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our behalf (death, resurrection, ascension, intercession) that we are able to look 
beyond the groaning of this sphere to the joy of the עוֹלָם הַבָּא, ‘olam haba’, the 
world to come.

12  Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death 
through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned—

 Paul begins this section with “Therefore” (Διὰ τοῦτο, dia touto) and it 
seems most likely, both on the basis of the Greek grammar as well as the context, 
that he intends his readers to understand that what follows is the inevitable result 
of the truth stated in the previous section (vv. 1-11). The fact that reconciliation 
exists between sinners and a just God is the result of the application of Messiah’s 
work to the sinner via faith. Thus, those who have right standing with God do so 
as a matter of God’s undeserved love by which they have been transformed from 
enemies of the Most High into His dearest friends. But what Paul now goes on to 
teach us is that this undeserved love of God whereby He brings into right stand-
ing those who otherwise would be condemned, goes well beyond the individu-
al—it has an effect as wide as the effect of Adam’s sin. For if the sin of Adam 
cast its effect upon all mankind, then in like manner the existence and work of 
Yeshua HaMashiach affects all. Adam condemned all who would come through 
him—Yeshua redeems all who would come to Him. The parallels between Adam 
and Messiah are thus close and direct.
 just as through one man sin entered into the world – Paul uses “just as” 
(ὒσπερ, osper, the protasis) but does not follow it with the expected “so also” (the 
apodasis). In fact, he enters into an explanation (vv. 13-15) and a kind of long 
parentheses (vv. 16-17), and only in v. 18 comes back to the original theme. Ap-
parently the parenthesis became so long that he is compelled, in v. 18, to repeat 
his “just as” and follow it immediately with the expected “so also.” 
 With this in mind, we must understand that throughout this section it is 
Paul’s intention to show the parallels (some in similarity, others in contrast) 
between Adam and Yeshua. Though he does not state it explicitly until v. 18, it is 
clear from the structure of the section as well as the content that this is the Apos-
tle’s intention.
 through one man – Sin is almost personified or at least quantified, for it 
comes “through one man,” i.e., as the result of one man.  It is surely to be noted 
that the avenue for sin into the world is considered as Adam, not Eve, even 
though she was the first to disobey. The Apocolypse of Moses 32 has Eve declar-
ing “ . . . all sin is come into the creation through me.”146 b. Yevamot 103b shows 
that at least some of the rabbinic authorities of the Talmudic period believed that 
sin was passed on to Eve’s children:

146 quoted from Cranfield, Romans, 1.274.
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When the serpent copulated with Eve, he infused her with lust. 
The lust of the Israelites who stood at Mount Sinai, came to an 
end. The lust of the idolaters who did not stand at Mount Sinai did 
not come to an end.

Indeed, Ben Sira states this exactly:

From a woman did sin originate, and because of her we all must 
die.147

Yet the rabbinic material also contains hints that some held to the belief that Ad-
am’s sin caused death and decay to be imputed to all of mankind’s generations.148 

Consider the work of God: for who can make that straight which 
He hath made crooked (vii. 13)? When the Holy One, blessed by 
He, created the first man, He took him and led him round all the 
trees of the Garden of Eden, and said to him, “Behold My works, 
how beautiful and commendable they are! All that I have created, 
for your sake I created it. Pay heed that you do not corrupt and 
destroy My universe; for if you corrupt it there is no one to repair 
it after you. Not only that, but you will cause death to befall that 
righteous man [Moses].149

[Then the Lord God formed] the man: for the sake of Abraham. R. 
Levi said: It is written, The greatest man among the Anakim (Josh 
14:15): “man” means Abraham, and why is he called the greatest 
man? Because he was worthy of being created before Adam, but 
the Holy One, blessed be He, reasoned: “He may sin and there will 
be none to set it right. Hence I will create Adam first, so that if he 
sins, Abraham may come and set things right.”150

In one sense, the Golden Calf of Exodus played a similar role in Judaism as 
Adam does in Pauline theology, for every generation carries a bit of the Golden 
Calf (i.e., the sin and consequences of Israel’s rebellion at Sinai):

R. Oshaia said: Until Jeroboam, Israel imbibed [a sinful disposition] 
from one calf; but from him onwards, from two or three calves. 
R. Isaac said: No retribution whatsoever comes upon the world 
which does not contain a slight fraction of the first calf [i.e.. the 
molten calf in the wilderness], as it is written, nevertheless in the 

147 Ben Sira  xxv.28[24].
148 for a thorough discussion of this topic, i.e., a rabbinic understanding of 

sin, see the comments of Ephraim Urbach, The Sages (Harvard, 1979), pp. 
422ff.

149 Mid. Rab. Eccl. vii.13.
150 Mid. Rab. Gen. xiv.6.
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day when I visit, I will visit their sin upon them. R. Hanina said: 
After twenty-four generations [the doom foretold in] this verse 
was exacted, as it is written, He cried also in mine ears with a 
loud voice, saying, cause the visitations of the city to draw near, 
even every man with his destroying weapon in his hand.151

Yet though it is clear that the Sages taught the passing of death from one genera-
tion to another as a result of Adam and Eve’s sin, the passing of a “sin nature,” 
something Christian theology insisted upon from the earliest years, is not a 
general tenent of rabbinic theology. Man is endowed with freedom of will and 
thus becomes a sinner entirely on the basis of each person’s choice, not because 
of a predispositon inherited from one’s forefathers. Though death is passed on 
from Adam and to each generation, the presence of sin is the result of individual 
choice. And, it is not universally agreed upon that death and sin are always 
linked. Death is a matter of God’s providence for each person, according to Aki-
va, but one’s evil deeds can shorten one’s life. However, one’s good deeds cannot 
lengthen it because the length of days has been determined.152 Death is thus the 
result of providential decree, not necessarily the reward for evil deeds.153

 Since many of the Sages denied the passing of the sinful inclination from 
one generation to another, they also denied the Pauline (and later Christian) in-
sistence upon the need for redemption from the “sin nature.” In general, rabbinic 
teaching of the Talmudic period was that each person is created with both the 
ability to do good and to do evil, and that the freedom of choice in the individual 
is the deciding factor. In this way, the keeping of the Torah is the antidote against 
the sinful inclination,154 and therefore the constant emphasis upon Torah study 
and doing of the mitzvot is better appreciated.
 Futhermore, since God is the One who created both the evil and good incli-
nations within mankind, one need not be “redeemed” from the evil inclination—
one needs rather to control it—to subdue it through the doing of the mitzvot. 

 The contrary inclinations in mankind were described in rabbinic literature 
as yezter ra’ (יֵצֶר רַע, also with the article, יֵצֶר הָרַע) or “evil inclination” and yezter 
tov (יֵצֶר טוֹב, also with the article, יֵצֶר הַטּוֹב) or “good inclination.” The following 
gives a general picture of the Sages teaching on this duality within mankind:

 1) The yetzer ra’ was created in man by God:

151 b.Sanhedrin 102a.
152 b.Mo’ed Qatan 28a; m.Eduyot ii.9, and Urbach’s comments, The Sages, pp. 

264-266.
153 though evil deeds can hasten death, showing the ambiguity which the sages 

were willing to live with when it came to the intersection of providence and 
free will.

154 cf Rom 8:3 “For what the Torah could not do . . .”
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Raba said: Though God created the Yetzer ha-Ra, He created the 
Torah as an antidote [lit. spice] against it.155

 2) God created within man the ability to overcome 
the yetzer ra’

Thus the Holy One, blessed by He, said to Israel: My children, I 
have created for you the Evil Inclination, (but I have at the same 
time) created for you the Torah as an antidote. As long as you 
occupy yourselves with the Torah, he shall not have dominion 
over you.156

 3) Though the Torah could enable one to overcome 
the yetzer ra’, it could never eradicate it altogether:

When Israel heard the words Thou shalt have no other gods, the 
Evil Inclination was eradicated from their hearts. Then they came 
to Moses and said to him: Moses, our teacher, be an emissary 
between us, as it is said: Speak thou with us, and we will hear. 
Now therefore, why should we die? What benefit will there be if 
we perish? Forthwith the Evil Inclination returned to his place. 
Thereupon they went back to Moses and said to him: Moses, 
our teacher, would that He revealed Himself to us a second time, 
would that He would kiss me with the kisses of His mouth. He 
answered them: This will not happen now, but in the time to 
come, as it is written: And I will take away the stony heart out of 
your flesh (Ezek 36:26).157

 4) One must overcome the yetzer ra’ or it will gain 
more and more control over one’s entire being:

And the evil inclination is like a king over two hundred and forty-
eight parts of the body. When a person goes to perform a precept, 
all his bodily parts become indolent, because the evil inclination 
in his bowels is king over the two hundred and forty-eight parts 
of a man’s body; but the good inclination is only like one confined 
in prison, as it is said: For out of prison he came forth to be king 
(Ecc. 4:14)—this refers to the good inclination.158

 5) The righteous and wicked can be determined on 
the basis of how each control the yetzer ra’:

155 b.Bava Batra 16a.
156 Sifre Deut. §45, p. 103.  cf. b.Berechot 61a.
157 Mid. Rab. Cant. i.2, cf. b.Sukka 52a; b.Sanhedrin 92b.
158 Avot de-R. Nathan, Version I, xvi, 32a
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The righteous are ruled by the good inclination . . . the wicked are 
ruled by the evil inclination . . . average people are ruled by both.159 

While there are many parallels and similarities which we may draw between the 
later rabbinic view of sin and Paul’s teachings, the differences are clear. First, 
the Apostolic Scriptures nowhere ascribe the presence of the sinful nature to the 
creating hand of God. Herein lies a very important difference between the later 
rabbinical viewpoint and that of the Scriptures, for the Scriptures ascribe (as we 
shall see below) the presence of evil in the world and within man as the result of 
man’s own sin, not as part of God’s creation. Since God declared that all He had 
created was good, the Apostles could not envision that an inclination toward re-
bellion and sin could have been part of the original work of creation. It could not 
have been labeled “good.” For Paul, the sinful nature was inherited from Adam 
as a result of his sin and rebellion, and that it was, in some measure, contrary 
to the original purpose of God’s creation, and must therefore be eradicated and 
ultimately put to death if mankind is ever to regain his ability to accomplish the 
end for which he was created.
 Secondly, Paul is clear that the Torah, in and of itself, has no ability to 
overcome the sinful nature. This is a major difference between Apostolic teach-
ing and the later rabbinical dicta found in the Mishnah and Talmuds. The inability 
of mankind to “pull himself up by the bootstraps” is a clear teaching of Yeshua, 
Paul, and the other Apostles, yet it is a standard teaching of so-called “rabbincal 
judaism” that man, endowed with a free will, is able to pit the good inclination 
against the evil inclination and win the battle if one but tries hard enough and if 
one gains strength from the Torah. In contrast, Paul teaches that such strength can 
come only from the indwelling Spirit, an indwelling which is the direct result of 
the redemption won for believers by Yeshua. As far as Paul is concerned, apart 
from the power of Spirit, one is unable to subdue the deeds of the flesh.
 Surely the Holy Spirit utilizes the Torah, that is to say, empowers and en-
courages (even convicts) the child of God to walk in righteousness according to 
the commands of God’s gracious teaching (Torah). But the Torah, in and of itself, 
is unable to overcome sin in the life of any individual—it simply has no reform-
ing power with in it. The power of the Torah is that which the Spirit supplies as 
He writes it upon the heart.
 Thirdly, a primary difference between Paul and the rabbinic teaching is 
that the final victory over the sinful nature has been won by Yeshua, and only by 
appropriating His redemption via faith is there hope of overcoming one’s sinful 
nature. For Paul, the sanctifying work of the Spirit in connection with the To-
rah is directly tied to the priestly work of Yeshua in His sacrifice, resurrection, 
ascension and intercession. While it therefore is necessary for the child of God to 
appropriate by faith the means of sanctification which God provides, his sanctifi-

159 b.Berechot 61b.
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cation is, in the final analysis, the purchased reward of Yeshua’s death and life.

Is Paul’s view of the sinful nature new, or is it substantiated by the Tanach?

 Having given a very brief survey of the rabbinic view of the yetzer ra’ and 
the yetzer tov (evil and good inclinations) and how this informs their view of the 
“sinful nature,” it is worthy of our time to investigate what the Tanach says in re-
gard to this issue. If the rabbis of the Talmud differ so radically with the views of 
Paul on “original sin” (and the passage we are presently studying is the primary 
text in which Paul deals with this issue), a fundamental question must be raised, 
namely, is Paul’s teaching something new or is he simply restating an accepted 
interpretation of the Tanach? What does the Tanach have to say about the sinful 
condition of mankind?

The Tanach teaches that the heart of man is inherently evil:

Gen 6:5

MT NASB
וַיַּרְא יְהוָה כִּי רַבָּה רָעַת הָאָדָם בָּאָרֶץ וְכָל־

יֵצֶר מַחְשְׁבתֹ לִבּוֹ רַק רַע כָּל־הַיּוֹם
Then the LORD saw that the wicked-
ness of man was great on the earth, 
and that every intent of the thoughts of 
his heart was only evil continually.

Note that the word translated “intent” is יֵצֶר, yetzer, the very term adopted by the 
Talmudic sages to describe the “evil and good inclination.” Yet here the statement 
of HaShem Himself is that the yetzer of man is only evil all day long. In fact, in 
the Tanach the noun יֵצֶר, “intent” (built upon the verb which means “to fashion,” 
“to shape,” “to create”) is never followed by the adjective טוֹב, “good” when 
referring to mankind. As Gen 6:5 states, fallen mankind had come to be charac-
terized only as evil in terms of his heart’s intent. 

Gen 8:21

MT NASB
וַיָּרַח יְהוָה אֶת־רֵיחַ הַנִּיחחַֹ וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוָה אֶל־

לִבּוֹ לאֹ־אסִֹף לְקַלֵּל עוֹד אֶת־הָאֲדָמָה בַּעֲבוּר 
הָאָדָם כִּי יֵצֶר לֵב הָאָדָם רַע מִנְּעֻרָיו וְלאֹ־אסִֹף 

עוֹד לְהַכּוֹת אֶת־כָּל־חַי כַּאֲשֶׁר עָשִׂיתִי

The LORD smelled the soothing 
aroma; and the LORD said to Himself, 
“I will never again curse the ground on 
account of man, for the intent of man’s 
heart is evil from his youth; and I will 
never again destroy every living thing, 
as I have done.  
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Once again the term יֵצֶר, yetzer, is used, this time with לֵב, leiv, “heart.” Speaking 
of mankind in general, HaShem states that the “intentions of the heart are evil 
from his youth.” The parallel to 6:5 is obvious. The addition of “from his youth,” 
however, takes 6:5 a step further. Investigating the 19 occurrences of “from 
youth” (מן + נעור) in the Tanach160 it becomes clear that the expression defines a 
general starting point when describing one’s life, so that “from my youth” gener-
ally means “all of my life.” What it surely emphasizes, however, is that the ability 
to sin is not something one must learn or which requires practice, but is some-
thing which naturally occurs in all of mankind.

Jeremiah 17:9

MT NASB
עָקבֹ הַלֵּב מִכּלֹ וְאָנֻשׁ הוּא מִי יֵדָעֶנּוּ “The heart is more deceitful than all 

else  and is desperately sick;  Who can 
understand it?  

 The context of this Jeremiah text speaks of the difference between those 
who trust in the Lord, and those who trust in man (17:5-8). Why does Jeremiah 
insert this “wisdom” saying here? Apparently he does so to explain why, if right-
eousness brings blessing and wickedness yields the curse, anyone would choose 
wickedness. The point is that man, if he follows his own heart, will inevitably 
stray from what is right, for his heart is deceitful and sick. ֹעָקב, ‘akov, rendered 
“deceitful,” has its root in the word for “heel” (note the name ֹיַעֲקב, Ya’acov), 
which also means “cunning” or “deceitful.” ׁאָנוּש, ‘anush, is the Hebrew term 
translated “desperately sick” and usually carries the sense of “incurable” (cf. Is 
17:11, Jer 17:16). Once again the Scriptures make a very broad statement regard-
ing mankind’s sinfulness. The prophet describes the “heart” because by doing so 
he describes basic intent of mankind’s volition. 

Psalm 51:5 [Hebrew 51:7]

MT NASB
הֵן בְּעָווֹן חוֹלָלְתִּי וּבְחֵטְא יֶחֱמַתְנִי אִמִּי Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity,  

And in sin my mother conceived me.  

 This remarkable statement by the Psalmist puts the issue of sin (עָווֹן/חָטָא, 
chata’/‘avon) at the point of conception. What does the Psalmist imply by this? 

160 Gen 8:21; 46:34; 1Sa 12:2; 1Sa 17:33; 2Sa 19:8; 1Ki 18:12; Is 47:12, 15; 
Jer 3:24; 22:21; 48:11; Ezek 4:14; Zech 13:5; Ps 71:5; 71:17; 129:1; Jb 
31:18
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Kraus writes:

The basic declaration of the judgment doxology in v. 4 is further 
expanded by means of profound insight into man’s fateful 
deterioration into guilt as it is expressed in vv. 5-6. עָווֹן and חָטָא 
have from the hour of birth been the determining forces under 
whose signature life began. The petitioner wants to say that the 
primordial cause, the root cause of my existence is interwoven 
with corruption.161

Surely in the context of confession, David recognizes that the bent of his heart 
was naturally inclined to sin against the Almighty, and that this condition was 
one of his basic nature—that which proceeds from his very conception within his 
mother’s womb. 

Psalm 58:3 [Hebrew 58:4]

MT NASB
רְשָׁעִים מֵרָחֶם תָּעוּ מִבֶּטֶן דּבְֹרַי כָזָב The wicked are estranged from the 

womb; These who speak lies go astray 
from birth.  

Again, the Psalmist puts the bent to sin as co-terminus with birth itself. The word 
translated “estranged” is תָעַה, “to be confused,” “wander,” “stagger.” It is used of 
erring in spirit in Is 29:24 and describes sheep who “go astray” (Is 53:6), causing 
iniquity to be placed upon the sacrificial animal. The word’s parallel here with 
“speak lies” surely denotes sin. And if this is the case from birth, then it is certain 
that the nature which produces such activity is a sinful one.

 Job likewise speaks of the inevitability that those who enter this life do so 
as sinners (14:4; 15:14f; 25:4). Other writers in the Tanach agree: Ecc 7:20, 29; 
9:3; 2Chron 6:36 (cf. 1Ki 8:46); Ps. 130:3; 143:2; Jer 13:23.
 Thus, it seems quite clear that from the perspective of the Tanach, mankind 
is, by nature, sinful—that it is an inevitability that everyone who is born into this 
world will be reckoned as a sinner by God. What is more, the Tanach is equally 
clear on the fact that no one is able, in and of himself, to reverse this tendency 
to sin. As Job says, “Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean? There is 
no one” (14:4) and Jeremiah agrees: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the 
leopard his spots? Then also you can do good who are accustomed to do evil” 
(13:23).
 If we collate the words of Yeshua on this subject, we find Him in concert 

161 Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1-59 (Augsburg, 1988), p. 503.
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with the Tanach. His insistence upon the necessity for a new birth must be under-
stood against the backdrop of teaching which saw all who were born into this life 
as sinners. If the bent to sin is a generational issue, then the only way out of this 
is a new birth, and it is to this that Yeshua gives His attention when conversing 
with Nicodemus (Jn 3). The answer for the inevitable sin which comes through 
generational ties is nothing less than a new birth. Yeshua also teaches that the 
heart of mankind is wicked and sinful (Mk 7:21-23) and that mankind has a natu-
ral tendency to love darkness rather than light (Jn 3:19).  Furthermore, Yeshua 
clearly taught that left to himself man will not come to righteousness. Only when 
drawn by the Father will one respond in faith and follow righteousness (Jn 6:44, 
65).
 We see, then, that the rabbinic perspective of offsetting yetzer hara and 
yetzer hatov (evil and good inclinations) simply lacks Scriptural foundation. 
Nowhere in the Tanach can one find Moses and the prophets declaring the exist-
ence of the yetzer hatov, “the good inclination” in mankind in general. In every 
case when fallen mankind’s intentions are referenced, it characterizes them as 
evil and contrary to God’s ways and character. Only through the divine imparta-
tion of a “new heart” can righteousness become the norm (cf. Jer 31:31ff; Ezek. 
11:19; 18:31; 36:26). The fact that the metaphor of a new heart is used once again 
emphasizes that the sinful bent is part and parcel of the fallen human nature.
 Let us now turn back to Romans and the parashah in which Paul most 
clearly defines this issue of sin which is inherited from Adam.

12  Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death 
through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned

 As noted above, Paul clearly states that sin “entered the world” (by which 
we should most likely understand the “world” in the sense of “mankind”) through 
the sin of one man, i.e., Adam. Adam is held responsible in the primary sense 
for the presence of sin in the world, not Eve, though she was the first one to take 
the forbidden fruit for food. By this we must understand that Adam stands in 
some kind of representative relationship to his progeny. If the doorway for sin 
was simply the first to sin, then Eve would have filled that position but she does 
not—Adam does. This gives insight into the frame-of-reference from which Paul 
is writing.
 and death through sin – Death follows sin like a shadow—wherever you 
find sin, there you likewise find death. God, from the beginning, linked death 
(both spiritual and physical) with sin (Ezek 18:4).
 and so (καὶ οὓτως, kai houtos) – “as a natural consequence.” In the same 
way that children are born and carry the characteristic of the parents, so it was the 
expected phenomenon that sin, and death intertwined with it, would be passed on 
to each successive generation.
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 death spread to all men – The use of the word “spread” (διῆλθεν, dielthen 
aor. act. ind. from διέρχομαι, dierxomai) gives sin the perspective of a communi-
cable disease. As the Tanach portrayed a concept of sin through the laws of purity 
in which uncleaness could be transmitted through contact, so the bent to sin, in 
reality, is inherited. It spreads from one generation to another.
 because all sinned – This phrase is not as easy to interpret as it may first 
appear. The Greek (ἐφ᾽ ᾦ πάντες ἣμαρτον) could literally be translated “upon 
which all sinned.” There are a number of ways this phrase has been understood:

1) because of the death which passed to all, all sin 
 (taking ᾣ, “which,” to refer to ὁ θάνατος, ho thanatos, “death” 

as its antecedent; note: the article is often used with abstract 
nouns)

2)  because everyone sinned in Adam (taking ᾣ, “which,” to 
refer to ἐνος ἀνθρώπου, “one man,” and ἐπί, epi, “upon” as 
equivalent to ἐν, en, “in”)

3)  because everyone sinned because of Adam 
 (same as #2 but understanding ejpiv to mean “because of”)
4)  because everyone sins personally
  (taking ἐφ᾽ ᾣ as meaning “because” and disavowing any 

direct connection to Adam other than that he is followed as a 
bad example).

5)  because everyone sins personally
  (taking ἐφ᾽ ᾣ as meaning “because” and understanding the 

connection to Adam as real, i.e, everyone sins on their own 
because they participated in sinning in Adam).

6)  because everyone sins personally 
 (same as #4 but everyone sins because they have received 

a corrupt nature from Adam. In other words, it is inevitable 
that death will pass to all because, having received a corrupt 
nature from Adam, all will inevitably sin).

7)  and the proof is everyone sins
 ( taking ἐφ᾽ ᾣ to mean “and the proof is.” Thus, death passes 

upon all men, the proof being that all sin, something which 
inevitably results in death.)

 #1 is difficult and somewhat forced, because the clause seems to function 
for the purpose of explaining how sin came to all men, not merely restating the 
obvious fact that it did.
 #2 was championed by Augustine and later Latin writers, but seems to 
stretch the syntax a bit, for ἑνος ἀνθρώπου, “one man” is too far away grammati-
cally to be a natural antecedent.
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 #3 was held by Chrysostom and a number of other ancient writers but is 
unlikely for the same reasons as #2.
 #4 was held by Pelagias because he could never accept anything charged to 
a person’s account for which they were not personally involved in the act.
 #5 was and still is held widely, on the basis that ἐφ᾽ ᾣ grammatically must 
mean “because.” This view differs from #4 in that there is a real connection to 
Adam in that everyone in a real sense sinned in Adam. Thus, the bent to sin 
comes from having a real corporate solidarity with Adam, the first sinner.
 #6 is also popular and is a very natural way to understand the phrase. It 
understands ἐφ᾽ ᾣ to be similar in usage as 3:23.
 #7 the burden of proof for this option is on finding ἐφ᾽ ᾣ to mean “and the 
proof is,” something which might be difficult since the exact construction (ἐφ᾽ 
ᾣ, prep. ἐπί followed by relative neuter pronoun ὃς in the dative) is found only 3 
other times in the Apostolic scriptures, 2Co 5:4; Phil. 3:12; 4:10. Phil 4:10 may 
have the sense of “the proof is” (in the sense of “indeed”). Fitzmyer162 appears to 
have provided substantial evidence to support ἐφ ᾣ meaning “the proof is.”
 If we consider the wider context of vv. 12-21, it is clear that Paul’s primary 
purpose in this section is to show both the similarities as well as the disimilarities 
between Adam and the sin which entered into the world through him, and Mes-
siah with the righteousness which He gives to those who believe in Him.   
 In this regard we may rightly ask why Paul feels compelled to find a paral-
lel between Adam and Messiah at all. The first and most apparent reason to find a 
parallel between Adam and Yeshua is the place Adam played as the first man, i.e., 
as the editio princepts, “first edition” (as it were) of mankind. In a sense Adam 
should have stood as the model par excellence of what a human should be, he 
being formed by the very hands of the Creator. Yet in his disobedience he casts 
forever a mold in which mankind would be seen, a mold tainted and marred by 
sin. The glory of man, then, is forever tarnished by the first man. In this regard, 
one of the purposes of Messiah’s redemption was to restore to mankind the glory 
with which he was created. As such, the Messiah would come as the last Adam, 
the Man who would not fall to temptation and would, in His righteous triumph, 
be the model which God has always intended for mankind.
 But there is a second aspect of the parallel between Adam and Messiah 
which Paul no doubt wishes to emphasize, an aspect which is connected to the 
whole concept of imputation (λογίζομαι, see comments above on 5:4-5). As noted 
above, the concept of imputation or reckoning is simply to accredit to someone 
what is rightfully his. Thus debt is reckoned to the one who has incurred debt, 
just as, in the same way, credit is applied or reckoned to the account of one who 
has made payment. In this way, the righteousness of Yeshua is accredited to 
the account of the one who believes, for in believing the sinner lays hold of the 

162 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S. J., To Advance the Gospel, 2nd Edition (Eerdmans, 
1998), pp. 349ff.
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righteousness of Messiah as his own possession through God’s grace. The means, 
then, by which righteousness is reckoned to a sinner is faith. By faith, the sinner 
is able to acquire the righteousness (obtain right standing before God) of Yeshua, 
his savior, precisely because the redeemed sinner is viewed as ἐν χριστῷ, en 
xristo, “in Messiah.” To whatever extent Yeshua is seen as righteous in the sight 
of God, so is the one who is “in Messiah.” Our union, then, with the Messiah, is 
obtained through the avenue of faith.
 The parallel to Adam is clear: we find ourselves “in Adam,” not through 
the avenue of faith (the new birth), but through physical birth. Even as those who 
are in Yeshua are seen by the Father as righteous, so all who are in Adam are seen 
as transgressors. The corruption which entered the world through Adam attaches 
itself to all who are “in him.”
 Now we may take this second parallel a step further, for even as those who 
are “in Messiah” by faith are reckoned or considered as righteous by God, so are 
they made righteous through the indwelling Spirit who leads them to live right-
eously. In the same way, those who are “in Adam” by birth are not only viewed 
or reckoned by God as unrighteous, but also are lead by the corruption of their 
nature to engage in sin. Thus, the character of the life of any individual is in 
concert with his standing before God: those who are reckoned as righteous before 
Him pursue righteousness, and those who are considered as unrighteous walk in 
the ways of unrighteousness. 
 It would seem, then, that taking the wider context would lead to the con-
clusion that either #6 or #7 above provide the best interpretation of the phrase 
“because all sinned,” i.e., the phrase emphasizes that solidarity with Adam 
through birth connects each person to the sin of Adam which in turn is worked 
out through one’s own sinful actions.

13  for until the Torah sin was in the world; but sin is not imputed when 
there is no Torah. 

 The opening “for” (γάρ, gar) indicates that Paul is here supporting some-
thing in the previous verse, and the most natural connection would be the last 
phrase “because all sinned.”  Paul explains how it was possible to say “all 
sinned” even though generations existed before the giving of the Torah. His 
explanation is straightforward: even though the Torah had not yet been given, sin 
still existed in the world, and people still sinned.
 but sin is not imputed when there is no law – Most commentators under-
stand this phrase to mean that somehow, before the giving of the Torah, while sin 
existed and the sinner was held responsible for his sin, it was not until the giving 
of the Torah that sin was seen for what it truly was. Cranfield is representative of 
this view:
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οὐκ ἐλλογεῖται [not reckoned] must be understood in a relative 
sense: only in comparison with what takes place when the law is 
present can it be said that, in the law’s absence, sin is not reckoned. 
Those who lived without the law were certainly not ‘innocent 
sinners’—they were to blame for what they were and what they 
did. But in comparison with the state of affairs which has obtained 
since the advent of the law sin may be said to have been, in the 
law’s absence, ‘not registered’, since it was not the fully apparent, 
sharply defined thing, which it became in its presence.163

 However, it seems likely that Paul held that the Torah, as the revelation of 
God’s immutable character and holiness, existed before its giving at Sinai. There-
fore, the same standard of righteousness existed before Sinai, and the imputation 
of sin was likewise extant even before the written Torah was revealed.
 The agrument would follow this pattern: 1) there is no imputation of sin 
apart from Torah; 2) the penalty for imputed sin is death; 3) all men who existed 
between Adam and the giving of the Torah died; 4) therefore, sin must have been 
imputed even though the written Torah had not yet been given.
 The eternality of the Torah is well established in the Rabbinic literature:

R. Yudan said: The world was created for the sake [lit. because of 
the merit] of the Torah. R. Joshua b. Nehemiah said: For the sake 
of the tribes of Israel.164

When the Torah was about to be given to the Israelites, a loud 
noise went forth from one end of the earth to the other; terror 
seized the peoples in their palaces, and they sang, as it is said, ‘in 
their palaces all say Glory’ (Ps 29:9). They gathered together to 
Balaam and said, ‘What is this tremendous noise which we have 
heard? Is a new flood coming upon the earth? He replied, ‘God 
has sworn that He will never bring another flood.’ They said, ‘But 
perhaps He is going to bring a flood, not of water, but of fire?’ He 
replied, ‘He has sworn that He will never again destroy all flesh.’ 
Then they said, ‘What then was the noise?’ He replied, ‘God has 
a precious treasure in His storehouse which has been stored up 
there for 974 generations before the creation of the world, and now 
He proposes to give it to His children.’ . . . . Then they said, ‘May 
God bless His people with peace.’ (Ps xxix. 11).165

163 Cranfield, Romans, 1.282.
164 Mid. Rab. Gen. xii, 2.
165 b.Zevachim 116a.  The figure of 974 is derived from the following 

calculation:  The Torah existed a thousand generations before the Creation 
(Ps 105:8).  There are 26 generations between Adam and Moses:  1000-26 
= 974.
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. . . The beautiful Torah, which You have hidden away since the 
creation and for 974 generations before creation, do You purpose 
to give it to one of flesh and blood? (i.e., Moses)166

Some Sages taught that Adam and the Patriarchs kept the Torah, while others 
suggest that they kept only Noahic laws:

R. Judah said: it was fitting that the Torah should have been given 
through Adam. Whence does this follow?—This is the book of the 
generations of Adam. The Holy One, blessed be He, said: ‘I gave 
him six commandments, and he did not remain loyal to them; how 
then shall I give him six hundred and thirteen precepts, viz., two 
hundred and forty-eight positive precepts and three hundred and 
sixty-five negative precepts?’ Hence it is written, And He said 
la-adam—I will not give it to Adam. But to whom will I give it? 
To his descendants: hence, This is the book of the generations of 
Adam.167

 Paul has already shown that all mankind (both Jew and Gentile) are guilty 
before God because all are sinners. Here he stresses that the universal guilt of 
mankind is legally connected to the universal application of the Torah. Even 
before its actual giving at Sinai, the Torah functioned to condemn sinners. In the 
same manner that Adam was condemned for disobeying God’s commandments, 
so all mankind stands condemned before the bar of God’s justice, because all 
mankind are transgressors of the Torah. The irrefutible proof of this is that death 
became the norm for all who came from Adam, proving that the penalty given to 
Adam (the penalty for transgressing God’s commandment is death) is passed on 
to all of mankind even though each new generation is not given a similar test for 
obedience as was given to Adam.

14  Nevertheless death reigned from Adam until Moses, even over those who 
had not sinned in the likeness of the offense of Adam, who is a type of Him 
who was to come. 

 The connection of death with sin continues as Paul unfolds his teaching 
on mankind’s plight. Death is said to “reign,” ἐβασίλευσεν, ebasileusen, aor. act. 
ind. of βασιλεύω, basileuo, “to reign as king,” “to have royal power.” Paul’s 
metaphorical sense of sin as “king” sets the stage for his description of sinners 
as “slaves to sin.” This metaphor gives power to sin and inability to mankind to 
overcome the rule of sin.
 Since it is without dispute that people experienced death during the gen-
erations from Adam to Moses (just read the generational accounts in Genesis), it 

166 b.Shabbat 89b.
167 i.e., this book belongs to the generations of Adam.  Mid. Rab. Gen. xxiv.5.
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must likewise be true that they were reckoned as sinners by the One Who holds 
in His hand both life and death. But Paul’s specific point here is that each gen-
eration was counted as sinful and awarded the penalty for sin, i.e., death, even 
though they had not sinned in exactly the same way as Adam had sinned. That is 
to say, they were not given a specific test or prohibition as was Adam—yet they 
sinned in such a way as to be deserving of death. This proves, then, beyond dis-
pute, that Adam’s sin (the corrupt sinful nature) as well as the penalty for sin, was 
passed on to all his offspring. Adam as the representative of mankind is therefore 
shown, and this sets up the comparison with Yeshua as the representative of His 
people. The actions and attended pentaly/reward of each representative are im-
puted to those they represent. It is in this way that Adam stands as a “type” of the 
Messiah who was to come.
 A “type”168 denotes a mark made by striking, an impression made by 
something, such as an impression used as a mold to shape something else (e.g., 
6:17), hence a form, figure, pattern, example. The word gains a specialized use 
in bibilcal interpretation: a “type” is a person or thing prefiguring (according to 
God’s design) a person or thing pertaining to the time of eschatological fulfil-
ment. Thus,

Adam in his universal effectiveness for ruin is the type which—
in God’s design—prefigures Christ in His universal effectiveness 
for salvation.169

 In this way, in vv. 15-21 Paul shows the parallels between Adam and Mes-
siah, first (vv. 15-17) the manner in which the parallel demonstrates the contrast 
between the two, and secondly (vv. 18-21) the similarities.
 Paul refers to Yeshua as “the coming one” (τοῦ μέλλοντος, tou mellontos) 
which reminds one of Mt 11:3 (=Lk 7:20):

“Are you the Coming One, or shall we look for someone else?”

Some have suggested that the term “affikomen,” the matzah hidden away at 
the Pesach seder, derives from the Greek ἀφικόκομενος, aphikokomenos, aor. 
participle of ἀφικνέομαι, aphikneomai, which would be translated “the coming 
One.” Since in the seder the broken matzah, wrapped and hidden away, and then 
brought back to the table, symbolizes the Pesach sacrifice according to the Sages, 
this “coming one” as a Messianic symbol makes good sense. We are not certain, 
however, how early this tradition of the affikomen existed in the Pesach seder. 
The term אֲפִיקוֹמָן, ‘aphikoman, is found in the Mishnah at m.Pesachim 10:8, but 
Jastrow (p. 104) considers the meaning “dessert,” relating it to a Greek form 
ἐπικῶμον, epikomon, but normally the Greek for “dessert” would be ἐπιφορημα, 
epiphorema. The form ἐπικῶμον is uncertain. Blackman translates אֲפיקוֹמָן as 

168 Used also of Adam in 1Co 10:6ff, Greek τύπος, tupos
169 Cranfield, Romans, 1.283.
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“Passover offering” (Mishnayoth, 2.221), but notes that traditionally the word has 
been taken to mean “sweetmeat or dessert.”
 Note also that Paul specifically states that those who came in the genera-
tions following Adam, died even though they had not sinned in the same manner 
as Adam (καὶ ἐπὶ τοὺς μὴ ἁμαρτήσαντας ἐπὶ τῷ ὁμοιώματι τῆς παραβάσεως Ἀδὰμ). 
What we should most likely understand this to mean is that though the people 
following Adam had indeed sinned, they had not broken a specific command of 
God as Adam had, for they were not given a similar test of obedience as God had 
given Adam (“in the day that you eat you will surely die”), or as God would give 
to Israel after receiving the Torah at Sinai. Here, once again, Paul links sin and 
death, and shows that even though the specific sin may have been different in 
kind and even quantity, sin, regardless of its “shape or size” was still worthy of 
death. “The soul who sins shall die” (Ezek 18:4).

15  But the free gift is not like the transgression. For if by the transgression 
of the one the many died, much more did the grace of God and the gift by 
the grace of the one Man, Yeshua Messiah, abound to the many. 
 The comparison of Adam with Yeshua as the “last Adam” continues 
now as Paul unfolds the parallels. It might be helpful to lay out these com-
parisons in a table:

Adam Yeshua
Sin entered into the world through one 
man, and death came from sin (v. 12)

By the transgression of one the man 
died (v. 15)

Judgment arose from one transgres-
sion resulting in condemnation (v. 16)

Through one transgression there re-
sulted condemnation to all men (v. 18)

Through one man’s disobedience 
many were made sinners (v. 19)

The gift of righteousness will reign in 
life through One, Yeshua the Messiah 
(v. 17)

The grace of God and the gift of grace 
of the One Man, Yeshua the Messiah, 
abound to the many (v. 15)

The free gift arose from many trans-
gressions resulting in justification (v. 
16)

Through one act of righteousness there 
resulted justification of life to all men 
(v. 18)

Through the obedience of the One the 
many will be made righteous (v. 19)
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 Verse 15 begins Paul’s detailed comparison of Adam and Yeshua as the 
representatives of their respective peoples. The opening statement is straightfor-
ward: “But the free gift is not like the transgression.” How is it different? What is 
the negative comparison Paul wishes to point out?
 A number of suggestions have been given. Calvin170 believes that the differ-
ence pointed to by Paul is this, that “there is a greater measure of grace procured 
by Christ, than of condemnation introduced by the first man.” In other words, 
the free-gift is unlike the transgression because it comes with exceedingly more 
power than the transgression. Cranfield171 simply thinks Paul wants to point out 
the obvious, namely that the transgression brings condemnation while the obedi-
ence and righteousness of Yeshua yields justification. In addition to these two 
suggestions I would also add that there may be an emphasis upon the words “free 
gift” (τὸ χάρισμα, to charisma), for the transgression differs from the free gift in 
this important way, that the death which came as a result of Adam’s sin was a 
penalty well deserved, but the life which becomes the possession of the believer 
is his entirely by grace—he deserves none of it.
 These contrasts, then, set up the reverse kal v’chomer argument, that if 
the act of a mortal man (Adam) could so affect mankind and bring all under the 
domain of sin, then how much more could the work of the Messiah accomplish 
God’s purpose for redemption. And, the purpose of God is realized through the 
outworking of His grace, for even the coming of the Messiah is stated here to be 
the result of God’s grace.
 the grace of God and the gift by the grace of the one Man, Yeshua the 
Messiah – Why does Paul mention both of these (the grace of God and the gift 
of Messiah), since surely the grace of God encompasses the work of Yeshua? 
Most likely the grace of God (the Father) is seen in sending the Messiah, while 
the gift by the grace of the one Man is most likely the justification we receive as 
the result of His death and life for us (note “gift of righteousness,” v. 17). Once 
again, the inclusion of the word “gift” emphasizes the difference between the 
transgression of Adam and the grace of God—the former attracts a punishment 
well deserved, but the grace comes entirely by grace, not as a reward for good 
deeds done.
 It should also be noted how clearly Paul intends his readers to see the 
humanity of Yeshua—”the one Man, Yeshua.” Whether or not Paul was facing an 
increased number of pre-gnostics in the congregation at Rome as well as in other 
cities, it seems clear that he intends his readers to affirm the truth that Yeshua, 
though eternally with the Father, became incarnate as a man—truly man and that 
without reservation. Errors of Christology either deny Yeshua’s manhood or His 
divine nature. While explaining the manner in which these co-exist within the 
Messiah is impossible, we nonetheless affirm both to be true, that He is fully man 

170 Calvin, Romans, 19:206.
171 Cranfield, Romans, 1.284.
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and fully divine and that as such He is Immanuel (“God with us”).
 The characteristic of God’s grace as a gift, i.e., that which is given and 
not earned, is emphasized by the word “abound,” “. . . did the grace of the one 
Man, Yeshua Messiah, abound to the many.” The word is ἐπερίσσευσεν, ep-
erisseusen, aor. act. ind. from περισσεύω, “to abound,” “be extremely rich or 
abundant,” “overflow.” The word is often used by Paul to describe the riches 
of salvation (2Co 3:9), of love among believers (2Co 8:2), or of thanksgiving 
that the redeemed soul offers (2Co 4:15). The word was used in the classics to 
describe those who were superior in rank or in acumen, as well as those who 
were wealthy. Paul thus expresses the grace that has been given as that which was 
lavished, not in small measure, but in abundance, making sinners rich. “For you 
know the grace of our Lord Yeshua HaMashiach, that though He was rich, yet 
for your sake He became poor, that you through His poverty you might become 
rich.” 2Co 8:9.

16  And the gift is not like that which came through the one who sinned; for 
on the one hand the judgment arose from one transgression resulting in con-
demnation, but on the other hand the free gift arose from many transgres-
sions resulting in justification.

 Here we have a second difference between the condemnation which came 
as a result of the sin of Adam, and the righteousness which comes through Yesh-
ua. The contrast is obvious: Adam’s transgression was singular, resulting in death 
to all, but the work of Yeshua dealt with many transgressions, resulting in justifi-
cation to those who believe. Thus, the gift is far more powerful (for it overcomes 
many transgressions) than the disobedience which was only one sinful act.
 Furthermore, as noted earlier, the one act of Adam is contrasted to the 
obedience of Yeshua in that Adam’s sin secured condemnation while Yeshua’s 
obedience won salvation for the elect. So while Paul wants to eventually note 
a similarity between the work of Adam and that of Yeshua, he wants, first and 
foremost, to show the real dissimilarities.
 Note also that justification is linked to the free gift. Justification cannot be 
earned, it must be awarded.

17  For if by the transgression of the one, death reigned through the one, 
much more those who receive the abundance of grace and of the gift of right-
eousness will reign in life through the One, Yeshua Messiah.

 Paul continues, now, to substantiate what he has just said. It seems, on the 
basis of the similar structures, that this verse is given to support the claims of 16a 
(that a difference between Adam’s sin and Messiah’s obedience is the difference 
between one sin and many transgressions) rather than 16b (that Adam’s sin yields 


