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Romans 5:12-21

“The Power of One”

The second section of chapter five is a section that is extremely critical to understanding the book of Romans. It is a section that must not be studied too quickly, or approached to lightly. It is a bridge between the doctrine of justification (which Paul has addressed in the previous chapters), and the doctrine of sanctification (which Paul will address in the succeeding chapters). 

“We approach a paragraph of the Epistle pregnant with mystery.”

-The Epistle to the Romans; H.C.G. Moule

“In our study of the Book of Romans we have now come to one of the most crucial passages in the Word of God, and the central theme of the Epistle to the Romans…in the latter part of chapter five, Paul gets to the heart of Man’s Ruin by sin and God’s Remedy in Christ.”

-Paul’s Epistle to the Romans; Sharpe, Lamoyne

“I make bold to suggest, indeed to assert…that in many ways this section from verse 12 to the end of the chapter is the very heart and centre of the Epistle to the Romans. First, it is a summary or summing up of all that has gone before. The apostle states it all here in a new way. But it is not only that, it is also the beginning of, and introduction to, all he is going to say right until the end of chapter 8. It is the most critical section of the entire Epistle. Failure to realize this accounts for most of the vagaries in interpretation.”

-Romans: Assurance; Martyn Lloyd-Jones

Some writers give less attention, and place less importance on this section because they fail to see the critical truth of our union with Christ. We are justified because we are unified with Him. That truth of unification is carried over into the next three chapters, and is critical to a right understanding of sanctification.

“Unless we change our parentage there is no deliverance for us. But it is in this very direction that we shall find the solution of our problem, for that is exactly how God has dealt with it…In Adam we receive everything that is of Adam; in Christ we receive everything that is of Christ.”

-The Normal Christian Life; Watchman Nee

“He sees in Adam the representative of ruined humanity and contrasts him with Jesus, the last Adam, the Representative of redeemed humanity. In Adam all men are sinners; in Christ they are saints. In Adam’s family, death reigns; in Christ’s family, deliverance reigns.” –Exploring Romans; John Phillips

As we come to this critical center and hub of this Epistle, we have before us another grammatically difficult section. Paul, while always writing systematically and with an end in mind, often will digress within a point to make another point. This can prove difficult when it comes time to interpret an entire section.

In this particular section, Paul asserts a line of thinking in verse 12, which he parenthetically supports in verses 13 through 17, and then returns to sum up in the final verses of the chapter.

With that being said, we divide this passage largely based on the word “one”, and the points Paul makes around that word. Notice first of all that Paul addresses:

I. THE PRODUCT OF ONE MAN’S SIN (v. 12-14)

As we have said, in verse 12, Paul begins to make a particular point, yet he does not finally conclude that point until verse 18. Paul, under the inspiration of the Spirit, deems it necessary to support the point he makes in verse 12.

Verse 12 begins with a critical word. Paul writes, “Wherefore…” Martyn Lloyd Jones devotes no less than eight pages to the importance of this word. It is a connecting word, and it bridges all Paul has said to all Paul is going to say. 

In verse 12, Paul introduces the idea of one representing many. He says, “Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world…” Paul goes on to show that Adam’s original sin produced sin (and all its consequences) in each and every one of his descendents.”


A. Sin’s universal origin

In a clear reference to Adam, Paul states that by, “…one man sin entered into the world…” As the father of all humanity, Adam was our representative in the Garden of Eden. His fall was essentially our fall as well. Through procreation, Adam passed on his sin (nature) to all that would follow him.

We are each individually guilty of sin, but our committal of sin is not what ultimately constitutes our guilt before God. It is our relation to Adam that constitutes us guilty before God.


B. Sin’s universal outcome

Paul quickly makes two critical points in verse 12. One is that in Adam we have the origin of all man’s sinfulness, and the second is that the result or penalty of sin also passed upon all men. Paul says, “…and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned.”

While men may argue the representation of Adam’s sin, they cannot deny the result and ultimate outcome of Adam’s sin. The outcome of death is now the outcome that all of Adam’s descendants face.

As he has before, in verse 13, Paul anticipates a question. Someone might say, “What about those who sinned ignorant of, or prior to the giving of God’s law?” Paul says, “For until the law sin was in the world…”, or, “Sin was present prior to the law.” Paul continues, “...but sin is not imputed when there is no law.” 
This is a controversial statement, and is interpreted differently by various commentators. Paul obviously does not mean that if a man sins ignorant of the Biblical Law that he will not be found guilty. Chapters one and two establish that no man has any excuse before God.

It is most likely that Paul is referring to those who sin (or bear a sin nature) before they have any knowledge of right and wrong. This would be infants, small children, and those that are born mentally deficient. 


C. Sin’s universal outreach

Verse 14 begins with the word “Nevertheless…” This points us back to the previous verse, where Paul had digressed to answer a possible protest. He picks back up with his original point in verse 12, and says, “Nevertheless death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over them that had not sinned after the similitude of Adam’s transgression…”

Here Paul makes the point that whether someone sinned with full knowledge of God’s Law and command (as Adam did in the garden), or whether they sinned ignorantly of the law, they all suffered the same result from sin – death. 

The point Paul is making is that Adam’s sin brought death upon all men. No one in the human race can escape the consequence of Adam’s original sin. Death has reached all men.

Paul not only writes about the product of one man’s sin, but still focused on that word “one”, he moves on to point out:

II. THE POWER OF ONE MAN’S SUBSTITUTION (v. 15-17)

Paul has dealt with the first Adam, and at the close of verse 14, He makes mention of Christ, Whom Paul would later call “the last Adam (I Cor. 15:45).”

Again, verses 13-17 constitute a lengthy, parenthetical break that Paul inserts by way of explanation. In this break, Paul moves from Adam and what he passed on to his descendents, and he begins to contrast Christ, and what He passes on to those who follow Him.

At the close of verse 14, Paul states that Adam is, “…the figure of him that was to come.” Adam points us to Christ in the fact that he is a representative, but as Paul elaborates on that point, he demonstrates how Christ is a supremely better representative than Adam.

It as if Paul begins to compare the type of Adam, but what becomes evident is the contrasts rather than the comparisons. He tells us that:


A. Christ’s representation is better in its reception

Paul begins verse 15 by saying, “But not as the offence, so also is the free gift…” In other words, while Adam and Christ are both representatives, what they do for their descendants is quite different. 

He goes on to explain, “For if through the offence of one many be dead, much more the grace of God, and the gift by grace, which is by one man, Jesus Christ, hath abounded to many.”

The essence of this verse is that while Adam’s offense brought a justified death unto all his descendents, what Christ brings to His descendents is a “gift by grace”. Adam’s descendents receive what they deserve. Christ’s descendents graciously receive what they do not deserve.

“But the gift of free grace was not like the trespass. For if the many died in consequence of the sin of the one, much more the grace of God and his free gift in the grace of the one man Jesus Christ abounded to many.”

-(Translation of verse 15) The Letter to the Romans; William Barclay 

B. Christ’s representation is better in its reach

Paul continues to contrast Christ’s work with Adam’s sin as he moves into verse 16. He says, “And not as it was by one that sinned, so is the gift…” This is similar to the beginning of verse 15. Paul is simply saying that while Adam is a representative similar to Christ, Christ’s representation is much different and much better.

He goes on, “…for the judgment was by one to condemnation, but the free gift is of many offences unto justification.”  Simply put, Christ’s representation is better than Adams in that while Adam’s one sin resulted in condemnation for all men, Christ’s substitution and representation brings about justification for “many offences”.

The idea is that one sin brought about the totality of man’s condemnation, and in the one Man, Christ Jesus, not just the one sin, but all of man’s subsequent sins are dealt with.


C. Christ’s representation is better in its result

Paul concludes this compare and contrast argument, and likewise the parenthetical argument, in verse 17. He concludes by pointing out that while Adam’s sin caused death to reign over man, “…they which receive abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness shall reign in life by one, Jesus Christ.”

This is a beautiful contrast painted by the apostle. One man, Adam, brought all men under the reign of death. And one Man, the Man Christ Jesus, enables men to reign in life. 

Ultimately, the first Adam brought death to his descendants, but the Second Adam brings life!

“Here, as throughout this paragraph, we should greatly mistake if we thought that illustration and the object illustrated were to be pressed, detail by detail, into one mould…The absolute dependence of our justification upon the Atoning Act of our Head, and the relation of our Head to us accordingly as our Centre and our Root of blessing, this is the main message of the passage we are tracing.”

-The Epistle to the Romans; H.C.G. Moule

As Paul finishes his parenthetical notation to verse 12, he returns to his original premise of one representing all, and closes by pointing us not only to the product of one man’s sin, and the power of one man’s substitution, but also finally:

III. THE PRINCIPLE OF ONE MAN’S SALVATION (v. 18-21)

Backing up our focus somewhat, we remember that Paul has been establishing that a man cannot be justified apart from the atoning death of the Lord Jesus (4:24-25). Having established that point, he is trying to move on into what it means for a person to be unified with Christ by faith. 

He has alluded to this unification in verse 10 of this chapter saying, “…we shall be saved by his life.” Now Paul has more fully opened up this principle of unification by presenting the two representatives of Adam and Christ.

All this has been done to get to the point that when we place our faith in Christ, we are joined to Him in His death, and in His resurrection, which produces further results (chapters 6-8).

For now, Paul concludes chapter five by returning to the principle of salvation through one Man, the Lord Jesus. The closing verses of this passage point us to the centrality of Christ in the work of salvation. He shows that every aspect of our justification and subsequent salvation are inextricably tied to the person and work of Christ.


A. The foundation is based on Christ

In chapter 3, and verse 25, Paul stated that the Father sent Christ, “…to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins…” Now, in chapter five, verse 18, Paul returns to this truth, and says that while in Adam’s sin, men are condemned, “…even so in the righteousness of Christ of one the free gift came upon all men unto justification of life.”

Justification is the basis for our salvation, and that justification is completely based and founded on the righteousness of Christ.


B. The function is based on Christ

The foundation of justification is the righteousness of Christ. The function of justification is to take that righteousness and use it to make sinners righteous before God. That is exactly what Paul says in verse 19. “For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one shall many be made righteous.”

Again, the point is that our justification, which is the grounds for our salvation, is totally dependent upon the Lord Jesus Christ.


C. The fulfillment is based on Christ

Verse 20 seems to be an afterthought referring back to verse 13, where Paul addressed the question of the law. He points out, that when the Law came in, it only added to, and magnified the sinfulness of man. Yet, when man’s sinfulness was so great (chapter one and two), “…grace did much more abound.”

Paul moves on into verse 21, and concludes saying, “That as sin hath reigned unto death, even so might grace reign through righteousness unto eternal life by Jesus Christ our Lord.” If justification is founded upon Christ’s righteousness, and meritorious work, and if it functions based solely upon the same things, then ultimately, it will result in “eternal life” and final salvation. 

The whole guiltiness of man hinges essentially on one man. Likewise, man’s justification, salvation, and ultimate glorification hinge on one Man as well.

When you understand where Paul is going, it helps you to understand why he is so concerned with the centrality and importance of Christ. In the coming chapters, Paul is going to show that we are not only declared righteous (justification) through the work of Christ, but we will also be made practically righteous, or holy (sanctification), through the work of Christ.

It is all about Christ! Solus Christus!
Terry Trivette 2009


