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THE EFFECTS OF ADAM’S SIN
ON THE HUMAN RACE

By Norman R. Gulley
Southern College of Seventh-day Adventists

“Next to the word God, the word sin is the most closely 1pacl«;ed
with meaning for the human race and for the universe,”" wrote
Edward Heppenstall. I concur with this assessment. It seems fit-
ting, then, for the Adventist Theological Society to consider the
biblical understanding of sin. What did the Fall of Adam do to the
human race? How did that one act of sin affect his posterity? Does
it affect one’s state at birth? Are we born sinners, or do we only
become sinners when we sin? .

In this article we will explore the historical and biblical dmgen-
sions of these questions. We first turn to history, where varioug
schools of thought have grappled with the issue of human nature
at birth. Does it receive anything from Adam’s sin or not? Theso
are called theories of imputation.

Theories of Imputation

The Pelagian Theory. In 409 the British monk Pelagiug
presented his theory at Rome in which he argued man’s l?atuml
innocence. It was condemned at the Council of Carthage in 418,
Socinians and Unitarians later came to advocate the same theory,
This view teaches that every human soul is immediately createld ll)y
God innocent, free from depraved tendencies, and wlith the ability
to obey God as was Adam before his sin. So Adam’s'sm hurt_no ono
besides himself. The only effect of Adam’s sin on his posterity was
a bad example. .

Paradoxically, Pelagius also recognized the power of sin._Mun
is born unto perdition, the image of God is eclipsed by the Fall, and
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humans are in a certain sense corrupt, so that sin is natural.
Neverthelegs, in spite of human corruption, humans remain basi-
cally good.” Thus man is not born with an inclination towards
wrong, that comes only after his own acts of sin. Therefore, it is
theoretically possible to live above sin, as Adam could have, and
thereby get to heaven through living without sinning. This view
doesn’t see Christ’s incarnation and His saving mission as essential
for every human.

The Arminian Theory. Arminius (1560-1605), University of
Leyden professor in Holland, proposed his theory which is dubbed
“semi-Pelagian.” The Greek church holds this view. Methodism
later adopted it. There are different kinds of Arminians, just as
there are different kinds of Protestants. Arminius believed Adam’s
sin affected the race, so man is born depraved in body and mind,
although the will is able to obey Him. Man is born without
“righteousness.” Therefore, God bestows a special gift of the Holy
Spirit at birth to enable the newborn to obey. This is “prevenient
grace” (grace sent before conversion) which removes and neutral-
izes condemnation from Adam’s sin.

No baby is born with tendencies to do wrong. These only come
from his own sinning. Yet, the gift of the Holy Spirit to overcome
depravity from Adam assumes that the Spirit saves man from the
results of Adam’s sin rather than Christ. Also, each baby is seen as
an isolated entity rather than a part of the human race. Salvation
for the world (John 3:16), and the implications of this, are not
thought through. If man has the ability not to sin, then the univer-
sality of sin and the universal need of a Savior are not a reality.

The New School Theory. This theory was propounded by
Hopkins, Emmons, Dwi ght Taylor and Finney. Some Presbyterians
and Congregationalists have supported the view. It teaches that
newborns enter the world with a predisposition to sin, but do not
sin until they arrive at moral consciousness. Thus sin is not a state,
but solely an act. Hence, prior to gaining moral consciousness

- babies do not need Jesus as their Savior.

The Federal Theory. Also called the “theory of the
Covenants,” Federal theory is linked to Cocceius (1603-1669) and
Turretin (1623-1669). (1) Federal and (2) Natural (or Realistic)
headship in Adam need to be distinguished. Federal headship traces
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