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The first lesson in the old Puritan New England Primer declares, “In Adam’s fall/We

sinned all.” Romans 5:12 declares, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man,

and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned . . . .”

Somehow there’s been something of a “spiritual infection”passed on to us from Adam.1 This has

traditionally been called “original sin.” Edward T. Oakes observes:  “No doctrine inside the

precincts of the Christian Church is received with greater reserve and hesitation, even to the point

of outright denial, than the doctrine of original sin.”2

 Is this fair to be held responsible and strapped with the consequences of an act committed by

someone else in radically different circumstances so long ago?3

In the thick of the French Enlightenment optimism4 that extolled human reason and virtue

(sans Christian dogma and creeds), thinkers such as Rousseau and Voltaire were united in their

opposition to the doctrine of original sin.  According to Rousseau scholar Allan Bloom, “Rousseau’s

Confessions were, in opposition to those of Augustine, intended to show that [man] was born good,

that the body’s desires are good, that there is no original sin.”5 According to Rousseau’s

1 Donald Bloesch, “Sin,” in The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand

Rapids: Baker, 1984), 1012.
2 “Original Sin: A Disputation,” First Things 87 (1998): 16.
3 Anthropology in Theological Perspective (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 124.
4 This was a much more hostile version than that of the English.
5 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987), 170.
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understanding, the cause of manÕs dividedness is the Òopposition between nature and The general

upshot of the French EnlightenmentÕs view was that ÒsinÓ comes through ignorance and improper

social conditioning.  With a proper education and social development, evil can be overcome.6

The doctrine of original sin is one form of the problem of evil.  In this essay, I would like

to doctrine of original sin as it bears upon the Christian philosophy, and I hope to utilize some of

the resources available to us in the literature on the problem of evil by looking at questions such as

these:  Is our possession of original sin unfair since Adam was the one who Òdid the deedÓ?  Does

God unjustly impute guilt/blame to us, or does he unfairly Òload the diceÓ so that we are doomed

to sin with its attendant condemnation from the start?  The particular challenge we face is this:

How can we as Christian address the doctrine of original sin with the fewest barriers and with

greatest philosophical/theological force? In this essay, I draw on Christian theismÕs various

metaphysical and theological resources to address this troubling question.

I shall look at various preliminary matters and set forth my qualifications (using a bit of

automotive lingo) regarding human nature, the image of God, the lack of doctrinal precision in

Romans 5:12, distinguishing between guilt and sinÕs consequences, and the like.  Then I shall

offer a range of points that defending the possibility and plausibility of original sin in light of the

non-ChristianÕs criticisms.

I. Preliminaries and Qualifications

1. Putting It in Reverse:  We must remember that Genesis 1-2 comes before Genesis 3, that

human nature was first made good by God but has been corrupted.  Not infrequently, lay

6 Gillian R. Evans, Alister E. McGrath, and Allan D. Galloway, The Science of Theology, vol. 1
(Grand Rapids/Basingstoke, U.K.: Eerdmans/Pickering, 1986), 224.


