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The In-Christ Motif 
Two Adams in Romans 5 

 

Introduction 

 “In his preface to Romans, Luther characterizes this letter as ‘rightly the chief part 

of the New Testament and the clearest gospel of all’; and he adds that it would be well 

worth memorizing, so that a Christian could recite it by rote, word for word.  Thus it is 

the judgment of Luther that this epistle sets forth the gospel more clearly than any other 

writing in the New Testament.”1   

Justification by faith commonly has been set forth as the central motif of Romans 

and it is true that justification is the basic reality upon which the whole Christian life 

rests.  It is often viewed as a subjective, psychological experience, a change within the 

soul of man.  But for Paul justification is not something which occurs within the soul.  He 

sees in it a great universal perspective.   

This universal concept of justification is seen most clearly in Romans 5:12-21 

where Paul sets Adam and Christ in juxtaposition.  He thinks in terms of two aeons.  One 

is the dominion of death over all that is human, the age of Adam.  The other is the 

dominion of life, the age of Christ.  Because Christ has been given as a gift to the world, 

in Paul’s thinking a new aeon, the aeon of life, has come upon mankind.  Those who 

stand with Christ have been taken out of the dominion of death which overshadows 

Adam’s race.  “As death became the lot of all through one man, Adam, so God now 

bestows life on us through one man, Christ.  Just as Adam stands at the head of the old 

aeon, so Christ stands, by reason of His resurrection, as the author and perfecter of the 

new.”  

Although the “in Adam” and “in Christ” motif appears to be a departure from 

characteristic Pauline thought and some scholars have viewed the whole passage as 

peculiar and cast it aside, it is here that the whole problem of Romans is brought together 

in this brief passage that is filled to overflowing with gems of precious truth.  This 

passage is not a digression or parenthesis in Paul’s thought, in fact it is the high point of 

                                                
1 Anders Nygren, Commentary on Romans, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1949) 1.  Some of the following 
introductory thoughts are taken from Nygren’s commentary. 
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the epistle.  Here Paul sets up Adam and Christ not to compare them in similarity, but to 

point out the contrast between them and the effect each on had on the human race.   

The casual reader may be perplexed by what appear to be a tangled maze of 

redundancies in the passage under discussion.  Moreover the confusion in compounded in 

many versions of the Bible that translate two distinct Greek words (charisma and dorea) 

by the same English word (gift).  However both of these words possess unique meanings 

within the context of the passage.  Both KJV and NKJV distinguish between these two 

words (χαρισµα = free gift; δωρεα/δωρηµα = gift), however, the distinctive sense of 

the two words is lost in the translation.  The purpose of the following exposition is to 

attempt to unfold the systematic reasoning of the apostle Paul as he sets forth the grandest 

statement of the gospel. For the sake of clarity, the NKJV of the passage precedes this 

study.  All unbolded, italicized words are supplied by the translators. 

 
12 Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to 

all men, because all sinned-- 13(For until the law sin was in the world, but sin is not imputed when there is 

no law. 14Nevertheless death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those who had not sinned according 

to the likeness of the transgression of Adam, who is a type of Him who was to come. 15But the free gift  

[χαρισµα]  is not like the offense. For if by the one man's offense many died, much more the grace of 

God and the gift [δωρεα] by the grace of the one Man, Jesus Christ, abounded to many. 16And the gift 

[δωρηµα]  is not like that which came through the one who sinned. For the judgment which came from 

one offense resulted in condemnation, but the free gift [χαρισµα] which came from many offenses 

resulted in justification. 17For if by the one man's offense death reigned through the one, much more those 

who receive abundance of grace and of the gift [δωρεα] of righteousness will reign in life through the 

One, Jesus Christ.)  18Therefore, as through one man's offense judgment came to all men, resulting in 

condemnation, even so through one Man's righteous act the free gift came to all men, resulting in 

justification of life. 19For as by one man's disobedience many were made sinners, so also by one Man's 

obedience many will be made righteous. 20Moreover the law entered that the offense might abound. But 

where sin abounded, grace abounded much more, 21so that as sin reigned in death, even so grace might 

reign through righteousness to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

   
The Effect of One Man (5:12-14) 

All that Paul discusses in the chapters preceding this passage rests on the 

difference between two aeons where now Adam and Christ stand as the respective heads 

of the two aeons.  Adam is head of the old aeon, the age of death; Christ is the head of the 
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new aeon, the age of life.  It is within this context that the passage begins, “Therefore 

(Δια τουτο),” which is a reference to the unstated presupposition which is the basis of all 

that has been said in the epistle to this point.  Namely, as death came through one man, so 

life has now come through Christ.    

It must be noted also that Paul does not view man as an individualistic entity.  He 

sees mankind as an organic unity, a single body under a single head.  In this perspective, 

Adam has meaning for Paul.  Adam is significant as the head of the “old” humanity, as 

head of the present aeon.  That which happened to the head involves the body also.  

Humanity’s fate was determined in Adam.  Through Adam’s sin everything human 

became subject to death.  Thus, Adam’s sin brought condemnation to everything human 

and it also reigned in death (5:12, 16, 18, 21).    

The interpretation of the phrase, εφ  ω  παντες  ηµαρτον, has presented for many 

scholars considerable difficulty.  The phrase may be literally rendered “upon which [on 

the basis of which, (namely Adam’s sin)] all sinned.”  The two predominant 

interpretations are the following: “because all sinned” (personally like Adam) and 

“because all sinned” (corporately in Adam).  However the first proposition becomes 

implausible if we remember the parallelism between Adam and Christ.   As through the 

fall of one man (Adam) death became the lot of all, so now through one man’s (Christ’s) 

righteousness, life holds sway.  If Paul meant that all became subject to death because of 

the sins which they themselves committed, the conclusion would logically be that all 

would enter into life by reason of the righteousness which they themselves achieved.  

Such a view is contrary to Paul’s entire thesis.    

 The Law and Corporate Solidarity in Adam Paul unravels the meaning of the 

phrase, εφ  ω  παντες  ηµαρτον, in 5:12 by using the law given at Sinai as an illustration 

or a prop in 5:13-14.  The issue here is not that the law had no authority before Sinai, but 

it is employed as prop as though it never existed before Sinai, since it was not codified in 

written form.  

The argument states that sin cannot be counted against anyone without a written 

code.  So why were people dying?  The rather explicit answer is that the people sinned 

not like Adam.  Adam sinned against a direct face-to-face command of God (the Law).  

However the people living before Sinai and the giving of the law died because of the 



 5 

effect of Adam’s sin on his offspring. They died because sinned “in Adam” not “like 

Adam.”  The whole race was affected by that one transgression.   

 The law of God existed before Sinai, but not in written form.  It was conveyed 

mouth to mouth, generation to generation.  Thus the law was in the world.  But people 

died and we die, because of Adam’s sin.  We sinned in him. 

Adam, a Type of Christ   Adam is a type of Christ in the sense that “what is true 

of Adam is true of Christ, but in a directly opposite sense.  Adam is the head of mankind.  

But precisely the same is true of Christ.  Adam is the head of mankind in the sense that in 

him mankind was lost.  Christ is the head of mankind in the sense that in Him mankind 

was saved.  Adam is the head of mankind, from which the contagion of sin and death 

spreads to all its members.  Christ is the head of mankind, from which righteousness and 

life come to all the members.”  Paul expresses the same idea I Corinthians 15:21-22: “For 

since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead.  For as in Adam 

all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive.”   

The Biblical concept of corporate solidarity in Christ (in Christ motif) is the key 

which unlocks the mystery of the passage.  God put the whole human race into the Son of 

God (in Christ) by virtue of the incarnation.  Thus the actions of Christ affect the whole 

corporate human race.  But the ultimate benefits of the actions of the Second Adam, 

which lead to the eternal inheritance, apply only to that unique corporate unit of humanity 

that believes what God did to save them and chooses to remain and abide in Christ by 

obeying the gospel.  

  

Χαρισµα  and Δωρεα  (5:15) 

 Irrespective of which Bible translation is read, confusion abounds as to the 

meaning of the “gift” and/or the “free gift in 5:15-17” (cf., KJV, NIV, RSV, TEV).  The 

“free gift” (χαρισµα) is contrasted with the “offense.”  Since the “offense” is the act of 

disobedience of Adam, it would follow therefore that the “free gift” (χαρισµα) must be 

the act of obedience on the part of God--His act of grace (χαρισ).  For example, the 

disobedient act of Adam in 5:19 is contrasted with the obedient act of Christ.  The 

actions of Adam made many sinners; the actions of Christ shall make many righteous.  

Likewise in 5:18 the offense of Adam brought condemnation to all men is contrasted with 
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the righteous act of Christ which brought justification of life to all men.  The “free gift” 

is an act of God, namely the redemptive act of God in Christ Jesus.  Thus the “free gift” 

(χαρισµα) is not a literal gift in the typical sense of the word, but should be understood 

as the salvific act of God in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 The offense of one man causes “the many” to die, namely all those who have been 

connected with Adam.  But the χαρισµα (act of Christ) results in χαρισ (grace) which 

simultaneously results in the gift (δωρεα) to overflow and abound to “the many.”  This 

gift (δωρεα) abounds (περισσευω) or is conferred abundantly upon all who have been 

connected with Adam.  Although this transaction took place officially and legally at the 

cross, this grace, and the gift exuding from that grace, came into existence the moment 

Adam sinned, when the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world became a reality in 

the mind of God.  Lest we forget, unfallen Adam had no need of grace.2 

 

Δωρεα   Identified (5:16) 

 The gift (δωρηµα) that is conferred abundantly upon all men is contrasted with 

the result of Adam’s sin in 5:16.  Adam’s actions brought about condemnation; God’s 

actions brought about justification.  The judgment or judicial action necessitated from 

that one offense resulted in a verdict of condemnation.  In contrast the χαρισµα (“free 

gift”) or act of God necessitated from many offenses resulted in a verdict of acquittal or 

justification, the “gift.”  Justification is a legal acquittal granted to the accused offender.  

This legal acquittal is the “gift” (δωρηµα) which was the result of the χαρισµα, the 

redemptive act of God, consummated at the cross where a very costly ransom was paid 

for all sinners and the law was fully satisfied.                 

 The judgment or verdict from Adam’ offense brought condemnation, whereas the 

“judgment” or “verdict,” necessitated by the sins of the world, was carried out for all men 

through the χαρισµα, the act of God at the cross.  “Now is the judgment of this world, 

now the ruler of the world will be cast out” (John 12:31).  The χαρισµα that brings about 
                                                
2  By disobeying the commands of God, man fell under the condemnation of his law. This fall called for the 
grace of God to appear in behalf of sinners. We should never have learned the meaning of this word "grace" 
had we not fallen. God loves the sinless angels, who do his service, and are obedient to all his commands; 
but he does not give them grace. These heavenly beings know naught of grace; they have never needed it; 
for they have never sinned. Grace is an attribute of God shown to undeserving human beings.  (RH, Sept. 
15, 1896; Amazing Grace, p. 10) 
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the gift of justification is truly a charismatic act of God, because it necessitated the 

incarnation of God’s own dear Son.   By that charismatic act of the incarnation, the 

human race was enfolded into the Son.  Thus, when Jesus died on that cruel cross   

symbolizing the second death and wages of sin, the whole race of men died in Him. 

That’s charisma!  “For the love of Christ constrains us; because we thus judge, that if one 

died for all, then all died” in one Man (2 Corinthians 5:14). 

 In summary the act of transgression by Adam brought death into existence and 

placed the whole race under condemnation.  In contrast the charismatic act of God 

(χαρισµα) brought grace into existence, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 

and conferred the gift (δωρηµα) of justification, an acquittal from the curse of the law, 

upon all men.  This gift is given to all the offspring of Adam irrespective of its reception 

by the sinner.  “A man can receive nothing, except it has been given to him from heaven” 

(John 3:27).   

 

Justification, Acquittal, the Law and Faith  

When we speak of the idea justification, almost reflexively, faith is 

simultaneously connected to the idea.  It is as though there can be no justification without 

faith.  Thus the question is pondered by the penitent believer:  “Do I have sufficient faith 

required to be justified?”  William Law put it quite succinctly, “Suppose one man to rely 

on his own faith and another to rely on his own works, then the faith of the one and the 

works of the other are equally the same worthless filthy rags.”3   

Protestant doctrine has uniformly stated “that individuals are saved not by 

performing works but by believing in Jesus Christ.  As popularly understood, this 

doctrine has always carried with it the risk of turning faith into another kind of work, a 

human achievement.  In pietistic-enthusiastic circles, this justifying ‘faith’ has often been 

understood as a psychological disposition; in scholastic circles ‘faith’ has been equated 

with intellectual assent to propositionally formulated dogma…[F]aith is understood as an 

activity of the individual, a means (punitively alternative to “works”) of securing our 

acceptance with God.”4  Against this understanding of justification by faith, G. M. Taylor 

                                                
3 Cited in A. G. Herbert, “‘Faithfulness’ and ‘Faith,’” Theology 58 (1955) 379. 
4 R. B. Hays, The faith of Jesus, (Eerdmans: 2002) 119-120. 
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suggests, “It simply substitutes the mental act of having faith for the bodily one of being 

circumcised as a precondition of salvation, and (so far as the mechanism of justification 

is concerned) leaves Christ in the passive role of being the object of our faith.5   

The connection between justification and Christology provided the missing link 

for Gerhard Ebeling to a correct understanding of justification. “The reformers 

understanding of faith had no effect on the formation of Christology --- not, at least, in 

the normal church dogmatics…Hence the difficulty…of maintaining the strict inner 

connexion between Christology and the doctrine of justification.  The Christology mostly 

does not lead by any compelling necessity to the doctrine of justification, and the later in 

turn usually leaves it an open question how far Christology is really needed as its 

ground.”6   

 Properly understood justification or acquittal is a transaction entirely of God’s 

doing that was consummated at the cross 2000 years ago and which affected the whole 

race of men.  Justification is indivisibly united with Christology.  Namely, that the Son of 

God became us (in Christ motif), coming in the “likeness of sinful flesh” as our 

Representative, our Substitute, our Surety, and our Savior.  In this capacity, Jesus 

condemned sin in the flesh having become obedient unto death even the death of the 

cross.  Thus, having been made a curse for us, He redeemed us from the curse of the law; 

for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree.”  The ransom demanded by the 

law that had been transgressed was paid in full for every child of Adam!  “If One died for 

all, then all died” in that one Man!  The prison doors enclosing every child of Adam were 

thrown wide open and freedom from curse is available to all. 

 The acquittal or justification of mankind from the curse of the law is exclusively 

the work of God through the faith of Jesus Christ.  “Knowing that a man is not justified 

by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus 

Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the 

law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified” (Galatians 2:16).  The gift 

(δωρηµα) of justification is freely bestowed upon every child of Adam as a result of the 

charismatic act of God (χαρισµα). 

                                                
5 Ibid, cited on p. 121. 
6 Ibid, cited on p. 119. 
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Who Shall Reign: Death or Life? (5:17)   

 Although the gift of justification is unconditionally conferred abundantly to all 

men, it must be accepted by heartfelt faith in order to reign in life through Christ and 

ultimately for receipt of the final the eternal inheritance.  “A man can receive nothing 

unless it has been given to him from heaven.”  Those who receive the gift, knowing that 

it is already legally theirs, by faith will reign in life through Christ Jesus.  For those who 

reject Christ and choose to remain in Adam, death shall continue to reign.  

Justification when received by faith is equivalent to righteousness both imputed 

and imparted.  The words, justification (δικαιωµα / δικαιωσιν)  and righteousness 

(δικαιοσυνη), are derived from same Greek root word (δικαιοω) “to make right.”  For 

those who abide in Christ (motif), not only is this righteousness counted for the past 

record of passivity and rebellion, it is also imparted to transform the life into the image of 

Christ.  Here we see a transition from the corporate benefits of the in Christ motif to the 

personal benefits for those who receive Christ.  “Much more those receiving the 

abundance of grace and the gift of righteousness shall reign in life through the one, Christ 

Jesus.”   

 

The Unconditional Effect of Two Men (5:18) 

 The results of Adam’s actions on the human race are contrasted with actions of 

the Second Adam in 5:18 which constitutes a summary and the conclusion of 5:12.  The 

actions of the first Adam conferred condemnation upon all men, whereas the actions of 

the Second Adam reversed the condemnation of first Adam and conferred justification of 

life on all men.7  All men were “in Adam” by creation, but all men were incorporated “in 

Christ” by virtue of the incarnation.  Condemnation to man now comes about solely by 

virtue of rejecting the light that has come into the world.  “This is the condemnation, that 

light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their 

deeds were evil.  For every one that practicing evil hates the light, and does not come to 

the light, lest his deeds should be exposed” (John 3:19-20).   
                                                
7 The concept of a legal acquittal is illustrated numerous times, e.g., Romans 3:23-24; 4:5; 4:25; 5:16, 18; 
5:10; 2 Corinthians 5:19; Galatians 2:16; 1 Timothy 2:6; “With His own blood He signed the emancipation 
papers for the race.” Ministry of Healing, p. 90.  
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 Irrespective of rejecting the light or embracing it, the action of the Second Adam 

in reversing the condemnation of the first Adam, brings about certain temporal benefits to 

all men, namely “justification of life.”  All men benefit from the sacrifice of Christ 

resulting in the gift of probationary life to make a decision as to whom they will serve, 

whether the gods of this world or the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.8    

 Although many have attempted to interpret 5:18 in a faith framework, the context 

of the entire passage argues strongly in favor of the unconditional corporate benefits of 

the righteous act of Christ conferred upon all men. This is even more clearly evident with 

a literal rendering of the verse.  “So then as through one offense, to all men to 

condemnation, so also through one righteous act, to all men to justification of life.”  This 

righteous act corresponds to the χαρισµα (free gift) in 5:15-16.  The supplied words in 

5:18 of the KJV text (the free gift came) only create confusion.  With the appropriate 

supplied words, the text would read: “…even so through one Man’s righteous act the gift 

came to all men resulting in justification of life.   

 

Χαρισµα  and Transformation of Life (5:19) 

 Even though the charismatic act of God brought certain temporal benefits to all 

men, the ultimate intent and purpose of the χαρισµα is much more astounding.  For 

those who willing to look and behold the χαρισµα, supremely manifested at the cross, it 

is to bring about a complete and total transformation of life.  Its purpose is to bring about 

reconciliation with God and with His law restoring the image of God in man.   

 Just as Adam’s disobedience literally made (καθιστηµι)9 “the many” sinners, so 

also by one Man’s obedience “the many” literally shall be made righteous in this present 

age, not just in the new earth.  One Man’s obedience constitutes the χαρισµα as used in 

this passage.  Christ learned obedience by things which He suffered and became obedient 

unto death even the death of the cross.  For those willing to look, the charismatic act of 

God, χαρισµα, is magnetic and transformational.                                       

                                                
8 To the death of Christ we owe even this earthly life. The bread we eat is the purchase of His broken body. 
The water we drink is bought by His spilled blood. Never one, saint or sinner, eats his daily food, but he is 
nourished by the body and the blood of Christ. The cross of Calvary is stamped on every loaf. It is reflected 
in every water spring. Desire of Ages, p. 660 
9 The Greek word is καθιστηµι which means to constitute, to make, to appoint, to cause to be, to render. 
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All, (“the many”) were constituted sinners as the result of Adam’s offense.  Every 

child of Adam has inherited from him a fallen, sinful nature.  We are sinners by both 

nature and performance, having no power to resist our fallen nature, being separated from 

God as a consequence of Adam’s sin.  However not “all” of Adam’s offspring shall be 

constituted righteous.  “The many shall be made righteous.”  If καθιστηµι were in the 

aorist tense, this would imply a corporate historical righteous in Christ, but the verb is in 

the future tense implying something yet to be accomplished in those who receive Christ. 

“The many” in this case are “all” those who have chosen to unite with Christ and abide in 

Him.  Only this unique corporate unit of humanity shall be made righteous as the result of 

His obedience.  As a resulting benefit of the χαρισµα, they are given power to overcome 

their inherent nature and to develop a righteous character, just Christ overcame in our 

inherent nature.   

 

The Effect of Law and Grace (5:20) 

 The law is powerless to transform the sinner, but it does have power to make sin 

exceedingly sinful and apparent to the sinner.  So although the law is holy, just and good, 

it simply makes sin abound in all its hideous character.  Nevertheless where sin 

abounded, grace much more abounded.  As soon as sin came into the world, the 

charismatic act of God, χαρισµα, brought grace into the world.  And the infinite treasure 

of heaven was given to the world.   

Even though sin abounded in wretchedness, grace much more abounded in beauty 

and holiness, sufficient to transform the vilest sinner.  In fact that same grace allows the 

sinner to exist in his waywardness and that’s abounding grace.  But that same grace 

abounds even more as it draws the sinner to repentance, if he will not resist the goodness 

of God. 

 

Who Shall Reign: Sin or Grace? (5:21) 

 In the new and the new earth righteousness will dwell.  But in this fallen world, 

even where sin reigns in death, is where righteousness is to reign before Second Coming.  

The supreme reign of righteousness is possible only when grace reigns supreme in the 

heart of the penitent sinner.  This must be true, for it is the grace of God that teaches us to 
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deny all ungodliness and to live soberly, righteously, and godly in this present age 

looking for the blessed hope and the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior 

Jesus Christ (Titus 2:11-12).  When grace reigns supreme in heart of God’s people, it will 

be then that the bride will have made herself ready for the marriage of the Lamb.  “And 

to her it was granted to be arrayed in fine lined, clean and bright, for the fine linen is the 

righteous acts of the saints.” 


