
Letter to the Romans  
Study 8: Why Salvation is In Christ 

Read Romans 5:12-21

As the apostle Paul wraps up his section on justification, he closes by giving a 
carefully crafted summary statement of what he’s said up to this point and the 
perfect segue into where he’s going from here. This particular portion of the 
letter gives a bird’s-eye view of the entire scope of the letter as a whole. It 
elevates our perspective out from among the trees and gives us a clear view of 
the entire forest. The point here is that in light of everything that’s been 
discussed up to this point, man’s position before God falls into one of two very 
broad categories - we either find ourselves in Adam or in Christ. We either stand 
condemned in Adam or justified in Christ, but there is no other position in 
which a man will find himself. 

For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. 
(1 Corinthians 15:22)   

❖ Question #1: How can we offer an explanation for how one person’s sacrifice 
can be considered an adequate payment for the lives of so many?

In a sense, Paul is recalling our attention back to the point he made back in 3:23 
that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” It’s almost as if he’s 
completed his deconstruction of our own prideful prejudices and is getting 
ready to reconstruct us into what God desires for us to be. It’s been made clear:
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❖ Being a particular race, nationality or belonging to a certain heritage doesn’t 
save you.

❖ Growing up with a Christian family in a Christian home doesn’t save you.
❖ Observing and upholding certain religious rituals and routines doesn’t save 

you.
❖ Good deeds, great obedience, religious actions, honorable behavior and 

works of service do not save you.
❖ Going to church, reading your Bible, saying your prayers, getting baptized,  

sharing the gospel, listening to Christian music, joining a small group, 
giving to ministry, graduating from seminary, claiming to have faith, 
professing the name of Jesus doesn’t save you.   

The apostle Paul has brought us to the point where we must come to 
acknowledge and accept that there are only two types of people. There’s Jesus 
and then there’s everybody else. We’re born into this world as natural sons of 
the sinner, and we’re born again out of this world as adopted sons of the Savior.      

And that is Paul’s declaration:

Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness 
leads to justification and life for all men. For as by the one man's disobedience the many 

were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous. 
(Romans 5:18-19)

Have you ever wondered why sin is so universal? Why all men fail to act in a 
way that we feel they ought to? Why death is so universal? Do we become 
sinners the moment we sin or do we sin because we are already sinners?
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Paul answers all of these questions in one simple statement:

[Sin] came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread 
to all men because all sinned. (Romans 5:12)

Adam’s original sin opened the door for sin to enter into the world, and death 
which was the penalty for sin entered in with it. Adam acted as the 
representative of all mankind, and so therefore all mankind stands guilty of the 
original sin (it’s on our record) and suffers death because of it. Man isn’t a 
sinner because he sins; he sins because he is a sinner. “Original sin is a hereditary 
depravity and corruption of human nature.”1

For many of us, the idea of being represented by someone else doesn’t tend to 
sit too well with our individualistic mentality. We even struggle today with our 
perception of our government and being represented by elected individuals. So 
for us to be told that  Adam was the representative of all of unborn mankind, 
and that his sin in the garden is a representative act of the whole is difficult to 
accept. Our western individualism screams, “That doesn’t make any sense. That’s 
not fair. I may have my own issues, but I can’t be held responsible for what Adam did.”
And then some of us may simply ask, “What does it really matter? We all sin in our 
own individual ways anyway so what does it really matter if Adam is considered our 
representative or not?” 

To put it plainly, there are really only two possible ways to understand what 
Paul meant by the idea that “death spread to all men because all sinned” (v. 12). We 
are either associated with the original sin of Adam by imitation or by 
participation.

 Louis Berkhof. The History of Christian Doctrines. (The Banner of Truth Trust: Reprinted 2009). 147.1
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1. Imitation - Man’s condition is weakened to naturally copy or repeat the 
sinfulness of Adam. Man tends to follow the bad example set by Adam. Man 
imitates Adam, but his actions are completely independent from Adam’s 
original sin.

2. Participation - Man is included in the original act of Adam. Adam acted for 
the whole. Therefore, man is born guilty and in a state of total depravity.

For many of us, our position on original sin will go unnoticed and have little 
effect on our faith at all. However, it should not go without being said that our 
position on the doctrine of original sin will shape our perspective on other 
doctrines such as election, regeneration, justification and sanctification. The 
lenses we put on to view the sinfulness of man will be the same lenses in which 
we use to observe the graciousness of God. 

❖ Question #2: How does your understanding of original sin, total depravity 
and total inability alter your view of the unbelieving world around you? 
How does it alter your view of the believing world around you? 

The man who understands he is born in a state of total depravity and total 
inability is the man who has no problem humbly accepting his redemption as a 
complete work of God done out of nothing but His grace and unconditional 
love. He accepts the indictment that no one is righteous, no one understands, 
and no one seeks God. He claims no individual rights, feels no entitlement to 
anything and freely rests in the work of Christ on his behalf alone.
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However, the man who sees his sin as independent and his condition simply 
weakened leaves the door open for the idea that he can overcome his sin and 
pursue a reconciled relationship with God. He is likely to assume that he has 
sought God and found Him rather than the other way around. He agrees that 
justification is impossible apart from the grace of God but feels as if redemption 
is more of a cooperative work between himself and God rather than an act of 
God alone. He puts great stock in human effort and therefore can easily fall into 
self-righteousness or self-loathing depending on his performance and the 
performance of those around him. 

We must come to understand that the reason that justification is by grace 
through faith in Christ alone is because man is born in total depravity and total 
inability. He is a sinner at conception and lacks the ability to obtain 
reconciliation with God. A proper view of original sin will give us a clearer view 
of the cross. It is not that Adam weakened us, and now Christ strengthens us. 
The truth of the gospel is that Adam condemned us, and now Christ justifies us. 
The cross is the curse perfectly reversed. 

❖ Adam’s act was one of self-exaltation; Jesus’ act is one of self-sacrifice.
❖ Adam’s act resulted in death; Jesus’ act results in life. 
❖ Adam’s act resulted in condemnation; Jesus’ act results in justification.
❖ Adam’s act led to slavery to sin; Jesus’ act leads to freedom to live as kings 

(we are heirs).
❖ Adam was promised blessing if he obeyed and yet he disobeyed; Jesus was 

promised excruciating pain and suffering if He obeyed and yet He obeyed 
perfectly.

❖ Adam’s act is considered our disobedience; Jesus’ act is considered our 
obedience.      
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The reason our justification comes through what Christ accomplished alone is 
that our natural condition provides no other way. We are born and regarded as 
responsible, but we can be born again and regarded as righteous.

“Look at yourself in Adam; though you had done nothing you were declared a sinner. 
Look at yourself in Christ; and see that, though you have done nothing, you are declared 

to be righteous.”  - Martyn Lloyd-Jones2

❖ Question #3: How would you sum up the message of this passage in one 
simple sentence?   

 Martyn Lloyd-Jones. Romans. (The Banner of Truth Trust and Zondervan: 1971). Vol. 4. 2742
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Summary Statements:

❖ We either stand condemned in Adam or justified in Christ, but there is no other 
position in which a man will find himself.

❖ There are only two types of people in this world: There’s Jesus and then there’s 
everybody else. 

❖ Man isn’t a sinner because he sins; he sins because he is a sinner.

❖ The cross is the curse perfectly reversed.


