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12. Original Sin (1)  

John Murray, The Imputation of Adam’s Sin, chs 1-2 

Introduction 

In the previous session we considered the creation of man. In session 12 we move on, following 

the biblical logic, to consider the fall of man and the doctrine of original sin. In this and the 

following session, we’ll be looking at John Murray’s book The Imputation of Adam’s Sin.  

Murray’s book has been re-printed as the appendix to Justified in Christ (ed. K. Scott Oliphint; 

Fearn: Christian Focus, 2007). The page numbers are different from the original, but the section 

markers and chapter headings remain intact, so we’ll use them (rather than the page numbers) to 

guide us through the questions. 

A couple of portions of Murray’s book are rather complex, so I’ve provided some explanation to 

help you find your way through them. Some of the questions relate to these sections, and I 

encourage you to have a crack at if you’re able to. But don’t worry if you run out of time or if you 

find them too hard to understand – that’s what the tutorial is for. 

To help you get a feel for the shape of Murray’s book, I’ve included a brief outline below. The 

notes interspersed among the questions are also designed to help you keep track of the argument 

of the book. 

At some point you might also want to read Calvin, Institutes, II.i (1:241-255). This is quite a short 

section, and is quite easy to get through, especially once you’ve had the orientation from Murray. 

The key parts are sections 4 to 8. 

As ever, omit the questions marked with a * if you’re short of time. 

Outline of Murray, The Imputation of Adam’s Sin, chs 1-2 

Chapter 1 

Section I: Syntax of Romans 5:12-21 

Section II: The meaning of “in that all sinned” (Romans 5:12) 

(1) The Pelagian interpretation 

(2) The Roman Catholic interpretation 

(3) Calvin’s interpretation 

(4) The Classical Protestant interpretation 

Chapter 2 

 Section III: The nature of the solidarity between Adam and his descendants 

  (1) The Realist view 

  (2) The Representative (i.e. Federalist) view. 
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Questions for reflection 

i. How do you react emotionally and intellectually to the idea that unbelievers are condemned 

because of the sin of Adam? How do you think unbelievers would tend to feel about this? 

ii. How do you react emotionally and intellectually to the idea that the unrighteous are justified 

through faith in Christ? 

Study questions 

Chapter 1 (Introduction; sections I and II) 

The first couple of pages are an introduction to the subject. 

1. Can you explain the “ancient conception” that underlies Paul’s argument in Romans 5? 

For reflection: How prevalent do you think this “ancient conception” in the modern world? Can you 

think of any examples? 

Section I is very short, and contains some brief comments on the crucial text, Romans 5:12-21. It 

paves the way for section II, entitled “The Sin Contemplated,” in which Murray explores several 

different interpretations of the relevant passage. 

2. What does Murray regard as “the crux of the question”? 

Before you go any further, spend a few minutes reading Romans 5:12-21 at least twice through. 

Unless you have memorised it (actually, that’s not a bad idea) you will be wasting your time from 

this point on if you’ve not recently read the biblical text that Murray is going to be talking about. 

In the rest of chapter 1 (section II), Murray outlines and critiques four views of the crucial clause 

“in that all sinned” in Romans 5:12: (1) the Pelagian view; (2) the Roman Catholic view; (3) Calvin’s 

interpretation; and (4) the Classical Protestant interpretation. (Note the helpful numbering in the 

subsections.) 

[Notice in passing that this is an example of significant variation within the Reformed tradition on 

an important theological issue. The Reformed tradition is far from uniform.] 

3. What is the Pelagian view? 

4. According to Murray, what is wrong with the Pelagian view? Which of Murray’s counter-

arguments do you find most compelling? 

5. According to the Council of Trent (the “official teaching of the Romish church”), what do Roman 

Catholics believe is transmitted to Adam’s descendants? What is not transmitted? 

6. What is wrong with this view? (NB “Concupiscence” means “sinful desire”.) 

*For reflection: Can you think of any biblical texts that explicitly disprove the Roman Catholic view 

that concupiscence (sinful desire) is “not itself truly and properly sin”? 

7. In what respect(s) is Calvin’s view similar to the Roman Catholic view? How does his view differ? 
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Having outlined the views of Pelagianism, Roman Catholicism, and Calvin, Murray turns to his own 

position, which he calls “The Classical Protestant Interpretation.” He first sets out three 

considerations that the correct interpretation must account for. 

8. According to Murray, what three “considerations” of Paul’s argument are accounted for in “the 

Classical Protestant Interpretation”? 

9. Do you agree with Murray’s understanding of the text here? 

10. What, according to Murray, is “the only solution” (final paragraph of the chapter) that can 

make sense of these exegetical considerations? 

Chapter 2 (section III) 

Having reached the conclusion at the end of chapter 1 that “there must be some kind of solidarity 

existing between the ‘one’ [Adam] and the ‘all’ [Adam’s descendants],” Murray proceeds in 

chapter 2 to consider the nature of this solidarity. He discusses the two options in turn: 

(1) The Realist view (which Murray tends to call the “realistic” view); 

(2) The Representative view (sometimes called the “federalist” view, or just “federalism”). 

Let’s take them one at a time, beginning with the Realist view. 

11. How does Murray summarise the “Realistic” view of the imputation of Adam’s sin? What do 

you think of this position? 

The next few pages are a bit complicated. Let me give you a helping hand. 

Murray clarifies that representation does not deny the realist view that “Adam is the natural head 

as well as the representative head of the race”; they simply insist that this natural union alone is 

insufficient to account for the imputation of Adam’s sin to his posterity. Moreover, representation 

agrees with realism that “the human nature which became corrupt in Adam is propagate to the 

members of the race”; they simply disagree that this human nature is “an entity that is specifically 

and numerically one.” 

OK – can you feel a dull headache coming on? Don’t worry. Murray’s aim here is to identify more 

clearly the difference between the realistic and representative positions more precisely. Here 

goes: 

Realists believe that there was in Adam a “thing” that was corrupted when he sinned, and 

this thing is “human nature,” and this human nature is transmitted to all Adam’s 

descendants, and this transmission gives rise to the unity between Adam and his posterity 

which is the sole explanation for the imputation of Adam’s sin.   

Representationists (i.e. Federalists) believe that the unity between Adam and his posterity  

is constituted in another way, namely by a divine decree according to which Adam is 

established as a “representative” head (or “federal” head) of the whole human race. This, 

federalists believe, is the sole basis of the imputation of Adam’s sin to his offspring. 

All clear? If not, go back a couple of paragraphs and try again. If so, let’s have a crack at the next 

question: 

*12. What does Murray call “the crux of the question” in the debate between realism and 

representationalism? 
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Murray then briefly discusses Calvin’s view (Calvin’s emphasis on the transmission of a corrupt 

nature does not imply that he was a realist) and Augustine’s view (it’s not certain that he was a 

realist either). If you have time, look at the following two questions. 

*13. How would Murray respond if a realist claimed support from Calvin? 

*14. What support could a realist claim from Augustine? 

Next, Murray discusses the views of the realist W. G. T. Shedd, who raised some objections against 

the realist view. 

*15. Why does Shedd think that “it is unreasonable to regard representative union of Adam and 

posterity as a proper basis for the imputation of Adam’s sin”? 

*For reflection: What do you feel about the objection Shedd raises here? 

Finally, at the end of the “Realist view” sub-section, Murray identified four problems with realism, 

numbered (i), (ii), (iii) and (iv). 

*16. What four problems with realism does Murray identify? Are you convinced? 

Murray turns now to the second major subsection in the chapter: an explanation and defence of 

the Representative view. 

17. What aspects of the realist view does the representative view not deny? 

18. What biblical data, which cannot be accounted for by realism, is the representative view able 

to explain? 

19. What conclusion does Murray draw at the end of chapter 2? 

 

 

 

 


