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SIN

What is sin? Where did it come from? Do we inherit a sinful nature from Adam? 
Do we inherit guilt from Adam?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

A. The Definition of Sin

The history of the human race as presented in Scripture is primarily a history of 
man in a state of sin and rebellion against God and of God’s plan of redemption 
to bring man back to himself. Therefore, it is appropriate now to consider the 
nature of the sin that separates man from God.

We may define sin as follows: Sin is any failure to conform to the moral law of God in 
act, attitude, or nature. Sin is here defined in relation to God and his moral law. Sin 
includes not only individual acts such as stealing or lying or committing murder, 
but also attitudes that are contrary to the attitudes God requires of us. We see this 
already in the Ten Commandments, which not only prohibit sinful actions but 
also wrong attitudes: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not 
covet your neighbor’s wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, 
or anything that belongs to your neighbor” (Ex. 20:17 NIV). Here God specifies 
that a desire to steal or to commit adultery is also sin in his sight. The Sermon on 
the Mount also prohibits sinful attitudes such as anger (Matt. 5:22) or lust (Matt. 
5:28). Paul lists attitudes such as jealousy, anger, and selfishness (Gal. 5:20) as 
things that are works of the flesh opposed to the desires of the Spirit (Gal. 5:20). 
Therefore a life that is pleasing to God is one that has moral purity not only in its 
actions, but also in its desires of heart. In fact, the greatest commandment of all 
requires that our heart be filled with an attitude of love for God: “You shall love 



the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind, and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30).

The definition of sin given above specifies that sin is a failure to conform to God’s 
moral law not only in action and in attitude but also in our moral nature. Our very 
nature, the internal character that is the essence of who we are as persons, can 
also be sinful. Before we were redeemed by Christ, not only did we do sinful acts 
and have sinful attitudes, we were also sinners by nature. So Paul can say that 
“while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8), or that previously “we 
were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (Eph. 2:3). Even while 
asleep, an unbeliever, though not committing sinful actions or actively nurturing 
sinful attitudes, is still a “sinner” in God’s sight; he or she still has a sinful nature 
that does not conform to God’s moral law.

Other definitions of the essential character of sin have been suggested. Probably 
the most common definition is to say that the essence of sin is selfishness.1 
However, such a definition is unsatisfactory because (1) Scripture itself does not 
define sin this way. (2) Much self-interest is good and approved by Scripture, as 
when Jesus commands us to “lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven” (Matt. 
6:20), or when we seek to grow in sanctification and Christian maturity (1 Thess. 
4:3), or even when we come to God through Christ for salvation. God certainly 
appeals to the self-interest of sinful people when he says, “Turn back, turn back 
from your evil ways; for why will you die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 33:11). To 
define the essential character of sin as selfishness will lead many people to think 
that they should abandon all desire for their own personal benefit, which is 
certainly contrary to Scripture.2 (3) Much sin is not selfishness in the ordinary 
sense of the term—people can show selfless devotion to a false religion or to 
secular and humanistic educational or political goals that are contrary to 
Scripture, yet these would not be due to “selfishness” in any ordinary sense of 
the word. Moreover, hatred of God, idolatry, and unbelief are not generally due 
to selfishness, but they are very serious sins. (4) Such a definition could suggest 
that there was wrongdoing or sinfulness even on God’s part, since God’s highest 
goal is to seek his own glory (Isa. 42:8; 43:7, 21; Eph. 1:12).3 But such a conclusion 
is clearly wrong.



It is far better to define sin in the way Scripture does, in relationship to God’s law 
and his moral character. John tells us that “sin is lawlessness” (1 John 3:4). When 
Paul seeks to demonstrate the universal sinfulness of mankind, he appeals to the 
law of God, whether the written law given to the Jew (Rom. 2:17–29) or the 
unwritten law that operates in the consciences of Gentiles who, by their behavior, 
“show that what the law requires is written on their hearts” (Rom. 2:15). In each 
case their sinfulness is demonstrated by their lack of conformity to the moral law 
of God.

Finally, we should note that this definition emphasizes the seriousness of sin. We 
realize from experience that sin is harmful to our lives, that it brings pain and 
destructive consequences to us and to others affected by it. But to define sin as 
failure to conform to the moral law of God, is to say that sin is more than simply 
painful and destructive—it is also wrong in the deepest sense of the word. In a 
universe created by God, sin ought not to be. Sin is directly opposite to all that is 
good in the character of God, and just as God necessarily and eternally delights 
in himself and in all that he is, so God necessarily and eternally hates sin. It is, in 
essence, the contradiction of the excellence of his moral character. It contradicts 
his holiness, and he must hate it.

B. The Origin of Sin

Where did sin come from? How did it come into the universe? First, we must 
clearly affirm that God himself did not sin, and God is not to be blamed for sin. It 
was man who sinned, and it was angels who sinned, and in both cases they did 
so by willful, voluntary choice. To blame God for sin would be blasphemy 
against the character of God. “His work is perfect; for all his ways are justice. A 
God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and right is he” (Deut. 32:4). 
Abraham asks with truth and force in his words, “Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth do right?” (Gen. 18:25). And Elihu rightly says, “Far be it from God that he 
should do wickedness, and from the Almighty that he should do wrong” (Job 
34:10). In fact, it is impossible for God even to desire to do wrong: “God cannot 
be tempted with evil and he himself tempts no one” (James 1:13).

Yet, on the other hand, we must guard against an opposite error: it would be 
wrong for us to say there is an eternally existing evil power in the universe 



similar to or equal to God himself in power. To say this would be to affirm what 
is called an ultimate “dualism” in the universe, the existence of two equally 
ultimate powers, one good and the other evil.4 Also, we must never think that 
sin surprised God or challenged or overcame his omnipotence or his providential 
control over the universe. Therefore, even though we must never say that God 
himself sinned or he is to be blamed for sin, yet we must also affirm that the God 
who “accomplishes all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11), the 
God who “does according to his will in the host of heaven and among the 
inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his hand or say to him, “What are you 
doing?”’ (Dan. 4:35) did ordain that sin would come into the world, even though 
he does not delight in it and even though he ordained that it would come about 
through the voluntary choices of moral creatures.5

Even before the disobedience of Adam and Eve, sin was present in the angelic 
world with the fall of Satan and demons.6 But with respect to the human race, 
the first sin was that of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:1–19). Their 
eating of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is in many ways 
typical of sin generally. First, their sin struck at the basis for knowledge, for it 
gave a different answer to the question, “What is true?” Whereas God had said 
that Adam and Eve would die if they ate from the tree (Gen. 2:17), the serpent 
said, “You will not die” (Gen. 3:4). Eve decided to doubt the veracity of God’s 
word and conduct an experiment to see whether God spoke truthfully.

Second, their sin struck at the basis for moral standards, for it gave a different 
answer to the question “What is right?” God had said that it was morally right 
for Adam and Eve not to eat from the fruit of that one tree (Gen. 2:17). But the 
serpent suggested that it would be right to eat of the fruit, and that in eating it 
Adam and Eve would become “like God” (Gen. 3:5). Eve trusted her own 
evaluation of what was right and what would be good for her, rather than 
allowing God’s words to define right and wrong. She “saw that the tree was 
good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be 
desired to make one wise,” and therefore she “took of its fruit and ate” (Gen. 3:6).

Third, their sin gave a different answer to the question, “Who am I?” The correct 
answer was that Adam and Eve were creatures of God, dependent on him and 
always to be subordinate to him as their Creator and Lord. But Eve, and then 



Adam, succumbed to the temptation to “be like God” (Gen. 3:5), thus attempting 
to put themselves in the place of God.

It is important to insist on the historical truthfulness of the narrative of the fall of 
Adam and Eve. Just as the account of the creation of Adam and Eve is tied in 
with the rest of the historical narrative in the book of Genesis,7 so also this 
account of the fall of man, which follows the history of man’s creation, is 
presented by the author as straightforward, narrative history. Moreover, the New 
Testament authors look back on this account and affirm that “sin came into the 
world through one man” (Rom. 5:12) and insist that “the judgment following one 
trespass brought condemnation” (Rom. 5:16) and that “the serpent deceived Eve 
by his cunning” (2 Cor. 11:3; cf. 1 Tim. 2:14). The serpent was no doubt, a real, 
physical serpent, but one that was talking because of the empowerment of Satan 
speaking through it (cf. Gen. 3:15 with Rom. 16:20; also Num. 22:28–30; Rev. 12:9; 
20:2).

Finally, we should note that all sin is ultimately irrational. It really did not make 
sense for Satan to rebel against God in the expectation of being able to exalt 
himself above God. Nor did it make sense for Adam and Eve to think that there 
could be any gain in disobeying the words of their Creator. These were foolish 
choices. The persistence of Satan in rebelling against God even today is still a 
foolish choice, as is the decision on the part of any human being to continue in a 
state of rebellion against God. It is not the wise man but “the fool” who “says in 
his heart, “There is no God”’ (Ps. 14:1). It is the “fool” in the book of Proverbs 
who recklessly indulges in all kinds of sins (see Prov. 10:23; 12:15; 14:7, 16; 15:5; 
18:2; et al.). Though people sometimes persuade themselves that they have good 
reasons for sinning, when examined in the cold light of truth on the last day, it 
will be seen in every case that sin ultimately just does not make sense.

C. The Doctrine of Inherited Sin8

How does the sin of Adam affect us? Scripture teaches that we inherit sin from 
Adam in two ways.

1. Inherited Guilt: We Are Counted Guilty Because of Adam’s Sin. Paul



explains the effects of Adam’s sin in the following way: “Therefore...sin came 
into the world through one man and death through sin, and so death spread to 
all men because all men sinned” (Rom. 5:12). The context shows that Paul is not 
talking about actual sins that people commit every day of their lives, for the 
entire paragraph (Rom. 5:12–21) is taken up with the comparison between Adam 
and Christ. And when Paul says, “so [Gk. ou{twß, G4048, “thus, in this way”; 
that is, through Adam’s sin] death spread to all men because all men sinned,” he 
is saying that through the sin of Adam “all men sinned.”9

This idea, that “all men sinned” means that God thought of us all as having 
sinned when Adam disobeyed, is further indicated by the next two verses, where 
Paul says:

Sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted 
where there is no law. Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those 
whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one 
who was to come. (Rom. 5:13–14)

Here Paul points out that from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, people did 
not have God’s written laws. Though their sins were “not counted” (as 
infractions of the law), they still died. The fact that they died is very good proof 
that God counted people guilty on the basis of Adam’s sin.

The idea that God counted us guilty because of Adam’s sin is further affirmed in 
Romans 5:18–19:

Then as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of 
righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men. For as by one man’s 
disobedience many were made sinners so by one man’s obedience many will be made 
righteous.

Here Paul says explicitly that through the trespass of one man “many were made 
[Gk. katesta◊qhsan from kaqi√sthmi, G2770, also an aorist indicative 
indicating completed past action] sinners.” When Adam sinned, God thought of 
all who would descend from Adam as sinners. Though we did not yet exist, God, 
looking into the future and knowing that we would exist, began thinking of us as 



those who were guilty like Adam. This is also consistent with Paul’s statement 
that “while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). Of course, some of 
us did not even exist when Christ died. But God nevertheless regarded us as 
sinners in need of salvation.

The conclusion to be drawn from these verses is that all members of the human 
race were represented by Adam in the time of testing in the Garden of Eden. As 
our representative, Adam sinned, and God counted us guilty as well as Adam. 
(A technical term that is sometimes used in this connection is impute meaning “to 
think of as belonging to someone, and therefore to cause it to belong to that 
person.”) God counted Adam’s guilt as belonging to us, and since God is the 
ultimate judge of all things in the universe, and since his thoughts are always 
true, Adam’s guilt does in fact belong to us. God rightly imputed Adam’s guilt to 
us.

Sometimes the doctrine of inherited sin from Adam is termed the doctrine of 
“original sin.” As explained above,10 I have not used this expression. If this term 
is used, it should be remembered that the sin spoken of does not refer to Adam’s 
first sin, but to the guilt and tendency to sin with which we are born. It is 
“original” in that it comes from Adam, and it is also original in that we have it 
from the beginning of our existence as persons, but it is still our sin, not Adam’s 
sin, that is meant. Parallel to the phrase “original sin” is the phrase “original 
guilt.” This is that aspect of inherited sin from Adam that we have been 
discussing above, namely, the idea that we inherit the guilt from Adam.

When we first confront the idea that we have been counted guilty because of 
Adam’s sin, our tendency is to protest because it seems unfair. We did not 
actually decide to sin, did we? Then how can we be counted guilty? Is it just for 
God to act this way?

In response, three things may be said: (1) Everyone who protests that this is 
unfair has also voluntarily committed many actual sins for which God also holds 
us guilty. These will constitute the primary basis of our judgment on the last day, 
for God “will render to every man according to his works” (Rom. 2:6), and “the 
wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done” (Col. 3:25). (2) Moreover, 
some have argued, “If any one of us were in Adam’s place, we also would have 



sinned as he did, and our subsequent rebellion against God demonstrates that.” I 
think this is probably true, but it does not seem to be a conclusive argument, for 
it assumes too much about what would or would not happen. Such uncertainty 
may not help very much to lessen someone’s sense of unfairness.

The most persuasive answer to the objection is to point out that if we think it is 
unfair for us to be represented by Adam, then we should also think it is unfair for 
us to be represented by Christ and to have his righteousness imputed to us by 
God. For the procedure that God used was just the same, and that is exactly 
Paul’s point in Romans 5:12–21: “As by one man’s disobedience many were 
made sinners, so by one man’s obedience many will be made righteous” (Rom. 
5:19). Adam, our first representative sinned—and God counted us guilty. But 
Christ, the representative of all who believe in him, obeyed God perfectly—and 
God counted us righteous. That is simply the way in which God set up the 
human race to work. God regards the human race as an organic whole, a unity, 
represented by Adam as its head. And God also thinks of the new race of 
Christians, those who are redeemed by Christ, as an organic whole, a unity 
represented by Christ as head of his people.

Not all evangelical theologians, however, agree that we are counted guilty 
because of Adam’s sin. Some, especially Arminian theologians, think this to be 
unfair of God and do not believe that it is taught in Romans 5.11 However, 
evangelicals of all persuasions do agree that we receive a sinful disposition or a 
tendency to sin as an inheritance from Adam, a subject we shall now consider.

2. Inherited Corruption: We Have a Sinful Nature Because of Adam’s Sin. In 
addition to the legal guilt that God imputes to us because of Adam’s sin, we also 
inherit a sinful nature because of Adam’s sin. This inherited sinful nature is 
sometimes simply called “original sin” and sometimes more precisely called 
“original pollution.” I have used instead the term “inherited corruption” because 
it seems to express more clearly the specific idea in view.

David says, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother 
conceive me” (Ps. 51:5). Some have mistakenly thought that the sin of David’s 
mother is in view here, but this is incorrect, for the entire context has nothing to 



do with David’s mother. David is confessing his own personal sin throughout 
this section. He says:

Have mercy on me O God
...blot out my transgressions.
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity

...I know my transgressions.

...Against you...have I sinned. (Ps. 51:1–4)

David is so overwhelmed with the consciousness of his own sin that as he looks 
back on his life he realizes that he was sinful from the beginning. As far back as 
he can think of himself, he realizes that he has had a sinful nature. In fact, when 
he was born or “brought forth” from his mother’s womb, he was “brought forth in 
iniquity” (Ps. 51:5). Moreover, even before he was born, he had a sinful 
disposition: he affirms that at the moment of conception he had a sinful nature, 
for “in sin did my mother conceive me” (Ps. 51:5). Here is a strong statement of 
the inherent tendency to sin that attaches to our lives from the very beginning. A 
similar idea is affirmed in Psalm 58:3, “The wicked go astray from the womb, 
they err from their birth, speaking lies.”

Therefore, our nature includes a disposition to sin so that Paul can affirm that 
before we were Christians “we were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 
mankind” (Eph. 2:3). Anyone who has raised children can give experiential 
testimony to the fact that we are all born with a tendency to sin. Children do not 
have to be taught how to do wrong; they discover that by themselves. What we 
have to do as parents is to teach them how to do right, to “bring them up in the 
discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4).

This inherited tendency to sin does not mean that human beings are all as bad as 
they could be. The constraints of civil law, the expectations of family and society, 
and the conviction of human conscience (Rom. 2:14–15) all provide restraining 
influences on the sinful tendencies in our hearts. Therefore, by God’s “common 
grace” (that is, by his undeserved favor that is given to all human beings), people 
have been able to do much good in the areas of education, the development of 
civilization, scientific and technological progress, the development of beauty and 



skill in the arts, the development of just laws, and general acts of human 
benevolence and kindness to others.12 In fact, the more Christian influence there 
is in a society in general, the more clearly the influence of “common grace” will 
be seen in the lives of unbelievers as well. But in spite of the ability to do good in 
many senses of that word, our inherited corruption, our tendency to sin, which 
we received from Adam, means that as far as God is concerned we are not able to 
do anything that pleases him. This may be seen in two ways:

a. In Our Natures We Totally Lack Spiritual Good Before God: It is not just that 
some parts of us are sinful and others are pure. Rather, every part of our being is 
affected by sin—our intellects, our emotions and desires, our hearts (the center of 
our desires and decision-making processes), our goals and motives, and even our 
physical bodies. Paul says, “I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, 
in my flesh” (Rom. 7:18), and, “to the corrupt and unbelieving nothing is pure; 
their very minds and consciences are corrupted” (Titus 1:15). Moreover, Jeremiah 
tells us that “the heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who 
can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9). In these passages Scripture is not denying that 
unbelievers can do good in human society in some senses. But it is denying that 
they can do any spiritual good or be good in terms of a relationship with God. Apart 
from the work of Christ in our lives, we are like all other unbelievers who are 
“darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the 
ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart” (Eph. 4:18).13

b. In Our Actions We Are Totally Unable to Do Spiritual Good Before God: 
This idea is related to the previous one. Not only do we as sinners lack any 
spiritual good in ourselves, but we also lack the ability to do anything that will in 
itself please God and the ability to come to God in our own strength. Paul says 
that “those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Rom. 8:8). Moreover, in terms 
of bearing fruit for God’s kingdom and doing what pleases him, Jesus says, 
“Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). In fact, unbelievers are not 
pleasing to God, if for no other reason, simply because their actions do not 
proceed from faith in God or from love to him, and “without faith it is impossible 
to please him” (Heb. 11:6). When Paul’s readers were unbelievers, he tells them, 
“You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once 
walked” (Eph. 2:1–2). Unbelievers are in a state of bondage or enslavement to sin, 
because “every one who commits sin is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). Though from a 



human standpoint people might be able to do much good, Isaiah affirms that “all 
our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment” (Isa. 64:6; cf. Rom. 3:9–20). 
Unbelievers are not even able to understand the things of God correctly, for the 
“natural man does not receive the gifts [lit. “things’] of the Spirit of God, for they 
are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are 
spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14 RSV mg.). Nor can we come to God in our own 
power, for Jesus says, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 
draws him” (John 6:44).

But if we have a total inability to do any spiritual good in God’s sight, then do 
we still have any freedom of choice? Certainly, those who are outside of Christ 
do still make voluntary choices—that is, they decide what they want to do, then 
they do it. In this sense there is still a kind of “freedom” in the choices that 
people make.14 Yet because of their inability to do good and to escape from their 
fundamental rebellion against God and their fundamental preference for sin, 
unbelievers do not have freedom in the most important sense of freedom—that 
is, the freedom to do right, and to do what is pleasing to God.

The application to our lives is quite evident: if God gives anyone a desire to 
repent and trust in Christ, he or she should not delay and should not harden his 
or her heart (cf. Heb. 3:7–8; 12:17). This ability to repent and desire to trust in 
God is not naturally ours but is given by the prompting of the Holy Spirit, and it 
will not last forever. “Today, when you hear his voice, do not harden your 
hearts” (Heb. 3:15).

D. Actual Sins in Our Lives

1. All People Are Sinful Before God. Scripture in many places testifies to the
universal sinfulness of mankind. “They have all gone astray, they are all alike 
corrupt; there is none that does good, no, not one” (Ps. 14:3). David says, “No 
man living is righteous before you” (Ps. 143:2). And Solomon says, “There is no 
man who does not sin” (1 Kings 8:46; cf. Prov. 20:9).

In the New Testament, Paul has an extensive argument in Romans 1:18–3:20 
showing that all people, both Jews and Greeks, stand guilty before God. He says, 
“All men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, as it is written: 



“None is righteous, no, not one”’ (Rom. 3:9–10). He is certain that “all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). James, the Lord’s brother, 
admits, “We all make many mistakes” (James 3:2), and if he, as a leader and an 
apostle15 in the early church, could admit that he made many mistakes, then we 
also should be willing to admit that of ourselves. John, the beloved disciple, who 
was especially close to Jesus, said:

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness. If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and 
his word is not in us. (1 John 1:8–10)16

2. Does Our Ability Limit Our Responsibility? Pelagius, a popular Christian
teacher active in Rome about A.D. 383–410 and then later (until A.D. 424) in 
Palestine, taught that God holds man responsible only for those things that man 
is able to do. Since God warns us to do good, therefore, we must have the ability 
to do the good that God commands. The Pelagian position rejects the doctrine of 
“inherited sin” (or “original sin”) and maintains that sin consists only in separate 
sinful acts.17

However, the idea that we are responsible before God only for what we are able 
to do is contrary to the testimony of Scripture, which affirms both that we “were 
dead through the trespasses and sins” in which we once walked (Eph. 2:1), and 
thus unable to do any spiritual good, and also that we are all guilty before God. 
Moreover, if our responsibility before God were limited by our ability, then 
extremely hardened sinners, who are in great bondage to sin, could be less guilty 
before God than mature Christians who were striving daily to obey him. And 
Satan himself, who is eternally able to do only evil, would have no guilt at all—
surely an incorrect conclusion.

The true measure of our responsibility and guilt is not our own ability to obey 
God, but rather the absolute perfection of God’s moral law and his own holiness 
(which is reflected in that law). “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48).


