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Romans 5:12-21 Answers 
Original Sin 

 
Overview: Romans has 16 chapters and 5 sections: Sin, Salvation, Sanctification, Sovereignty 

and Service. Today we conclude the second section: Salvation. 
 
Review:  

Based on 1:16, how can a person get God’s power for salvation? (Read). 
Righteousness is for everyone who believes (Jew or Greek). It comes by faith. The 
Reformers called this sola fide.  

 
Last week we discussed Romans 5:1-11.It detailed the benefits of justification by faith. 

The foremost benefit is that we have peace with God. Paul then explained that Christ 
gave his life for us to save us from the wrath of God, making peace possible. 
 

Introduction: Today we will discuss a theological concept called original sin. The word original 
is obviously related to the word origin. Romans 5 deals with the Fall of Man and explains how 
we became sinners.  A nursery rhyme parallels what happened: Humpty Dumpy sat on a 
wall. Humpty Dumpty has a great fall. The long and short of it is that just as Christ alone is 
responsible for our salvation, so too Adam alone is responsible for our damnation (Cranfield, 
p. 278). 

 
------------------------------------------------ 
 
The first word in 5:12 is therefore (ESV). What is the “therefore” (5:12) there for? The 

word “therefore” flags an explanation of the previous paragraph (5:6-11) which stated that our 
salvation is possible because of the substitutionary death of one man, Christ. This next 
section (5:12-21) explains how such a substitution was possible, how one man (Jesus) could 
serve as a propitiation for other men. 

 
****What negative impact did the first man, Adam, have on the world (5:12-14)? See 

Genesis 2:16-17. Through Adam sin and death came into the world and spread to all 
people. Death followed sin like a shadow (Cranfield, p. 274). Adam set in motion a chain 
reaction of sin; he polluted the river of human life and all who drink from it will be infected.  
Based only on this paragraph, Adam's sin seems to have given mankind a pre-disposition 
for sinning. 

 
Watch This: We are going to see Paul repeat the same truth over and over in this section. 
 
What is incomplete (or disjointed) about the sentence structure of 5:12-13? Paul started 

an idea in 5:12 but did not finish it. In the ESV this incomplete thought is indicated by the 
dash. Thus, “just as” sin came through Adam, so too came something else (but he did not 
say what in this paragraph). In the middle of his initial comparison (“just as”) he remembered 
a sub point that needed to be made first (5:13-14). The “therefore” does not really go 
anywhere until the next paragraph (5:15-17). 
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1. What was the nature of this one man’s (Adam’s) sin (5:12)? How did he sin? See 
Genesis 2:16-17, 3:6, 17. Adam’s sin consisted of the conscious, willful disobedience to 
God’s orders. He broke a law. 

 
ESV Genesis 2:16-17 . . . the LORD God commanded the man, saying, "You may surely eat 

of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not 
eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die." 

 
2. According to 5:12, death came through sin. Why is it that death and sin go together 

(5:12)? See Genesis 2:17b, Romans 1:32, 6:23a. Death is the divine penalty for sin. Any 
sin, no matter how small, deserves capital punishment. 

 
ESV Romans 6:23 . . . the wages of sin is death . . . 
 
What is “death” (5:12)? Death is from thanatos, “that separation of the soul from the body by 

which life on earth is ended.”  Metaphorically it is “the misery of soul arising from sin, which 
begins on earth but lasts and increases after the death of the body.” Thanatos also refers to 
“the miserable state of the wicked in hell.” In Romans 5:12 thanatos comprises “all the 
miseries arising from sin, including physical death and wretchedness in the lower world” 
(Thayer, #2288). Death refers to both physical and spiritual death, and the Bible does not 
put a sharp line of demarcation between the two aspects. Physical death is a symbol of 
spiritual death. Also, death is a state of existence as well as an event. Apart from Christ, 
death is the supreme enemy, the symbol of our alienation from God, the ultimate horror. In 
Christ, death has been transformed so that it is no more than “sleep.” We still die, but the 
“sting” is removed (NBD, p.273).   

 
Look closely: According to 5:12, why did death spread to all men? The text states that 

death spread to all men because all sinned. 
 
3. Paul’s statement that “all sinned” (5:12) evidently brought to his mind the need to 

explain further when he meant.  Based on his further explanation (5:13-14), when Paul 
wrote that all sinned (5:12), what did he mean? When and how did they sin? This 
means either that “all sinned” later, during their own lifetimes (which of course we certainly 
do), or that somehow “all sinned” in Adam with Adam when Adam sinned.  

 
Example: The author of Hebrews states that Levi paid tithes to Melchizedek while he was still 

in the loins of Abraham (He 7:9ff). 
 
The correct option can only be determined by studying the rest of the passage. 

 
The Issue: Are we held accountable for Adam's sin in addition to our own personal 

sins? (Rhetorical). The doctrine of original sin is not only that Adam committed the original 
sin, but that all mankind sinned in and along with Adam.  Adam is our federal head, our 
representative, and we all sinned when Adam sinned. His sin is imputed to us along with our 
own sin.  Lest this be too upsetting, ask yourself, Had it been you in the garden instead of 
Adam, do you really think you would have done any differently? 
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Zero in on 5:13. What truths about sin did Paul detail in 5:13? See also 4:15. The first truth 
is that people sinned before the law was given (around 1500 B.C.). The second truth is that 
sin does not count when there is no law. 

 
ESV Romans 4:15 . . . the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no 

transgression. 
 
Though there have always been some laws regarding man's conduct (Ge 4:5, 9:4-7), this 

refers to Mosaic Law (given around 1500 B.C.). Whatever the thorny implications of 5:13, 
the basic point is that if there is no law, there cannot be any violations (4:15) and even 
though God disapproves of their actions, He will not hold it against them (it didn’t count). 

 
Teacher’s Note:  “counted” (5:13), from ellogeo, “to reckon, set to one's account” (Thayer, 

#1677). 
 
Watch This: Despite the fact that sin is not counted where there is no law (5:13), what 

fate befell those who lived before the law was given by Moses (5:14)? Death reigned 
anyway. 

 
4. How was the sin of those who lived before Moses different from Adam’s sin (5:4)? 

They did not sin by breaking a commandment (5:14). Adam transgressed the law God gave 
him in the garden.  Adam had a law and he knowingly, willfully broke that law.  The people 
between Adam and Moses had not yet received the Mosaic Law. 

 
5. If their sin was not counted (5:13), why did those who lived before the law of Moses 

still die (5:14)? See 5:12. This strongly implies that they were somehow participants in 
Adam's original sin, and were thus condemned to death because of what Adam did. Their 
own sin was not imputed against them, but Adam's sin was imputed against them. Thus 
5:12 states, “death spread to all men because all sinned”. 5:13-14 proves the truth of 5:12, 
that “all sinned” when Adam sinned. 

 
Example: Why do innocent little babies sometimes die? They die because of Adam’s sin (not 

any sin of their own). 
 

Quandary: If God did not count the sins of those without the law, why would He count 
the sin of Adam against them? (This seems even more unfair). People understandable 
object with “That’s not fair!” The reality is the last thing we want from God is fairness. If God 
is fair with us, we all go to hell for our sins. We don’t want fairness from God. What we want 
is mercy. 

 
6. Adam is declared to be a type (5:14). What is a type? It is from tupos (basis for our word 

type) and means “the mark of a stroke or blow (a print such as a typewriter makes); an 
example”. Doctrinally it is a person or thing prefiguring a future person or thing (Thayer, 
#5179b). It is also translated in the NAS as example, form, image, imprint, model and 
pattern. The NIV has pattern here. The KJV has figure. A suggested synonym here might be 
“parallel” (see NBD, p. 1226). 
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Who is the one that was to come of whom Adam was a type of (5:14)? It is clear from the 
rest of the chapter that the one to come is Jesus. Something about Adam was similar to 
something about Jesus.  1 Corinthians 15:45 calls Jesus the “last Adam”. 

 
7. How was Adam a type of the one to come (Jesus, 5:14)? See 5:15ff. Both Adam and 

Jesus exerted a pre-eminent influence upon the human race — the former destructive, the 
latter saving (Thayer; NBD p. 15). 

 
Perspective: Paul’s ultimate focus in Romans 5:12-21 is Christ.  Adam is introduced in order 

to bring out more clearly the nature of what Jesus did for us (Cranfield, p. 281). 
 
---------------------------------------------------------- 
 
****8. How is Jesus’ free gift not like Adam’s trespass (5:15-17)? See 1 Corinthians 15:21-

22. In short, Adam’s trespass resulted in death to the many. Jesus’ free gift resulted in life to 
many.  One is destructive, the other is constructive. 

 
ESV 1 Corinthians 15:21-22 . . . as by a man came death, by a man has come also the 

resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. 
 
What words in 5:15-17 describe the impact of Adam’s trespass? Adam’s trespass resulted 

in death (5:15), judgment (5:16) and condemnation (5:16). 
 
What words in 5:15-17 describe the impact of Jesus’ free gift? Jesus’ free gift brought 

justification (5:16) and life (5:17). 
 
ESV Romans 3:24 [We] are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 

Christ Jesus . . . 
 

9. According to 5:15, why did the many die? It says that many died through one man’s 
transgression. It reads as if one single transgression by one man resulted in death to many, 
thus the doctrine of original sin… 

 
Example: Those who booked passage on the Titanic went down with the ship, even though it 

was not their fault it stuck the ice berg (someone else was steering). 
 
For whom did the free gift of that one man Jesus abound (5:15)? The free gift of that one 

man Jesus abounded to the many “much more”. 
 
Insight: Whatever mechanism or economy condemned many people because of Adam's sin 

also justifies many people because of Jesus' gift of grace. It is sort of a see-saw effect. 
 
10. According to 5:16, what is the result of that one man’s sin? That one man’s sin 

resulted in judgment and condemnation (contextually not just for Adam but for all mankind). 
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In 5:16, what did the free gift bring despite many trespasses? The free gift overcame the 
many trespasses of multiple people and brought justification. Notice the play between the 
one trespass (of Adam) and the many trespasses (of many people). 

 
11. According to 5:17, why does death reign over all humanity? Death reigns because of 

one man’s trespass. This is more support for the doctrine of original sin (Adam’s one sin 
gave a death sentence to all mankind). 

 
12. Based on 5:17 what must people receive to reign in life through the one man Jesus 

Christ? It is for those who receive the abundance of grace and the gift of righteousness. 
 
----------------------------------------------------- 
 
****13. What contrasts are evident in this paragraph (5:18-21)? One transgression and 

disobedience resulted in condemnation to all men and one act of righteousness and 
obedience resulted in justification to all men, 5:18-19.  Also, when the law increased sin, 
grace abounded all the more (5:20-21). 

 
According to 5:18, what led to condemnation for all men?  Because of one man's 

transgression, all mean stand condemned (original sin again).  All who are in Adam are 
condemned. 

 
Example: Suppose we lived in Georgia in 1861. That year, congressmen from Georgia voted 

to secede from the Union. It did not matter if we had voted for that congressman or not, he 
still represented us. Because of that vote to secede, war soon followed. Eventually, Union 
troops invaded Georgia. Sherman’s troops looted and pillaged and followed a scorched 
earth policy. Many Georgia non-combatants suffered. It did not matter if you supported the 
Southern war effort or not: you suffered directly as a result of what your congressional 
representatives elected to do. 

 
According to 5:18, what potentially allows all men stand justified before God? It is 

because of one act of righteousness (Jesus'). 
 
14. What one act of righteousness did Paul have in mind (5:18)? See 5:6-11. Perhaps it 

was Jesus death on the cross as payment for our sins. 
 
15. Why can 5:18 not mean that all men will be justified, no matter who they are or what 

they believe? Why? As seen in 5:17, righteousness is only for those who “receive.” In this 
case (5:18) Paul employed a literary device in line with similar ones:  one/one, many/many, 
all/all. Certainly “all” who receive justification will do so because of Jesus' righteousness, 
whether Jew or Gentile. Just as all who are in Adam are condemned, all who are in Christ 
are justified.  All men are born in Adam.  Some men are born-again in Christ. 

 
According to 5:19, what made us sinners? One man’s disobedience was credited as sin to 

every member of the human race.  
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According to 5:19, how can we be made righteous? Jesus' obedience will be credited to 
everyone who receives God's grace.  

 
Adam's disobedience made many into sinners. Jesus' obedience made many righteous, 5:19. 
 
16. Why do you think Paul repeated this parallel between Adam and Jesus so many 

times in 5:12-19? It is a hard truth to swallow and was repeated for emphasis and to avoid 
any possible misunderstanding.  

Based on 5:20-21, how did God respond to the increased trespass of the law once it was 
given by Moses? God responded with all the more grace. 

 
Why did God give us the law (5:20)?  The law was given specifically to increase 

transgression. 
 
ESV Romans 3:20 . . . through the law comes knowledge of sin. 
 
17. How does the law increase trespass (5:20)? See back to 5:13. A law cannot be 

transgressed if it does not exist! The people before Moses were already doing wrong; the 
law was given to show them their sin, 3:19-20. 

 
According to 5:21, why did God cause His grace to abound when sin increased? 

 
So What? 

 
18. Based on Romans 5:12-21, why is it that we sin? A dog is not a dog because he barks; 

he barks because he is a dog. We are not sinners because we sin; we sin because we are 
sinners.   

 
Why do people die, even babies who have never sinned? Adam’s one sin brought death to 

the world. 
 
19. Somehow Jesus was able to take our place on the cross. How was such a 

substitution possible? How can the righteousness of one man be credited to our 
account? By condemning the human race through one man (Adam), God could then justify 
the human race through one man (Jesus). Jesus undid the damage caused by Adam's sin.  
All the king’s horses and all the king’s men could not put Humpty together again, but Jesus 
can! 

 
20. Test:  How does the following quotation compare with Romans 5:12-21?  “We 

believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam's 
transgression” (Mormon Article of Faith #2). The Mormons deny the doctrine of original 
sin and they similarly deny that Jesus’ one act could bring life to others.  Mormons teach a 
gospel of good works. Every false gospel fails to comprehend the full extent of both the Fall 
of man and the atonement of Jesus. This causes them to try to add human works (effort) to 
Jesus’ death.   
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21. What personal applications does Romans 5:12-21 hold for your life? 
    1. I am a sinner because of Adam. 

2. I will die not only because of my sin but also because of Adam’s sin. 
3. In Adam I deserve death, judgment, and condemnation. 
4. In Jesus I receive grace, life, and righteousness. 
5. Death is inevitable through Adam, and Life is inevitable through Jesus. 

 
Insights:  

1. Jesus reversed what Adam started. Paul obviously considered Adam to be a real man, 
as real as Jesus. Early English enemies of the gospel (early 1800s) understood that if 
they could convince the church to believe that the first Adam was a mythological figure, 
there would be no need for the second Adam (Jesus). Great effort was put into 
convincing the church that the first eleven chapters of Genesis were not historical. Part 
of the way this was done was to promote Darwin’s evolutionary theory as fact and the 
Bible’s creation account as fiction. It is a Trojan Horse, a poison pill. 

2. Even though Adam and Eve both sinned, the total blame for the fall of man is placed by 
Scripture on Adam. This suggest headship, that Adam was the captain of the ship. 

 
**** = ask this question before reading the text aloud. Doing so will cause focus. 
 
• These lessons are designed for a 45 minute session and are based on the text of the ESV.  
 
• You can hear this lesson being taught awww.SermonAudio.Com/NTRF.  
 
Stephen E. Atkerson  
www.NTRF.org 
07/06/14 


