Edwards, “comprehends not only what we in 

English most commonly call the time of youth, but also childhood and infancy, and is very often 
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used to signify these latter” (cf. 1Sam. 12:2; Pss. 71:5-6,17-18; 129:1-2; Isa. 47:12; 2Sam. 19:7; 

Jer. 3:24-25; 32:30; 48:11; Job 31:18; Gen. 46:34; Ezek. 4:14; Zech. 13:5).  A related text is 

Genesis 6:5 (“The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that every 

intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually”).  John Murray comments: 

“There is the intensity – ‘The wickedness of man was great in the earth’; there is 
the inwardness – ‘the imagination of the thoughts of his heart’, an expression 
unsurpassed in the usage of Scripture to indicate that the most rudimentary 
movement of thought was evil; there is the totality – ‘every imagination’; there is 
the constancy – ‘continually’; there is the exclusiveness – ‘only evil’; there is the 
early manifestation – ‘from his youth’” (“Sin”, in New Bible Dictionary, 1962). 

 
4.) Psalm 58:3 

 
5.) Job 15:14-16 – What is of importance here, beyond the graphic description of human sin, 

is that it tells us how one comes by it: “by being of the race of mankind, by ordinary generation” 

(Edwards, 269). 

 
6.) Psalm 51:5 – The psalmist confesses his hereditary sin (v. 5) as the root cause of his 

actual sin (v. 4), but makes no effort to exculpate himself on that basis.  Thus, in explaining his 

sinfulness by reference to the natural propagation of the species, the psalmist moves beyond his 

birth (v. 5a) to the very genesis of his being in the womb of his mother, indeed, to the very 

moment of conception (v. 5b).  However, “David is not trying to accuse his mother in order to 

excuse himself!” (Henri Blocher, Original Sin [Eerdmans, 1997], 28).  The focus of the entire 

psalm is the personal accountability of David.  No one is to blame but him alone.  His point is 

simply that “his very being is shot through and through with the tendencies that produced the 

fruits of adultery and murder.  As far back as he can go, he sees his life as sinful” (Blocher, 28). 

 
7.) Ephesians 2:3 – What does he mean by the word ‘nature’?  The word phusis refers to 

what is essential as opposed to what is incidental or accidental; what is innate as opposed to what 

is acquired, made, or taught.  There are two ways it has been interpreted: 

� First, “by nature” = in ourselves, as apart from divine grace; i.e. in our natural 

condition as lost. 

� Second, “by nature” = by birth (see esp. Gal. 2:15).  If the latter, Paul is 

describing our liability to wrath prior to acts of personal sin.  Snodgrass defines it 
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as “what one is by constitution rather than from experience or circumstance” (99).  

Observe Eadie’s explanation: 

“And so ‘we are children of wrath,’ not accidentally, not by a 
fortuitous combination of circumstances, not even by individual sin 
and actual transgression, but ‘by nature’ – by an exposure which 
preceded personal disobedience, and was not first created by it; and 
exposure which is inherent, hereditary, and common to all the race 
by the very condition of its present existence, for they are ‘so born’ 
children of wrath.  For phusis does not refer to developed character, 
but to its hidden and instinctive sources.  We are therefore... 
organically children of wrath; not each simply by personal guilt, 
but the entire race as a whole; not on account of nature, but by 
nature” (135-36). 

 
 Note also the contrast between what we ‘were’, and that ‘by nature’, namely, objects of 

wrath, and what we ‘are’, and that ‘by grace’, namely, the children of God. 

 Before leaving this passage, let us briefly note the earlier statement in 2:1 that all were at 

one time “dead in trespasses and sin.”  Ernest Best makes this important observation: “The idea 

is not that people are born alive and slowly die through sinning and are then made alive again at 

conversion.  Still less is there any suggestion that people begin by being spiritually alive and 

then die because of sin.... [Paul] does not have in mind a process of slow dying or moral 

degeneration.... He is not indicating that there is a certain point in the development of human life 

at which ‘death’ takes place... People are born dead and remain so until they come to believe.... 

Those who are dead in this way cannot come to life of their own accord; only God can make 

them live; so the passage goes on to speak of the way God gives life (vv. 5,6)” (201). 

 
8.) John 3:6 – Flesh begets only flesh.  Like produces like.  This is the law of heredity.  We 

are sinful flesh because we are born of parents who are sinful flesh.  And they are sinful flesh 

because... 

 

 Numerous other passages could be cited in defense of the doctrine of Original Sin (i.e. 

1Kings 8:46; Ps. 43:2; Isa. 64:6; Jer. 17:9; John 8:34; Eph. 4:17-19; Rom. 3:10-18, 23; 7:18; 

Titus 1:15; James 3:2; 1John 1:8-10; etc...).  Now we turn to Rom. 5:12-21.  A central point to 

keep in mind in studying this passage is that Paul’s thought is distinctly corporate in nature.  

Moo explains: 
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“All people, Paul teaches, stand in relationship to one of two men, whose actions 
determine the eternal destiny of all who belong to them.  Either one ‘belongs to’ 
Adam and is under sentence of death because of his sin (disobedience), or one 
belongs to Christ and is assured of eternal life because of His ‘righteous’ act 
(obedience).  The actions of Adam and Christ, then, are similar in having epochal 
significance.  But they are not equal in power, for Christ’s act is able completely 
to overcome the effects of Adam’s.  Anyone who ‘receives the gift’ that God 
offers in Christ finds security and joy in knowing that the reign of death has been 
completely and finally overcome by the reign of grace, righteousness, and eternal 
life (cf. vv. 17,21)” (326). 

 
 There are five phrases in v. 12 that call for comment: 

 
 1.) “through one man” – Adam was an historical figure.  He had a mind, body, and 

a spirit just as we do.  He lived in space-time history just as we do, in a geographical 
location no less than you or I.  Cf. 1Tim. 2:13-15; Mt. 19:4; Mk. 10:6; 1Cor. 15. 

 
 2.) “sin entered into the world” – Literally, sin invaded the world.  This does not 

mean Adam was the first sinner; Eve was.  It does not mean that sin began its existence at 
that time in the Garden of Eden.  Paul says sin entered, not that it began to be.  Sin 
already existed as a result of Satan’s rebellion.  This text speaks of sin’s inaugural entry 
into the world of humanity.  Sin, therefore, is portrayed as an intruder.  It was not a 
constituent element in the original creation. 

 
 3.) “and death through sin” – See Gen. 2:17; Ezek. 18:4; Rom. 6:23; James 1:15.  

Sin is the cause of death.  Thus, death is a penal evil; it is punishment.  Death was not 
inevitable for Adam and Eve.  It was the punishment for rebellion. 

 
 Death in Scripture is three-fold: (a) Spiritual death (the alienation of the soul from God 

and the subsequent spiritual corruption of the whole person; cf. Eph. 2:1-2); (b) Physical 
death; and (c) the Second death (which is the perpetuation of spiritual death into eternity; 
eternal separation and alienation from God; cf. Rev. 2, 20).  The remedy for spiritual 
death is regeneration or the new birth.  The remedy for physical death is the bodily 
resurrection.  There is no remedy for the second death.  It is irremedial, irrevocable, and 
eternal. 

 
 4.) “so death spread to all men” – Adam’s sin and its consequences did not stop 

with him.  Physical death as a penal sanction is universal.  But why do all die?  The 
answer is “because all sinned’... 

 
 5.) “because all sinned” – This difficult statement has been interpreted in a number 

of different ways.  We will focus on the major views. 
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PELAGIANISM 

 According to this view the only reason people die is because they themselves personally 

sin.  It is true, of course, that we die because we sin.  But this view argues that the only link or 

connection between Adam’s sin and us is that he set a bad example which we have unwisely 

followed.  We each individually re-enact Adam’s transgression in our own experience.  

Referring to Paul’s statement in Romans 5:12, Pelagius insisted that: 

“It is said we sinned in Adam, not because sin is innate, but because it comes 
from imitation [emphasis added]” (cited by Augustine in De Natura et gratia, 
c.x.). 

 
Consequently, all men come into being in the exact condition as was Adam before the 

fall.  Pelagius believed each soul is created immediately by God and thus cannot come into the 

world contaminated or corrupted by the sin of Adam.  The doctrine of transmitted sin (tradux 

peccati) or original sin (peccatum originis), says Pelagius, is blasphemous: 

“They are insane who teach that the sin of Adam comes upon us by propagation” 
(Commen. on Romans 7:8). 
 
“A sin propagated by generation is totally contrary to the catholic faith.  Sin is 
not born with man, but is committed afterwards by man.  It is not the fault 
of nature, but of free will” [emphasis added] (De Pec. Orig. 6). 
 
“It can in no way be conceded that God, who pardons a man’s own sins, may 
impute to him the sins of another” (cited by Aug. from Pelagius’ commentary on 
Romans). 

 
 Thus, according to Pelagius, an infant is not born in sin nor does it possess any innate 

moral characteristics.  Such are obtained only by the exercise of the will and the habits that 

develop from it.  In other words, we are ‘socialized’ to sin or ‘conditioned’ to sin because of 

continual exposure to a family and society that are themselves sinful for the same reasons.  

Again: 

“We have implanted in us by God a possibility for acting in both directions.  It 
resembles, as I may say, a root which is most abundant in its produce of fruit.  It 
yields and produces diversely according to man’s will; and is capable, at the 
cultivator’s own choice, of either shedding a beautiful bloom of virtues, or of 
bristling with the thorny thicket of vices.... But that we really do a good thing, or 
speak a good word, or think a good thought, proceeds from our own selves.... 
Nothing good, and nothing evil, on account of which we are deemed either 
laudable or blameworthy, is born with us, but is done by us: for we are born not 
fully developed, but with a capacity for either conduct; we are formed naturally 
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without either virtue or vice; and previous to the action of our own proper will, 
the only thing in man is what God has formed in him” (cited by Aug. in De 
Peccato Originis, c.xiii). 

 
 There are several objections to this view: (a) It is historically and experientially false; not 

all die because they voluntarily sin (e.g., infants).  (b) In vv. 15-19 Paul says 6 times that only 

one sin, the sin of Adam, is the cause of death.  (c) If all die because they are guilty of actual 

transgression, then they die because they sinned like Adam did.  But v. 14 says some did not sin 

that way.  (d) This interpretation would destroy the analogy or parallel that Paul draws between 

Adam and Jesus in vv. 15-21.  If this view were correct, Paul would be saying that since all men 

die personally because they sin personally so also men become righteous personally because 

they personally obey.  But the point of these verses is that just as we died because of the sin of 

one, so also we live because of the obedience of one.  (e) Finally, “this interpretation fails to 

explain why it is that, as Paul makes clear, everyone does, in fact, sin.  Surely there must be 

something inherent in being human that causes everyone, without exception, to decide to 

worship idols rather than the true God (cf. 1:22-23)” (Moo, 335). 

 

REALISM 

 This view asserts that all of us, all of humanity, were present in Adam naturally, 

biologically, physically, seminally.  It is from Adam and Eve that all have descended; thus it 

may be said that we were in his loins (much in the same way that Levi, being in Abraham’s 

loins, paid tithes to Melchizedek – Heb. 7:10).  Thus, when Adam sinned, you were really 

present, being in Adam, and thus you participated in his transgression.  When he partook of the 

fruit, you partook of the fruit.  Augustine advocated this view based on his reading of 5:12 in 

Latin translation of the NT.  According to this translation, the final phrase of v. 12 is rendered, 

“in whom (a reference to Adam the “one man” of 12a) all sinned,” not “because all sinned.”  

Augustine: 

“God, the author of nature, but not of sin, created man upright, but he having 
through his own will become depraved and condemned, propagated depraved and 
condemned offspring.  For we were all in that one man, since we were all that 
one man who lapsed into sin through that woman who was made from him, 
previous to transgression.  The particular form in which we were to live as 
individuals had not been created and assigned to us man by man, but that seminal 
nature was in existence from which we were to be propagated.” 
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And again, 

“All men at that time sinned in Adam, since in his nature all men were as yet that 
one man” (City of God, XIII,xiv). 

 
 Thus, according to Augustine, all men really and actually sinned when Adam sinned, not 

as individual persons, but as participants in the generic human nature which existed in Adam.  

Infants, therefore, because they participated in the common human nature present in Adam, are 

born guilty of his (their?) sin subject to corruption of nature to which it gives rise. 

 Contrary to Pelagius, Augustine argued that Adam’s nature and that of all his posterity 

became subject to corruption and evil principles.  The penalty pronounced on him (Adam) was 

pronounced on them; the corruption of his nature became the corruption of their nature.  Thus, in 

Adam the whole human race became “a mass of perdition” (massa damnata).  Therefore, sin is 

universally present in all, not by way of imitation (Pelagius) but by way of generation. 

 There are also problems with this view: (a) How can we act before we exist?  In other 

words, how can we personally and individually sin before we are individual persons?  (b) If this 

view were correct, would we not also be guilty of all Adam’s subsequent sins?  (c) Again, it is 

the sin of one man, not of all men in Adam, that accounts for death.  (d) Realism says that all die 

because all really sinned in Adam, but this again destroys the parallel in vv. 15-21.  Surely it 

cannot be said that all live because all personally obeyed.  We were not physically or seminally 

in Christ when he obeyed.  The point of vv. 15-21 is that just as men are justified for a 

righteousness not their own, so also are they condemned for a sin not personally their own.  

Paul’s point is that death came by one man so that life might come by one man.  (e) As for the 

appeal to Heb. 7:14, observe that if this were taken literally “all actions of all progenitors would 

have to be ascribed to each of their descendants, which is nearly absurd” (Henri Blocher, 

Original Sin, 115). 

 

FEDERALISM or COVENANT REPRESENTATION 

 In v. 12 Paul says all die because all sinned.  But in vv. 15-19 Paul says all die because 

Adam sinned.  In both statements Paul is saying the same thing.  But how can it be that the sin of 

one man, Adam, is also the sin of all men?  The answer is that there is some kind of union or 

solidarity between Adam and us.  It can’t simply be a physical or natural union, as the realists 

contend.  It must be a legal or representative union, i.e., a covenant union.  God entered into 
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covenant with Adam as representative head of the human race.  God dealt with Adam as with all 

his posterity. 

 Thus, we became guilty of Adam’s sin and suffer its penalty, not because we personally 

committed a sin like Adam’s sin, as the Pelagians argue, nor because we sinned in Adam as our 

physical or biological root, as the Realists argue, but because Adam served in the capacity as 

covenant head of the human race.  Similarly, we become righteous because of Christ’s 

obedience, and experience the life it brings, not because we personally obeyed, but because our 

covenant head, Jesus, obeyed.  Read 1Cor. 15:21ff. 

 Two men, two deeds, two destinies.  Adam ruined us.  Christ renewed us.  As we are 

condemned for the sin of the first Adam, we are justified for the obedience of the last Adam.  

This is why Adam is called the type of Christ in v. 14.  According to this view, God has not dealt 

with men as with a field of corn, each standing for himself, or as pebbles of sand on the shore, 

each person isolated and independent of all others.  Rather, he has dealt with men as with a tree, 

all the branches sharing a common root.  While the root remains healthy, the branches remain 

healthy.  When the axe cuts and severs the root, all die. 

 The principle objection to this view is what appears to be the injustice of it.  To hold all 

of the human race eternally accountable for the sin of one of its members seems morally 

inconceivable. 

 We turn next to vv. 13-14 where Paul’s point is to demonstrate that personal death is not 

always the result of personal sin.  He has in mind that period in OT history stretching from 

Adam to the Mosaic Law.  During this period people certainly sinned.  But in the absence of law, 

their sin was not imputed to them (v. 13).  Nevertheless, they died.  But why did they die, if God 

did not impute their sins against them?  The answer would seem to be: they died because of the 

sin of another, someone who had indeed violated a divinely revealed law.  That other person, of 

course, would be Adam. 

 Moreover, says Paul, death reigned even over those who did not sin like Adam did.  In 

other words, there is a class of people who never sinned voluntarily and personally like Adam 

did, like the majority of the people during this period did, but they still died!  Whom does he 

have in mind?  Infants, most likely.  But if infants don’t sin voluntarily and personally, why do 

they die?  If death comes only as a penalty for sin, why do infants, who commit no sin, still die?  
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It must be because of the sin of another.  It must be that those who die in infancy, before they 

commit conscious, personal sin, die because of the sin of their representative head, Adam. 

 The parallels and ethical contrasts in vv. 15-21 between Adam and Jesus are crucial to 

Paul’s argument. 

 
v.15 the offense of one brought death; the obedience of one brought the free gift of 

grace; 
 

v. 16 one sinned, bringing condemnation; one obeyed, bringing justification; 
 

v. 17 through one offense death reigns; through one act of obedience life reigns; 
 

v. 18 the offense of one brings judgment; the righteousness of one brings justification; 
 

v. 19 by virtue of one man’s disobedience men are made sinners; by virtue of one 
man’s obedience men are made righteous; 

 

v. 21 through Adam sin reigned unto death; through Christ righteousness reigns unto 
life. 

 
 Before objecting to the doctrine of covenant or representative headship, remember this: 

only if Adam represents you in the Garden can Jesus represent you on Golgotha!  It was on 

the cross that Jesus served as your representative head: his obedience to the law, his 

righteousness, his suffering the penalty of the law, were all the acts of a covenant head acting in 

the stead and on behalf of his people.  If Adam stood for you in the garden, Christ may also hang 

for you on the cross. 

 If you insist on standing your own probation before God, instead of submitting to the 

covenant representation of Adam, you must also stand on your own in regard to righteousness.  

And how do you think you will fare?  In other words, if you fall individually and by your own 

doing, it would appear you must be saved individually and by your own doing. 

 

Conclusion: 

 We have seen that not only does human experience point to the fact that everyone is by 

nature fallen, sinful, and rebellious, but we have also seen that Scripture teaches this.  We have 

seen that the key text for this, Rom. 5:12-21, teaches that through the original sin of Adam acting 

as our representative head every human being became guilty and corrupt.  This is the bad news.  

We’ve also seen the good news: that through Christ this sin problem is remedied.  From here we 

can move on to next week’s topic – “Are all people really saved?”  Come again and find out. 



11 

���������	
�����	��� 

February 12th, 2004 
Nathan Carter 

 

� �����������

�������������� 	���� ����

���� ��!�����"�#������� ��������
 
 
 There is no escaping the fact that the vast majority of human beings in history have died 

without ever hearing the name of Jesus.  What may be said about the eternal destiny of these 

millions of souls?  Are they forever condemned to hell?  If so, how can it be fair or an expression 

of divine justice that they entered eternity without having had the advantage or opportunity 

afforded those who live in a place or time where the gospel of Christ is preached? 

 Break up into small groups and list some reasons why you think these questions are such 

a big deal today: 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information on this issue, see What About Those Who Have Never Heard? ed. by John 
Sanders (Downers Grove: IVP, 1995), and Four Views on Salvation in a Pluralistic World, ed. 
by Timothy R. Phillips & Dennis L. Okholm (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995). 
 
 
Review: 

 Last week we covered the doctrine of Original Sin.  During that time we discovered that 

as a result of Adam’s sin as our federal head (contra Pelagianism and Realism) all humanity is 

born guilty and corrupt.  We proved this from experience, the uniform testimony of Scripture, 

and especially Romans 5:12ff.  With this as our starting point we now move to address the 

contemporary questions listed above. 
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 Although there may be variations within each of the following, generally speaking, these 

are the options from which one must choose: 

 

PLURALISM 

 Pluralists contend that there are many ways or paths to salvation, one of which is personal 

faith in the personal Jesus.  Others, however, can be saved by other saviors, whether Buddha, 

Mohammed, etc…  The center of the universe and the object of knowledge and faith is ‘God’, 

not Jesus.  Jesus (or Christianity) is like the earth, one planet among many that orbits the sun 

(God).  Salvation is in the sun, not in any one of the planets to the exclusion of any other.  In 

other words, notes John Hick, “the Copernican Revolution in astronomy recognized that the sun 

is at the center of the solar system and that our earth is only one of the planets revolving around 

it.  A comparable revolution in theology acknowledges that the ultimate reality we call God is 

central, with Christianity as one of the worlds of faith revolving around that divine center” (“A 

Pluralist View,” 82-83).  Hick contends that in spite of differences in language, culture, concepts, 

and liturgical actions, basically the same thing is occurring in all religions, namely, 

“human beings coming together within the framework of an ancient and highly 
developed tradition to open their hearts and minds to God, whom they believe 
makes a total claim on their lives and demands of them, in the words of one of 
the prophets, ‘to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God’ (Micah 6:8).  God is known in the synagogues as Adonai, the Lord God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; in the mosques as Allah rahman rahim, God 
beneficent and merciful; in the Sikh gurudwaras as God, who is Father, lover, 
Master, and the Great Giver, referred to as war guru; and in the Hindu temples as 
Vishnu, Krishna (an incarnation of Vishnu), Rama, Shiva, and many other gods 
and goddesses, all of whom, however, are seen as manifestations of the ultimate 
reality of Brahman; and in the Christian churches as the triune God, Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.  And yet all these communities agree that there can ultimately 
only be one God!” (38). 

 
The various concepts of ‘salvation’ in all religions, says Hick, are “forms of the same 

human transformation from self-centeredness to a recentering in the ultimately Real” (44).  They 

are, in other words, “more or less equally authentic human awarenesses of and response to the 

Ultimate, the Real [Hick’s description of ‘God’], the final ground and source of everything” 

(45).  Hick believes in universal salvation (as do most in the normative religious pluralism 

camp).  All people, regardless of their religious or irreligious orientation in this life “will in the 

end, perhaps after many lives in many worlds, attain to” salvation (45). 
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Critique: 

1.) In response to the idea of universalism, let us return to Romans 5:12ff, specifically v. 18 

[even though Hick states, “I do not think that it is possible to settle theological issues with ‘The 

Bible says…’”].  Adam’s act has brought condemnation to all men.  Must we not also conclude, 

as this verse seems to assert, that Christ’s act has brought justification and life for all men?  In 

others words, maybe the Bible itself teaches the doctrine of salvific universalism!?!  Moo’s 

answer is helpful: 

“Paul’s point is not so much that the groups affected by Christ and Adam, 
respectively, are coextensive, but that Christ affects those who are His just as 
certainly as Adam does those who are his.  When we ask who belongs to, or is 
‘in’, Adam and Christ, respectively, Paul makes his answer clear: every person, 
without exception, is ‘in Adam’ (cf. vv. 12d-14); but only those who ‘receive the 
gift’ (v. 17; ‘those who believe,’ according to Rom. 1:16-5:11) are ‘in Christ.’  
That pas [all] does not always mean ‘every single human being’ is clear from 
many passages; it is often clearly limited in context (e.g. Rom. 8:32; 12:17,18; 
14:2; 16:19), so this suggestion has no linguistic barrier.  In the present verse, the 
scope of [“all men”] in the two parts of the verse is distinguished in the context.  
Paul makes it clear, both by his silence and by the logic of vv. 12-14, that there is 
no limitation whatsoever on the number of those who are involved in Adam’s 
sin.  The deliberate wording of v. 17, along with the persistent stress on faith as 
the means of achieving righteousness in 1:16-4:25, makes equally clear that only 
certain people derive the benefits from Christ’s act of righteousness” (357). 

 
2.) In response to such optimism towards other religions, let us turn to the early part of the 

book of Romans, specifically Romans 1:18-32.  Most evangelicals have interpreted this passage 

not in terms of man’s gradual evolution up the ladder of spiritual enlightenment, but of his 

grievous devolution into the depths of sin and rebellion.  This is clearly not an ascent but a 

descent, not progression but regression.  In other words, non-Christian religions are not stages in 

the development of humanity brought about by the absence of the knowledge of God.  Rather, 

they are the result of a deliberate denial of God and a refusal to glorify and honor him as God.  

Remember the effects of Original Sin on the human heart.  Idolatry and non-Christian religions 

are not signs that men are searching for the truth, but evidence that they do not want it.  R.C. 

Sproul is representative of this perspective when he writes: 

“According to Paul, religion is not the fruit of a zealous pursuit of God, but the 
result of a passionate flight from God.  The glory of God is exchanged for an 
idol.  The idol stands as a monument not to religious fervor but to the flight of 
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man from his initial encounter with the glory of God” (The Psychology of 
Atheism, 69). 

 
 All forms of so-called non-Christian religion, however sophisticated or primitive they 

may be, are not an indication of man’s struggle to discover God, but rather of man’s desperate 

attempt to deny Him.  The world’s many religions and philosophies are not the efforts of men 

and women to reach God, but a deliberate, contrived, cold-hearted attempt to run away from 

him.  Paul’s point is that humanity does not begin in ignorance of God and patiently work its 

way to knowledge.  Humanity begins with knowledge and makes its way wickedly to ignorance 

and idolatry. 

 People often argue that non-Christian religions are preparatory to faith in Christ, that they 

are the initial gropings of a heart hungry for truth.  According to Romans 1 and the Bible, they 

are, in fact, a repudiation of the truth, the expression of a deep-seated sinful nature.  The study of 

world religions is not the study of human progress toward God, but of human rebellion against 

Him. 

 

INCLUSIVISM 

 Advocates of this view argue that whereas Jesus is ontologically necessary for salvation, 

he is not epistemologically necessary.  In other words, salvation is only a possibility because of 

what Jesus has done in his life, death, and resurrection.  Apart from what he did, all would be 

consigned to eternal death.  However, one need not consciously confess faith in the name of 

Jesus to be saved.  Salvation is available to those who have never heard the name “Jesus” if they 

respond positively in faith to the revelation God has made of Himself in nature and conscience. 

 According to Clark Pinnock, “everyone must eventually pass through Jesus to reach the 

Father, but there is more than one path for arriving at this place…. All the paths that lead to God 

end up at Jesus, but they do not all start with him” (“An Inclusivist View,” 119).  Pinnock argues 

that where genuine ‘faith’ exists even in non-Christian religions, salvation is possible.  This is 

the view of most liberal Christians (they generally maintain the “moral superiority of 

Christianity”) and post Vatican II Roman Catholics (the idea of “anonymous Christians”). 

 

Critique: 
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While not denying common grace and the possibility of truth in non-Christian religions, 

we still must ask the question, “Does the Bible teach that salvation can be attained any other way 

than through explicit faith in Jesus Christ?”  The Bible’s harsh condemnation of worshipping 

false gods (i.e. Ex. 20:3; Dt. 13:2; Jer. 1:16; 1Thes. 1:9) coupled with its assertion that behind 

idols lie demons (Dt. 32:17; Ps. 106:37; 1Cor. 10:20) seems to preclude the idea that God will 

count such ‘genuine’ service as being made to himself.  Isaiah 42:8 declares, “I am the LORD; 

that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to idols.” 

Another criticism is that such a possibility removes much of the impetus and urgency to 

missions.  If people may be saved through Jesus based upon their response to God in general 

revelation, why the Great Commission and the book of Acts?  Based on the human condition 

(Original Sin) and the ensuing impossibility of earning one’s salvation through good works, the 

only way to be saved would appear to be through faith(!) in Jesus Christ which links us to his 

imputed righteousness and substitutionary atonement that propitiates God’s wrath (i.e. Rom. 

3:22). 

 

PARTICULARISM (also known as EXCLUSIVISM or RESTRICTIVISM) 

 This leads us to the view known as particularism.  Advocates of this view insist that all 

are lost apart from a conscious and volitional embrace of Jesus as personal Lord and Savior.  

Salvation is available only to those who by faith in Jesus have become confessing Christians.  

According to particularism, general revelation is insufficient and only special revelation is able 

to bring about salvation.  As The Gospel of Jesus Christ: An Evangelical Celebration puts it: 

“We affirm that Jesus Christ is the only way of salvation, the only mediator 
between God and humanity (John 14:6; 1 Tim. 2:5).  We deny that anyone is 
saved in any other way than by Jesus Christ and his Gospel.  The Bible offers no 
hope that sincere worshippers of other religions will be saved without personal 
faith in Jesus Christ.” 

 
 For the evangelical this position rings true because it best handles the Scripture’s 

teaching.  The following are the major texts cited by Geivett/Phillips as substantiating a 

particularist view: 

 
1.) Acts 4:12 – Geivett/Phillips assert, “On examination, the two clauses of verse 12 provide 

a forcible case for particularism” (230).  Again, they conclude: 
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“The presumably universal scope of such phrases as ‘no one else,’ ‘under 
heaven,’ and ‘given to men,’ and the usage of both ‘dei/’ [must] and ‘name’ 
throughout Luke-Acts strongly imply that the total expression in Acts 4:12 
functions as a controlling statement with prescriptive force for anyone who wants 
to be saved” (233). 

 
2.) John 3:16,18 – Not believing in Christ, yea in his ‘name’, means that one stands 

condemned already. 

 
 

3.) Romans 10:9-15 – 

“The most natural assumption to make about this passage is that apart from the 
faithful labor of the human evangelist the unbeliever will have no opportunity to 
hear that which must be believed in order to be saved.  No alternative means of 
salvation for the unevangelized is alluded to.  If there were another alternative 
that offered the wide hope of the inclusivist, Paul’s argument here might seem 
misleading, if not deceptive” (236). 

 
4.) John 14:6; 17:20 – Jesus = the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father, 

but through him!  You can’t be much more particular.  And according to Geivett/Phillips, John 

17:20 “implies a direct link between the future salvation of those who are not of his immediate 

Jewish fold (10:16) and the explicit proclamation of the apostolic word” (237).  That is to say, 

future salvation will come through future preaching of the gospel. 

 
 Other passages could be cited as well (i.e. John 5:23; Acts 16:30-31; 1John 2:23; 

5:11,12).  Geivett/Phillips also attempt to make a case for particularism from natural theology 

(see 216-229), but the weight of biblical evidence remains the strongest footing for 

particularism.  Modern appeals to new-found knowledge and exposure to world religions as 

grounds for eschewing Christian particularism are futile for, as David Wells notes, 

“The apostles asserted that Christ alone is the truth in the midst of a world that 
was more religiously diverse than any we have known in the West until relatively 
recently.... It is, therefore, hard to imagine a more specious argument than the 
one advanced along many fronts today...that the contemporary experience of 
religious pluralism is the reason that the apostolic formulation of faith can no 
longer be held!  Such assertions make the apostles and often Jesus himself look 
like innocents who were spared the dreadful dilemmas that, sadly, we have to 
face with such flinty honesty, in the process divesting ourselves of the very truth 
that they insisted must be preserved” (No Place for Truth, 104). 
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Variations Within Particularism: 

Such a position is hard to swallow and many different ways have been used to soften the 

blow.  Within this camp that posits the necessity of special revelation for salvation there are hard 

restrictivists (only those who hear the gospel of Jesus Christ and explicitly trust in him can be 

saved; all others are swept into a lost eternity), optimistic agnostics (maybe God saves more than 

we think), and pessimistic agnostics (it doesn’t look good, but ultimately it’s up to God). 

Hard Restricivists – The first camp is represented best by Harold Lindsell.  He states 

plainly, “God does not reveal Himself redemptively through other means than… through his 

children’s missionary activity to a lost world” (A Christian Philosophy of Missions, 117).  This 

position leaves no room for uncertainty. 

Optimistic Agnosticism – Some particularists like Alister McGrath are more optimistic 

than most.  He insists that “where the word is not or cannot be preached by human agents, God is 

not inhibited from bringing people to faith in him, even if that act of hope and trust may lack the 

fully orbed character of an informed Christian faith” (“A Particularist View,” 179).  He argues 

that “in the harshly intolerant cultural climate of many Islamic nations, in which the open 

preaching of the gospel is impossible and conversion to Christianity punishable by imprisonment 

or death, many Muslims become Christians through dreams and visions in which they are 

addressed by the risen Christ” (179). 

Pessimistic Agnosticism – However, such optimism does not enjoy much Scriptural 

support.  The best approach, in my opinion, remains pessimistic agnosticism.  Within this 

framework that maintains that a man is justified by faith in Christ alone one can still remain 

somewhat agnostic on certain issues, but cannot enjoy any certainty of hope.  This middle 

ground has been the majority position among evangelicals as evidenced by such conferences as 

the 1974 Lausanne Congress and such leaders as J.I. Packer.  Packer states that while the cases 

of Melchizedek, Naaman, Cyrus, and the sailors in Jonah’s boat offer some basis for optimism, 

“many of our questions… are left unanswered by the Word of God…. Living by the Bible means 

assuming that no one will be saved apart from faith in Christ, and acting accordingly” 

(“Evangelicals and the Way of Salvation,” 121-23).  Jesus himself seems to paint a pessimistic 

picture:  “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to 

destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to 
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life, and only a few find it” (Mt. 7:13,14).  Our plea must be: “ENTER THROUGH THE 

NARROW GATE!!” 

 

Answering Objections: 

How can such a ‘Jesus-is-the-only-way’ position square with what we know of God to be 

loving and merciful?  Some particularists, such as Douglas Geivett and William Craig, appeal to 

God’s alleged middle knowledge to address the moral problem of how God can justly withhold 

salvation from those who never have the opportunity to hear and believe in the name of Jesus.  

According to middle knowledge (sometimes referred to as Molinism), God not only knows all 

that will in fact come to pass, but he also has knowledge of what would have come to pass under 

all conceivable hypothetical circumstances.  Thus: 

“Why should not God, who is omniscient, know what a person in some non-
Christian land would freely decide if that person were, contrary to fact, to hear 
the gospel of Jesus Christ?  Some who accept the doctrine of middle knowledge 
hold that there are individuals who never hear the gospel but would believe if 
they were to hear it and that God saves them on the basis of his foreknowledge of 
that fact.  But it is equally plausible philosophically that God knows that all 
individuals who never hear the gospel are individuals who would not believe if 
they were to hear the gospel” (“Conclusion,” in Four Views on Salvation in a 
Pluralistic World, 270). 

 
 In other words, God has providentially ordered the world in such a way that all those 

who, in point of historical fact, do not hear the gospel are people who would not have believed 

even had they heard the gospel.  Knowing that their response to the gospel would have been No, 

had they heard it, God sovereignly sets them in a time and place in which they, in fact, do not 

hear it. 

 This system has many weaknesses philosophically and I personally do not appeal to 

middle knowledge as an explanation.  In my opinion it does no good to speculate about 

extraordinary occurrences or alternate realities.  I believe that the Bible teaches that things are 

the way they are because God ordained them to be that way (Acts 17:26b).  I believe that God’s 

goodness means that God is good to all people in some ways, and some people in all ways.  I 

appeal to the doctrine of Original Sin to show that every single person, even the ostensibly 

‘righteous pagan’, is justifiably liable to God’s wrath.  As it is written “There is no one righteous, 



19 

not even one” (Rom. 3:10).  Apart from God’s gift of salvation through faith in Christ, everyone 

will get what he deserves and ultimately what he wants – Hell.   

 

Conclusion: 

Ultimately, I believe, if we rightly grasp last week’s lesson we will expect God to justly 

punish all people due to their own guilt and corruption, unless, however, they “receive God’s 

abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness... through the one man, Jesus 

Christ.”  If we understand this week’s lesson we should be thankful for the opportunities we have 

been given and we should feel compelled to spread the good news of Jesus Christ among heathen 

land. 

 


