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UNIVERSAL SIN AND SALVATION IN ROMANS 5:12-21 

MARK RAPINCHUK* 

One of the more prominent doctrines in systematic theology is the doctrine 
of "inherited sin."1 A great deal of speculation has taken place regarding the 
cause, transmission/imputation and consequences of inherited sin. It is com­
monplace to cite Rom 5:12-21 as the foundational text for this doctrine.2 The 
present essay intends to question this standard practice. It is granted that 
several related issues of systematic theology will surface, which cannot be 
adequately addressed within the confines of this article. The focus will rather 
be one important exegetical issue involved in the common reading of Romans 
5, namely, what does Paul mean by εις πάντας ανθρώπους? 

In reading the provocative words of Paul found in Rom 5:12-21 (espe­
cially vv. 12, 18-19), one cannot help but wonder if the standard reading of 
this section reads too much into the passage. Have interpreters gone off the 
path by reading this as an exposition on the concept of original or inherited 
sin? Not only might one question whether this is Paul's intention and main 
point, it might be asked if this concept is in view at all. The following essay 
suggest that such an understanding leads to unacceptable conclusions. If the 
present passage is read as an explicit statement about inherited sin (on the 
basis of 5:12, 18), then consistency would seem to require that it also be read 
as an explicit statement of Universalism.3 If Paul says in v. 18 that all without 
exception are sinners (as a direct consequence of Adam's sin), then he is also 
maintaining that all without exception are saved from their sin. 

But this, we maintain, is mistaken on two counts. First, it is not Paul's in­
tention to speculate on the transmission or imputation of human sinfulness.4 

* Mark Rapinchuk is assistant professor of philosophy and religion at the College of the 
Ozarks in Point Lookout^ MO 65726. 

1 Following Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan; Leicester: Inter-
Varsity, 1994) 494. 

2 Examples of this reading are legion. See e.g. Neal Punt, Unconditional Good News: Toward an 
Understanding of Biblical Universalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980) 9-16; Millard Erickson, 
Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985) 631-632; Grudem, Systematic Theology 494; 
Douglas Moo, Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996) 321-329; John Stott, Romans 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1994) 148-162. 

3 See the detailed argument advanced by Punt, Universal Good News 9-20. Punt argues that 
whatever group is in view in 18a is also meant in 18b. Although we disagree with the conclusion he 
reaches concerning the scope of Paul's universalism, we agree that εις πάντας ανθρώπους refers to the 
same group in each case. See also Μ. E. Boring, "The Language of Universal Salvation in Paul," 
JBL 105 (1986) 283-292. 

4 Although it is easily demonstrated that some such speculation is present in Jewish literature 
contemporary to Paul, this does little to prove that Paul was so engaged. For discussion of the relevant 
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His point is related, but significantly different. Second, a misplaced emphasis 
on this alleged speculation obscures the primary intention of Paul. Paul does 
indeed wish to treat the issue of the universality of sin and salvation, but in 
a different sense. Paul is speaking of universality in the sense of "without 
ethnic distinction,"5 not in the sense of "without exception." 

I. INHERITED SIN? 

As already noted, systematic theology has taught us that humankind 
has been tainted by "inherited sin." Adam's sin is seen as somehow trans­
mitted or imputed to all humankind. The central passage used in support of 
this doctrine is Rom 5:12-21. 6 For example, Erickson writes, 

All of us, apparently without exception, are sinners. By this we mean not 
merely that all of us sin, but that all of us have a depraved or corrupted nature 
which so inclines us toward sin that it is virtually inevitable. How can this be? 
What is the basis of this amazing fact? Must there not be some common factor 
at work in all of us? It is as if some antecedent or a priori factor in life leads 
to universal sinning and universal depravity. But what is this common factor, 
which is often referred to as original sin? Whence is it derived, and how is it 
transmitted or communicated? We find the answer in Romans 5.7 

Despite great respect for the work of systematic theologians, it is doubtful 
whether Rom 5:12-21 can be made to sustain the weight of this argument. 
Romans 5:12 reads, "Therefore as sin came into the world through one man 
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all men 
sinned."8 The Augustinian reading of εφ' ω "in whom" (cf. "because"; RSV) 
made it quite clear that he took Adam's sin to be that which contaminated 
all men. 9 But most modern exegetes reject this rendering of εφ' ω and accept 

Jewish literature see e.g. James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8 (WBC 38A; Dallas: Word, 1988) 272; 
J. Cambier, "Péchés des Hommes et Péché d'Adam en Rom. v. 12," NTS 11 (1965) 219-222. See 
also Stanley Porter, The Pauline Concept of Original Sin in Light of Rabbinic Background," Tyn 
Bul 41 (1990) 3-13, 30. Cf. Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans (trans, and ed. Geoffrey 
W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981) 147-148. 

5 We are using "without ethnic distinction" in the sense of "without partiality." In other words, 
Paul means Jews and Gentiles alike when he says "all men." A key text for this reading is Rom 
3:21-26 where Paul argues that the righteousness of God is available through faith for "all who 
believe," because there is no distinction, because all sin and are thereby justified by his grace. For 
a similar conclusion regarding "all men" in Romans, see N. T. Wright, "Towards a Biblical View 
of Universalism," Themelios 4 (1979) 55-57. 

6 So e.g. Grudem, Systematic Theology 494-496; Millard Erickson, Christian Theology 631-
632. Cf. comments of L. Sabourin, "Original Sin Reappraised," BTB 3 (1973) 67-70, 74-77. 

7 Erickson, Christian Theology 631 (although he also speaks of the "conditional imputation of 
guilt" [p. 639]); Grudem, Systematic Theology 494-496; Porter, "Pauline Concept of Original Sin" 
18-30. Although Porter acknowledges that Paul did not conceive of his understanding of original 
sin in "traditional categories of Systematic Theology" (p. 30), he elsewhere describes 5:12 ff. as an 
"explicit theory" of the concept (p. 20) and concludes that Paul's understanding seems to be most 
like the "federalist view" (p. 30). Cf. Moo, Romans 321-328. 

8 Unless otherwise noted, all translations will follow the RSV. 
9 For discussion of this point see Kaylor, Paul's Covenant Community 109-110; Cambier, 

"Péchés des Hommes" 242-251; Porter, "Pauline Concept of Original Sin" 22-24; Moo, Romans 
321-329; Karl Kertelge, "The Sin of Adam in Light of Christ's Redemptive Act According to Rom 
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in its place something like "because."10 This understanding of εφ' ώ suggests 
Paul's emphasis is not so much on inherited sin, but on "original death."11 In 
other words, Paul does not speculate on how Adam's sin is transmitted/imputed 
to every person. Rather, he wishes to demonstrate that sin always results in 
death.12 So far, so good. But Paul also says "all sinned" (πάντες ήμαρτον). This 
statement in conjunction with Paul's further discussion of Adam (w. 18-19) 
has led many to conclude Paul intends some relationship between Adam's sin 
and "universal condemnation."13 

Those who see inherited sin in view appeal to v. 18, "Then as one man's 
trespass leads to condemnation for all men, so one man's act of righteousness 
leads to acquittal and life for all men."14 Here it seems even more clearly 
stated that Adam's sin is the cause of condemnation for all men, therefore, it 
would seem, some idea of inherited sin must be in mind for Paul to make this 
statement. For instance, Douglas Moo suggests v. 12 read in an "individualistic 
sense" creates a conflict with v. 18, understood in a "corporate sense." This 
alleged conflict surfaces when one tries to reconcile the assertions "each person 
dies because each person sins [in the course of history]" and "one man's trespass 
led to condemnation for all people" (v. 18a).15 His resolution is to reject the 
"individualistic" reading of v. 12 in favor of the "corporate" reading of v. 18.1 6 

If we are correct in suggesting "all people" (πάντας ανθρώπους) should be read 

5:12-21," Communio 18 (1991) 503-505. See also Sabourin ("Original Sin Reappraised" 72-81) 
for discussion of the development of the doctrine within the Roman Catholic Church and a sum­
mary of the position of many of the Greek fathers. Cf. J. A. Fitzmyer, "The Consecutive Use of 
ΈΦ' Ω in Romans 5:12," NTS 39 (1993) 321-339. 

1 0 So for example, Käsemann, Romans 147-148; Moo, Romans 321-322; Dunn, Romans 1: 
273-274; Kaylor, Paul's Covenant Community 109-110. Cf. Fitzmyer, "Consecutive Use" 322-329; 
Thomas Schreiner, Romans (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998) 273-277. 

11 So Moo, Romans 322-323; Dunn, Romans 1:273. 
12 Moo, Romans 323. It must be noted that to argue here that Paul is not teaching "inherited 

sin" as commonly understood does not require a Pelagian perspective. Paul may be saying that 
once the power of sin was unleashed into the world, it is inevitable and inescapable that "all sin" 
and therefore, "all die." See e.g. Käsemann, Romans 150. Schreiner's translation " . . . and so [death] 
spread to all people, and on the basis of this death all sinned" (Romans 270) admits the reality of 
universal sin without the need to posit the transmission of a corrupted nature (275). 

13 So e.g. Moo (Romans 323) who notes that although v. 12 can be understood to mean everyone 
is subject to death because of his or her own sin, this "individualistic" understanding may conflict 
with the "corporate" explanation present in w . 15-19. Furthermore, some (e.g. Stott, Romans 
150-153) argue Paul must have "inherited sin" in mind because he says in w . 13-14 that al­
though sin was in the world before the law was given, sin was not counted where there was no 
law. Even still, death reigned from Adam to Moses. This reign of death, says Stott, must be due 
to the sin of Adam, since sin was not reckoned apart from the law. Put differently, if people died 
before the coming of the law, it must be because they were guilty due to Adam's sin. This position, 
however, overlooks at least two crippling objections. First, Paul himself has already argued that 
no one has an excuse because God has sufficiently revealed himself through creation. Failure to 
acknowledge God in response to this revelation, which is apart from and prior to the law (ever 
since the creation of the world, 1:20), is sufficient to establish the guilt of all. Second, Stott's read­
ing overlooks texts such as Genesis 6 where the wickedness of mankind is judged by death (so 
also Genesis 19). In other words, these OT texts speak of judgment against sin which leads to the 
death of those who are wicked, not those who are guilty due to Adam. 

14 E.g. Erickson, Christian Theology 632. 
15 Moo, Romans 323. 
16 Ibid. 326. 
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in a sense other than "each individual person without exception" this appar­
ent conflict between "individuar' and "corporate" readings disappears. 

There is, we suggest, significant difficulty with the conclusion that Paul 
intends some statement regarding inherited sin (due to his use of πάντας 
ανθρώπους). If Paul's statement is to be taken at face value and interpreted 
to mean that Adam's sin and consequent guilt are applied to all men (with­
out exception as would seem to be required for the idea of inherited sin to 
survive), then it seems necessary that Christ's act of righteousness must 
also be applied to this same group. In other words, since Paul is at pains to 
argue that the effect of Christ's act surpasses the effect of Adam's trespass 
(ει . . . πολλω μάλλον; w . 15,17), and in light of the exact parallel in language 
between 18a and 18b17 (esp. εις πάντας ανθρώπους), it seems that an insis­
tence on inherited sin requires a conclusion of absolute Universalism. If sin 
is universally applied (every human being without exception), then so must 
salvation be universally applied.18 

Our argument and suggested reading of this passage hinges on the wording 
of vv. 18-19. If εις πάντας ανθρώπους in 5:18a means "all men without 
exception," then how can we make εις πάντας ανθρώπους denote something 
different in the very next clause? If there were solid contextual clues for this 
change in designation, it would not be problematic. But such contextual clues 
are lacking. It seems rather that Paul intends the force of εις πάντας 
ανθρώπους to be the same in each clause (as well as in 5:12).19 The plain read­
ing of this text seems inescapable, whomever Paul sees as affected by Adam's 
sin is also affected by Christ's act of righteousness. The group affected by 
Adam's sin is brought under judgment and death. The group affected by 
Christ's righteousness is pardoned and receives life. Thus if Paul's point is 
that every single human being is condemned by Adam's sin, then it follows 
that every single human being is pardoned and receives life. Such is the plain 
reading of the text, if we see inherited sin in this picture. 

This same conclusion is supported by Paul's use of ώς . . . ούτως in 5:18. 
The use of ώς . . . ούτως in Paul frequently denotes similarity of means or 
manner.2 0 Thus in Rom 5:18 Paul's comparison of the results of ενός 
παραπτώματος and ένος δικαιώματος would require that they be applied 
through similar means or manner. If the result of ένος παραπτώματος is 
applied to εις πάντας ανθρώπους without any conscious participation, then so 
must the results of ένος δικαιώματος (that is, without conscious participation). 
If, on the other hand, the application of the results of ένος δικαιώματος is 
based on some form of active participation (the exercise of faith), then it would 
seem the application of guilt must also be based on active participation. 

1 7 "Αρα ουν ώς δι' ένος παραπτώματος εις πάντας ανθρώπους εις κατάκριμα 
ούτως καΐ δι' ένος δικαιώματος εις πάντας ανθρώπους εις δικαίωσιν ζωής. 

1 8 E.g. Punt, Universal Good News 9-16; Boring, "Language of Universal Salvation" 284-286. 
1 9 See also Punt, Universal Good News 17-20. It is interesting to note that Stott, who wishes 

to modify v. 18b on the basis of v. 17, elsewhere affirms, "it is a right principle of interpretation 
that the same phrase in the same context bears the same meaning . . . (Romans 170; emphasis 
added). 

2 0 See e.g. Rom 5:15; 1 Cor 5:3; 7:17; 2 Cor 1:7; 7:14; Eph 5:24; 1 Thess 5:2. 
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II. UNIVERSALISM? 

The doctrine of absolute Universalism (the salvation of all without excep­
tion), however, runs aground almost immediately.21 Unless we assume Paul 
was incoherent and quite inconsistent in his theological thought (an unfair 
assumption about any author, much less one who has proven himself to be 
quite sophisticated in his theological reflection), we must reject Universalism. 
Throughout Romans the death knell of Universalism is sounded. For exam­
ple, Paul clearly teaches that salvation is through faith in Jesus Christ (e.g. 
1:16; 3:22; 5:1; 9:32; 10:9). It is those who call upon the name of the Lord who 
will be saved (10:13).22 Furthermore, Paul makes it clear that he understands 
only a remnant will be saved (9:27; 11:5). He likewise speaks of a hardening 
which has come upon part of Israel (11:7, 25), which in turn means some of 
Israel does not come to faith. It seems inescapable that Paul envisages two 
distinct groups of people: those who exercise faith in Jesus and those who do 
not.2 3 These groups do not enjoy the same eschatological fate. Those who have 
faith will live, those who do not, will not. Simply stated, Universalism cannot 
be sustained.2 4 

If Universalism is to be dismissed, and we maintain in light of Paul's argu­
ment throughout the text of Romans it is, then how are we to account for the 
language of w . 18-19? An interesting and insightful attempt is found in 
Nygren. He attempts to show that Paul's real intention is to contrast the ages 
or epochs of Adam and Christ. As Adam was the initiator of the age of sin and 
death, so Christ is the initiator of the age of righteousness and life.25 While 
there is a great deal of insight in this suggestion and undoubtedly an equal 
measure of truth, it still does not entirely satisfy the language of w . 18-19. 
Where, we might ask, does Paul use this language (πάντες άνθρωποι) to denote 

2 1 It is not our purpose to present a detailed refutation of Universalism in Romans. Rather, we 
will merely state our conclusion and present cursory evidence that Paul does not teach a universal 
salvation in the absolute sense. 

2 2 This "requirement" itself may not be sufficient ground for rejecting Universalism. It could, of 
course, be argued that all will eventually "call upon the name of the Lord." It is beyond our intention 
to engage in the debate on the concept of άποκατάστασις. For a critical discussion of this concept see 
e.g. Richard J. Bauckham, "Universalism: A Historical Survey," Themelios 4 (1979) 48-54. For a 
positive assessment see Esteban Deák, APOKATASTASIS: The Problem of Universal Salvation in 
Twentieth-Century Theology (Ph.D. diss., Institute of Christian Thought, University of St. Michael's 
College, 1979) 1-19, 209-362. See also Käsemann, Romans 157. 

23 His comments in 9:1-3 would seem to be meaningless if Paul thought in terms of universal 
salvation (without exception). 

24 Even the mild or suggestive form such as that found in e.g. Cranfield (Romans 121), who quite 
possibly presents this possibility because he recognizes the force of Paul's language in vv. 18-19 
yet is unwilling to abandon inherited sin. See also Kaylor, Covenant Community 114; Dunn, Romans 
297. See also, Sabourin, "Original Sin Reappraised" 70. Likewise, the nuanced version espoused 
by Punt (Universal Good News) fails to persuade, although he attempts to qualify universalism by 
acknowledging the "restricting" texts. Punt's universalism, although not absolute (all without excep­
tion), is based on a reading of "all men," which he attempts to qualify from the context of scripture 
as a whole, rather than from the immediate literary context. Boring ("Language of Universal Salva­
tion" 292) admits the presence of "limited-salvation" texts, but asserts that Paul affirms both "uni­
versal salvation" and "limited-salvation" without any attempt to reconcile the apparent conflict. 

25 Nygren, Romans 210-224. See also Dunn, Romans 1:272-277; Moo, Romans 343-344. 


