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Outline: 
I. Introduction 
II. Death reigns in us through Adam 

Adam was disobedient. Adam’s disobedience results in condemnation.  
This condemnation brings us death 

III. Life reigns in us through Christ 
Christ was obedient. Christ’s obedience results in the grace of justification.  
This justification brings life 

 
Romans 5:12–21 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and 
death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned— 13for sin 
indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where 
there is no law. 14Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose 
sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who 
was to come. 
 
15But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man’s 
trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that 
one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16And the free gift is not like the result 
of that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought 
condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification. 
17For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much 
more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of 
righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 
 
18Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of 
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. 19For as by the one man’s 
disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the 
many will be made righteous. 20Now the law came in to increase the trespass, but 
where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21so that, as sin reigned in death, 
grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus 
Christ our Lord.  
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Death in Adam, Life in Christ 
Romans 5:12-21 

 
I’m sure you’ve heard about the butterfly effect. On a winter day in 1961, Edward 

Lorenz, a mild-mannered MIT meteorology professor, entered some numbers 
into a computer program simulating weather patterns and then left his office 
to get a cup of coffee while the program ran. Lorenz was repeating an earlier 
simulation but he had rounded off one variable from .506127 to .506. To his 
surprise, that tiny alteration drastically transformed the weather forecast his 
program produced. As he studied the data, Lorenz saw that tiny changes to 
initial conditions often have large consequences. This idea is known as the 
“butterfly effect” after Lorenz suggested that the flap of a butterfly’s wing 
might ultimately cause a hurricane. The mathematics of the butterfly effect 
eventually led to “chaos” theory, where “chaos” does not imply disorder but 
predictable unpredictability. Chaos theory, it turns out, is good science, and 
has facilitated solid predictive ability, especially in weather forecasting where 
the central tendency of scores of model runs with slightly different initial 
conditions is a pretty good predictor of things like the motion of a hurricane. 

This morning I’d like to begin with another butterfly effect which might be called 
the “apple bite” effect and which results in another kind of chaos which is not 
only unpredictable, but also disorderly, chaotic and destructive. It’s the world 
we live in. The small change occurs in a Garden called Eden where the first 
two humans, created directly by God, have a choice: take the forbidden fruit 
and eat it, or not. We know of course that Adam and Eve chose to eat the fruit. 
This small act set into motion thousands of years of chaos and consequences. 
Adam’s sin set off a hurricane of sin and of death and of judgment. Sins, and 
deaths from sins dominate the events of world history. Moreover, death from 
what seem to be natural occurrences like disease and disaster dominates world 
history. Yet these occurrences are the butterfly-effect consequences of that 
initial seemingly small sin. It floods the whole of this fallen world.  

But that leads to a question? How do you stop a hurricane? How do you stop a flood? 
How do you stop the exponential consequences of a butterfly’s flap or the bite 
of an apple? The answer is you don’t, or at least you can only do it by the 
immense application of brute force. It may start with a butterfly’s wing, but 
to stop it you have to wall off whole weather systems, or whole rivers. 
Tremendously difficult to do. Again, how do you stop the storm of sin and its 
consequences? You can’t unbite the apple, and the power of that storm is 
greater than any other power on earth. You have to stop it with brute force.  
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Which is what God did through Jesus, through his death and resurrection. Today 

we’re going to see how Paul explores this topic in Romans 5:12-21. He’ll  talk 
about the sin that came through Adam, and its consequence, death. He'll also 
talk about the righteousness that comes through  Christ, and it’s consequence, 
life. We’ll find that we follow Adam into death, but Christ freely gives us life. 
Our approach today is going to be a little different than usual. We’re going to 
read the whole text, but then we’re going to go through and look at all the 
Adam/death verses, then go through again and look at all the Christ/life verses. 

Romans 5:12–21 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and 
death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned— 13for 
sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted 
where there is no law. 14Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over 
those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type 
of the one who was to come.  

15But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man’s 
trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of 
that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16And the free gift is not like 
the result of that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass 
brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought 
justification. 17For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through 
that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and 
the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 

18Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of 
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. 19For as by the one 
man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s 
obedience the many will be made righteous. 20Now the law came in to increase 
the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21so that, 
as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading 
to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

The first half of the contrast that Paul wants to make is simply that death reigns in 
us through Adam. Sin and it’s butterfly effect of more and more sin and more 
and more enormous consequences is woven all through this passage. Paul 
devotes the first paragraph to setting up this part of the contrast. Verse 12 
“Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death 
through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned.” The section 
begins with the word “therefore,” so we naturally look back to see what 
thought this section brings to conclusion.  
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It turns out that’s a little tough, and commentators differ widely. But I really like 

how Douglas Moo handles this. He says “We must question whether Romans 
5:12–21 [is actually] the conclusion of what Paul has already argued. The 
verses make better sense when viewed as the basis for what has just been said. 
Verse 12-21 function very nicely as the ground, or reason, for the confidence 
and hope that Paul has stressed in verses 1–11.” Moo would paraphrase the 
transition as: “in order to accomplish this [namely, that God has promised to 
save all those who are justified and reconciled through Christ], there exists a 
life-giving union between Christ and his own that is similar to, but more 
powerful than, the death-producing union between Adam and all his own.” 

So, the first thought is that sin came into the world through one man, through Adam. 
Notice that Paul doesn’t mention Eve. Eve has sometimes gotten a bad rap 
through the centuries as being the one so easily deceived by Satan, the one 
who sinned first. She does bear responsibility for her own sin, but Adam bears 
his own and some of hers. Eve hadn’t even been created when Adam was 
forbidden to eat the fruit. The responsibility to communicate the seriousness 
of the ban was his. Furthermore Adam apparently stood passively by while 
Satan tempted Eve. After she gave in and gave him the fruit he apparently ate 
with her, without protest. He forfeited his responsibility as the first born and 
the one warned. Thus, in Scripture, he is often seen as the author of this sin.  

Paul’s point is that sin came into the world through this one man’s choices. Notice, 
by the way, how utterly dependent Paul is on the historical reality of Adam. 
This whole butterfly-effect argument presumes that there was one man and 
one woman who began the whole of the human race, not only physically but 
spiritually. Evolution and the modern interpretation of natural history deny 
this understanding. But let’s argue from the greater thing to the lesser thing. 
We believe that Jesus was historical and rose from the dead. This is affirmed 
in Scripture and makes sense of the historical data. Therefore the parallel 
person, Adam must also be historical. The special creation of Adam and Eve 
is made plain in Scripture, and makes essential sense of the flow of Scripture, 
even if we don’t have historical data to pin it to. If Jesus yes, then Adam yes.  

So, sin came into the world through one man and  death came into the world through 
sin. Adam had been told “in the day that you eat of it you will surely die.”  
Now we know Adam didn’t physically die that day. He lived for hundreds of 
years. But at the end of those hundreds of years he died physically, which 
would not have happened but for his disobedience. Yet Scripture is as much 
concerned with spiritual life and death as it is with physical life and death. 
The moment Adam and Eve ate they were spiritually separated from God. 
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The remainder of this text focuses on spiritual death, the estrangement from God 

that is a result of sin and that, if not healed through Christ, will lead to eternal 
death, eternal separation from God. Much of Scripture is focused on spiritual 
death, and its counterpart, spiritual life. Jesus is all about it in the Gospel of 
John where he promises eternal life now for those who believe in him. 

Still, the visible evidence of spiritual death is physical death. Both characterize 
humankind through Adam. Verse 12 again, “death spread to all men because 
all sinned.”  This is the key, the butterfly catastrophe moment in the text. All 
people sinned. Paul proved that with no room to doubt in the long argument 
of Romans 1 to 3, culminating with Romans 3:23, “All have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God.” But you’ll ask “Did all people sin because they 
were descended from Adam?” “Did all people sin because they had a sinful 
nature?” “Did all people sin because they lived in a fallen world?” “Did all 
people sin because they rebelled against God?” “Did all people sin because 
they chose to?” The answer would be yes. Theologians have tried to tease out 
the root cause for this universal sin, but I could show you passages of Scripture 
affirming each of these. I’m not going to try to sort that out, but notice that in 
our passage Paul mostly relies on descent from Adam as the source of sin, but 
there is also a strong element of personal choice. This verse says death came 
to all people because all sinned. That sounds like personal choice. And it is. 

In verses 13 and 14 Paul addresses the role of the law in this conclusion. “for sin 
indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where 
there is no law. 14Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those 
whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the 
one who was to come.” Sin was indeed in the world before Moses received 
the formal law on Mt. Sinai. Everyone from Adam on died because of this sin. 
But what does Paul mean “sin is not counted where there is no law?” I think 
he means exactly what he says. If you have the law you can count your sins: 
“I stole. I lied. I coveted.” Before the law these were still sins, but they were 
not, to use Paul’s technical term, transgressions or trespasses, because these 
words mean to cross a line that has been drawn, to break a clearly stated law. 
Adam did that. His act was sin and transgression. In this he was the type of 
the one to come. I don’t fully agree with that translation. A type, according to 
Google dictionary is a “person or thing symbolizing or exemplifying the ideal 
or defining characteristics of something.” Maybe the translators should have 
used the word “antitype” there, which means “a person or thing that represents 
the opposite of someone or something else.” Jesus was like Adam in that he 
was the representative head of many people. He was opposite Adam as the 
one who did not sin in any way, did not transgress against the revealed law.  
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We’ve seen that Adam sinned and that all sinned. That human death broke into the 

world through Adam’s sin, and that all died because of their sin. That sets up 
the contrasts that begin in verse 15. Let’s trace the “Adam and all people” 
thread through the rest of the passage. Verse 15 “many died through one man’s 
trespass. If Adam and Eve had not sinned, the conditions that cause us all to 
sin would not have existed: we would not have inherited a selfish sinful nature 
from our sinful forefather Adam and we would not live in a rebellious world 
that uses every argument to get us to put self first, rebel against God and sin. 
But we’re in that world, we do sin and therefore, like Adam and Eve, we die.     

Verse 16: “the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation.” Here Paul 
unpacks what up to now he’s simply been calling “death.”  God justly judges 
sin and the penalty or condemnation, he imposes on it is death. In fact in this 
section condemnation and death are nearly synonymous terms. Verse 17: 
“because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man.” Paul 
presents Adam as the type of all people. His defining characteristic was sin 
and death, and that has characterized all people since Adam. Think of it in 
terms of genetics. A human genome can only produce a human. A man and a 
woman cannot come together and produce a giraffe. The same is true in 
spiritual genetics. A sinful man and a sinful woman cannot come together and 
produce a righteous person. The spiritual genetics will not allow it. 

Verse 18: “one trespass led to condemnation for all men.” Because of Adam and 
Eve’s trespass, all people inherit a fallen and sinful nature in a fallen and sinful 
world. All people choose rebellion and sin and therefore all are condemned 
and die. It’s an ugly picture Paul is painting on this side of the contrast, which 
will make the other side all the more beautiful. Verse 19: “by the one man’s 
disobedience the many were made sinners.” Why does Paul use the word 
many, instead of all? I believe he means “all” when he’s talking about what 
Adam did, but he starts to use the word “many” for that same group because 
in the contrast “many” but not “all” people will be made righteous. Finally, 
verse 21 “sin reigned in death.” That about sums it up, and it's a bleak picture. 

But praise God that woven all through those last six verses is the contrast with Jesus. 
Verse 15 “But the free gift is not like the trespass.”  The trespass resulted in 
death, but the free gift is life.  Don’t miss the phrase “free gift.” It’s marvelous 
and Paul will use it frequently to emphasize that while we are rightly judged 
because of our sinful works, we are rescued freely, as a gift, not as a result of 
works. This is God just loving on us, as we said last week. “For if many died 
through one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free 
gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many.”  
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Many died, but grace abounded for many. Paul calls this free gift the grace of God 

and the grace of that one man Jesus Christ. Now we see why Paul has so 
emphasized the one man Adam. He want us to see the stark contrast between 
the sinful behavior of Adam and the gracious work of Jesus.  

Verse 16 “And the free gift is not like the result [or consequence] of that one man’s 
sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the 
free gift following many trespasses brought justification.” The just judgment 
of sin which leads to a guilty verdict and a death penalty is set in contrast to 
the freely given grace which paid the penalty for many trespasses and sins and 
brought justification. That’s the first time Paul has used the word justification 
in this passage and he sets it against the word condemnation. Because of the 
free gift, many who otherwise would have been condemned to death are 
declared righteous and receive life. Notice too that we begin to see the contrast 
to the butterfly effect of Adam and Eve’s sin. That one bite of the apple, that 
one seemingly small disobedience reverberated out into all creation with a 
hurricane of sin and death. But the one man Jesus, through the brute force of 
his death dealt with this seemingly unstoppable hurricane of condemnation 
and calmed the storm of wrath to bring justification to many.  

Verse 17 “For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, 
much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of 
righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.” It gets better 
and better. Death reigned in all people through that one man, Adam. But those 
who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness “reign 
in life.” Don’t miss Paul’s enthusiasm. It’s an abundance of grace. God is not 
miserly in salvation. He’s not like J. D. Rockefeller who was famous for 
giving every child he met a shiny new dime. No, he’s more like Chuck Feeney, 
who we’ve talked about before, who amassed a tremendous fortune and then 
succeeded in giving it all away while he was still living, to tremendously good 
and needy causes. In the same way God gave it all away to us in Jesus in the 
abundance of grace needed to brute force stop the hurricane of sin. 

Paul says that in receiving this grace we will reign in life. You’d expect it to say that 
just as death reigned, now life reigns. But I checked the Greek and half a dozen 
translations and they all say we will reign in life. I take that to mean that 
having received life, but also having received sonship and inheritance our life 
will be characterized by the reign and stewardship and relationship that should 
have characterized Adam and Eve’s experience in an unfallen world. We’re 
not just given life as we know it versus death as we know it, but spiritual life 
versus spiritual death and eternal life versus eternal death.  
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Verse 18 “Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of 

righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.” One trespass by a 
butterfly effect led to the hurricane of condemnation and death for all people.  
But one act of powerful brute force righteousness leads to justification and 
life for all people. Condemnation  / justification.  Death / life. Paul does use 
“all” again to describe the saved here, but I don’t believe he’s saying that 
every person will be saved, though that has become a more popular view in 
recent years. Four elements of this text stand against that. First, Paul is 
committed to his parallelism here, and that makes it more likely that he will 
make this kind of sweeping statement. Second, the word all is often used to 
mean “all without distinction” rather than “all without exception.” All kinds 
of people, Jews and Gentiles, as Paul has already said, receive this salvation. 
Third, Paul’s point is not so much that the groups affected by Christ and 
Adam, respectively, are the same size, but that Christ affects those who are 
his just as certainly as Adam does those who are his. We become part of 
Adam’s group by birth, but we become part of Christ’s group by grace through 
faith. But the most important reason is if we want this section to cohere with 
Paul’s teaching elsewhere in Romans and his other letters, and the teaching of 
the New Testament, we have to say that while many are saved, so also many 
are judged for their sin without receiving the righteousness of Christ.  

Verse 19 “For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by 
the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.” The final element 
added here is that it is through Christ’s obedience many are made righteous. 
That was hinted at earlier, but this makes it wonderfully clear. Jesus, sinless, 
selfless and obedient to the Father’s will, went to the cross and suffered so 
that many people can be made righteous. One man’s disobedience initiated 
this huge butterfly effect of sin and suffering. But one man, the man Jesus 
Christ, by his perfect obedience and by the infinite life of his Godhood paid 
the price for uncounted numbers of sins and stopped the hurricane of sin in its 
tracks, just as he once said to the waves and the wind “Peace, be still.” 

Verses 20 and 21 complete the section by expanding on this last thought. “Now the 
law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded 
all the more.” Amen. Paul goes back for a moment to the law, which turns sin 
into trespass, the breaking of a rule, and therefore dramatically multiplies the 
list of explicit trespasses and brings them to the attention of the trespasser. 
Hopefully this results in conviction and even repentance. But even as these 
sins weighed in on the sinner, grace abounded all the more. As John Bunyan, 
the author of The Pilgrim’s Progress said in his autobiography, it’s “grace 
abounding to the chief of sinners.” Grace wins.  
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Verse 21 “so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through 

righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord”  Here the 
contrast is between the reign or dominion of sin, which leads to death, and the 
reign or dominion of grace, which imparts righteousness and thus leads to life, 
eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Amen. I think whenever Paul uses 
the full title of our savior, “Jesus Christ our Lord,” he wants an amen. 

So, what does this section teach? We follow Adam into death, but Christ freely gives 
us life. Adam was disobedient. Adam’s disobedience spread to all people and 
results in condemnation. This condemnation brings us death. But Christ was 
obedient. His obedience results in the grace of justification, and justification 
brings life. The butterfly effect hurricane has been defeated and disarmed by 
the brute force of Christ’s sacrifice and resurrection. 

I want to close with a moment of  application. One of my sources as I’ve worked 
through Romans has been a teaching series by Michael J. Kruger. When he 
gets to this point in Romans 5 he asks, and I want to ask, “who are you 
identified with? Are your days spent following Adam into sins which have 
already been judged and condemned and received the death penalty? Or are 
your days spent following Jesus into obedience as you continue to receive the 
abundant grace and free gift which has already been shown to lead to 
justification, righteousness and life? Paul is going to be pre-occupied with this 
question for a couple more chapters, but it’s worth asking yourself now. Am 
I, today, this week, imitating sinful Adam or learning obedience through the 
abundant grace of Jesus? 


