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ANOTHER difficult question that shrouds the doctrine of predestination is
the question of how our sinful nature can be inherited from Adam. If we are
born with a fallen nature, if we are born in sin, if we are born in a state of
moral inability, how can God hold us responsible for our sins?

We remember that original sin does not refer to the first sin but to the result
of that first sin. The Scriptures speak repeatedly of sin and death entering the
world through “one man’s transgression.” As a result of Adam’s sin, all men
are now sinners. The Fall was great. It had radical repercussions for the entire
human race.

There have been many attempts to explain the relationship of Adam’s fall to
the rest of mankind. Some of the theories presented are quite complex and
imaginative. Three theories, however, have emerged from the list as the most
widely accepted. The first of these I will call the Myth Theory of the Fall.

THE MYTH THEORY OF THE FALL

The myth theory of the Fall, as the name suggests, holds that there was no
factual, historical fall. Adam and Eve are not considered historical persons.
They are mythological symbols drawn to explain or represent the problem of
man’s corruption. The story of the Fall in the Bible is a kind of parable; it
teaches a moral lesson.

According to this theory the first few chapters of Genesis are mythological.
There never was an Adam; there never was an Eve. The very structure of the
story suggests parable or myth because it includes such elements as a talking
serpent and such obviously symbolic objects as the tree of knowledge of
good and evil.

The moral truth communicated by the myth is that people fall into sin. Sin is
a universal problem. Everyone commits sin; no one is perfect. The myth
points to a higher reality: Everyone is his own Adam. Every person has his
own private fall. Sin is a universal human condition precisely because every
person succumbs to his own private temptation.



The attractive elements of this theory are important. In the first place, this
view absolves God entirely of any responsibility for holding future
generations of people responsible for what one couple did. Here, no one can
blame their parents or their Creator for their own sin. In this scheme, my
fallenness is a direct result of my own fall, not of someone else’s.

A second advantage of this view is that it escapes all need to defend the
historical character of the beginning chapters of the Bible. This view suffers
no anxiety from certain theories of evolution or from scientific disputes about
the nature of creation. The factual truth of a myth never needs to be defended.

The disadvantages of this view, however, are more serious. Its most crucial
failing is that it actually offers nothing by way of explanation for the
universality of sin. If each one of us is born without a sinful nature, how
account for the universality of sin? If four billion people were born with no
inclination to sin, with no corruption to their nature, we would reasonably
expect that at least some of them would refrain from falling. If our natural
moral state is one of innocent neutrality, we would statistically expect that
half of the human race would remain perfect. I grant that to’ account for one
innocent person’s fall presents an enormous intellectual problem. But when
we compound that difficulty by the billions of people who have fallen, the
problem becomes several billion times more difficult. We also grant that if
one person created in the image of God could fall, then it is indeed possible
that billions can likewise fall. It is the statistical probability here that is so
astonishing. When we think of one person falling, that is one thing. But if
everybody does it, without exception, then we begin to wonder why. We
begin to wonder if man’s natural state is all that neutral.

The standard reply of the advocates of the myth view is that people are not
universally born in an idyllic environment like Eden. Society is corrupt. We
are born into a corrupt environment We are like Rousseau’s "innocent
savage® who 1s corrupted by the negative influences of civilization.

This explanation begs the question. How did society or civilization get
corrupt in the first place? If everyone is born innocent, without a trace of
personal corruption, we would expect to find societies that are no more than
half corrupt. If birds of a feather flock together, we might find societies
where all the corrupt people band together and other societies where no evil
is present. Society cannot be a corrupting influence until it first becomes



corrupt itself. To explain the fall of an entire society or civilization, one must
face the difficulties we have already pointed out.

In another one of Jonathan Edwards’s famous works, his treatise on original
sin, he makes the important observation that because the sin of man is
universal, even if the Bible said nothing about an original Fall of the human
race, reason would demand such an explanation. Nothing screams more
loudly about the fact that we are born in a state of corruption than the fact
that we all sin.

Another thorny question that arises concerns the relationship of sin and death.
The Bible makes it clear that death 1s not “natural” to man. That is, death is
repeatedly said to have come into the world as a result of sin. If that is so,
how do we account for the death of infants? If all men are born innocent,
with no innate corruption, God would be unjust to allow as yet unfallen
babies to die.

The mythological view of the Fall must also face the fact that it does radical
violence to the teaching of Scripture. The view does more than merely
interpret the opening chapters of the Bible as non-factual. In so doing the
view sets itself in clear opposition to the New Testament view of the Fall. It
would take intellectual gymnastics of the most severe sort to argue that the
Apostle Paul did not teach a historical Fall. The parallels that he draws
between the first Adam and the second Adam are too strong to allow this,
unless we argue that in Paul’s mind Jesus was also a mythological character.

We grant that the Genesis account of the Fall has some unusual literary
elements in it. The presence of a tree that does not follow the pattern of
normal trees follows certain images of poetry. It is proper to interpret poetry
as poetry and not as historical narrative. On the other hand, there are strong
elements of historical narrative literature in Genesis 3. The setting of Eden is
located in chapter 2 in the midst of four riverheads, including Pishon, Gihon,
Hiddekel (or Tigris), and Euphrates.

We know that parables can be set in real historical settings. For example, the
parable of the Good Samaritan is set in the geographical context of the road
to Jericho. Therefore the mere presence of real historical rivers does not
absolutely demand that we identify this section of Genesis ‘as historical
narrative.

There is another element of the text, however, that is more compelling. The



account of Adam and Eve contains a significant genealogy. The Romans,
with their penchant for mythology may have no difficulty tracing their
lineage to Romulus and Remus, but the Jews were surely more scrupulous
about such matters. The Jews had a strong commitment to real history. In
light of the vast difference between the Jewish view of history and the Greek
view of history, it is unthinkable that Jewish people would include
mythological characters in their own genealogies. In Jewish writing, the
presence of genealogy indicates historical narrative. Note that the New
Testament historian, Luke, includes Adam in the genealogy of Jesus.

It is much easier to account for a real tree serving as a focal point of a moral
test and thereby being called a tree of the knowledge of good and evil than it
is to accommodate genealogy to a parable or a myth. This of course could be
done if other factors demanded it. But no such factors exist. There is no
sound reason why we should not interpret Genesis 3 as historical narrative
and multiple reasons why we should not treat it as parable or myth. To treat it
as history is to treat it as the Jews did, including Paul and Jesus. To treat it
otherwise is usually motivated by some contemporary agenda that has
nothing to do with Jewish history.

THE REALIST VIEW OF THE FALL

Remember the famous television series from the 1950s called “You Are
There”? It took viewers, through the magic of television, to famous historical
scenes. But in fact no electronic device has yet been invented to transport us
back in time, H. G. Wells notwithstanding. We live in the present. Our only
access to the past is through books, artifacts of archaeology, and the
memories of ourselves and of others.

I remember teaching a course on the Bible that involved a brief study of
Roman soldiers. I mentioned the Roman standard that carried the initials
SPQR. I asked if anyone knew what those letters stood for. A dear friend who
was in his seventies piped up, “Senatus Populus Que Romanus, ‘The senate
and the people of Rome.’” I smiled at my friend and said, “You are the only
person in this room old enough to remember!”

None of us is old enough to carry memory images of the fall of Adam. Or are
we? The realist view of the Fall contends that we are all old enough to
remember the Fall. We should be able to remember it because we were really
there.



Realism is not an exercise in a Bridey-Murphy kind of reincarnation. Rather,
realism is a serious attempt to answer the problem of the Fall. The key
concept is this: We cannot morally be held accountable for a sin committed
by someone else. To be accountable we must have been actively involved
somehow in the sin itself. Somehow we must have been present at the Fall.
Really present. Hence the name Realism.

The realist view of the Fall demands some kind of concept of the
preexistence of the human soul. That is, before we were born, our souls must
have already existed. They were present with Adam at the Fall. They fell
along with Adam. Adam’s sin was not merely an act for us; it was an act with
us. We were there.

This theory seems speculative, perhaps even bizarre. Its advocates, however,
appeal to two pivotal biblical texts as warrant for this view. The first is found
in Ezekiel 18:2-4:

What do you mean when you use this proverb concerning the land of
Israel, saying:

“The fathers have eaten sour grapes,
and the children § teeth are set on edge?”

As I live, says the Lord God, you shall no longer use this proverb in
Israel.

Behold, all souls are Mine;

The soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is Mine,

The soul who sins shall die.

Later in this chapter, Ezekiel writes:

Yet you say, “Why should the son not bear the guilt of the father?”
Because the son has done what is lawful and right, and has kept all My
statutes and done them, he shall surely live.

The soul who sins shall die. The son shall not bear the guilt of the
father, nor the father bear the guilt of the son. The righteousness of the

righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall
be upon himself. (Ezekiel 18:19, 20).

Here the realist finds a definitive text for his case. God clearly declares that
the son is not held guilty for the sins of his father. This would seem to pose
serious difficulties for the whole idea of people falling “in Adam.”



The second pivotal text for realism is found in the New Testament Book of
Hebrews:

Even Levi, who receives tithes, paid tithes through Abraham, so to
speak, for he was still in the loins of his father when Melchizedek met
him (Hebrews 7:9, 10).

This text is part of a lengthy treatment by the author of Hebrews concerning
the role of Christ as our Great High Priest. The New Testament declares that
Jesus is both our king and our priest. It labors the fact that Jesus was from the
line of Judah, to whom the royal kingdom was promised. Jesus was a son of
David, who also was of the line of Judah.

The priesthood of the Old Testament was not given to Judah, but to the sons
of Levi. The Levites were the priestly line. We normally speak, therefore, of
the Levitical priesthood or the Aaronic priesthood. Aaron was a Levite. If this
is so, how could Jesus be a priest if he was not from the line of Levi?

This problem vexed some ancient Jews. The author of Hebrews argues that
there was another priesthood mentioned in the Old Testament, the priesthood
of the mysterious figure named Melchizedek. Jesus is said to be a priest of
the order of Melchizedek.

This lengthy portion of Hebrews is not satisfied, however, merely to prove
that there was another priesthood in the Old Testament besides the Levitical
priesthood. The major point of the argument here is that the priesthood of
Melchizedek was superior to the priesthood of Levi.

The author of Hebrews rehearses a bit of Old Testament history to prove his
point. He calls attention to the fact that Abraham paid tithes to Melchizedek,
not Melchizedek to Abraham. Melchizedek also blessed Abraham; Abraham
did not bless Melchizedek. The point is this: In the relationship between
Abraham and Melchizedek it was Melchizedek who served as the priest, not
Abraham.

The key thought to the Jew is cited in verse 7: “Now beyond all contradiction
the lesser is blessed by the better.”

The author of Hebrews continues to weave the thread of his argument. He
argues that, in effect, the father is superior to the son. That means that
Abraham is ahead of Isaac in the patriarchal pecking order. In turn, Isaac is
ahead of Jacob, and Jacob ahead of his sons, including his son Levi. If we



carry this out, it means that Abraham is greater than his great-grandson Levi.

Now if Abraham is greater than Levi and Abraham subordinated himself to
Melchizedek, then it means that the priest Melchizedek is greater than Levi
and the entire line of Levi. The conclusion is clear. The priesthood of
Melchizedek is a higher order of priesthood than the Levitical priesthood.
This gives supreme dignity to the high priestly office of Christ.

It was not the chief concern of the author of Hebrews to explain the mystery
of the fall of Adam with all this. Yet he says something along the way that the
realists jump on to prove their theory. He writes that “Levi paid tithes through
Abraham.” Levi did this while he was “still in the loins of his father.”

The realists see this reference to Levi doing something before he was even
born as biblical proof for the concept of the preexistence of the human soul.
If Levi could pay tithes while he was still in the loins of his father, that must
mean that Levi in some sense already existed.

This treatment of this passage of Hebrews begs the question. The text does
not explicitly teach that Levi really existed or preexisted in the loins of his
father. The text itself calls it a “manner of speaking.” The text does not
demand that we leap to the conclusion that Levi “really” preexisted. The
realists come to this text armed with a theory they did not find from the text
and then read the theory into the text.

The argument from the text of Ezekiel also misses the point. Ezekiel was not
giving a discourse on the fall of Adam. The Fall is not in view here. Rather,
Ezekiel is addressing the commonplace excuse that men use for their sins.
They try to blame someone else for their own misdeeds. That human activity
has gone on since the Fall, but that is about all this passage has to do with the
Fall. In the Fall Eve blamed the serpent, and Adam blamed both God and Eve
for his own sin. He said, “The woman whom You gave to be with me, she
gave me of the tree, and I ate” (Gen. 3:12).

Ever since, men have tried to pass the buck of their own guilt. Still, the
realists argue, a principle is set forth in Ezekiel 18 that has bearing on the
matter. The principle is that men are not held accountable for other people’s
sins.

To be sure, that general principle is set forth in Ezekiel. It is a grand principle
of God’s justice. Yet we dare not make it an absolute principle. If we do, then



the text of Ezekiel would prove too much. It would prove away the
atonement of Christ. If it is never possible for one person to be punished for
the sins of another, then we have no Savior. Jesus was punished for our sins.
That is the very essence of the gospel. Not only was Jesus punished for our
sins, but his righteousness is the meritorious basis for our justification. We
are justified by an alien righteousness, a righteousness that is not our own. If
we press Ezekiel’s statement to the absolute limit when we read, “The
righteousness of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of
the wicked shall be upon himself,” then we are left as sinners who must
justify themselves. That puts us all in deep weeds.

To be sure, the Bible speaks of God’s “visiting” the iniquities of persons on
the third and fourth generations. This refers to the “fallout” or consequences
of sin. A child may suffer from the consequences of his father’s sin, but God
does not hold him responsible for his father’s sin.

The principle of Ezekiel allows for two exceptions: the Cross, and the Fall.
Somehow we don’t mind the exception of the Cross. It is the Fall that rankles
us. We don’t mind having our guilt transferred to Jesus or having his
righteousness transferred to us; it is having the guilt of Adam transferred to
us that makes us howl. We argue that if the guilt of Adam had never been
transmitted to us then the work of Jesus would never have been necessary.

THE FEDERAL OR REPRESENTATIVE VIEW OF THE FALL

For the most part, the federal view of the Fall has been the most popular
among advocates of the Reformed view of predestination. This view teaches
that Adam acted as a representative of the entire human race. With the test
that God set before Adam and Eve, he was testing the whole of mankind.
Adam’s name means “man” or “mankind.” Adam was the first human being
created. He stands at the head of the human race. He was placed in the garden
to act not only for himself but for all of his future descendents. Just as a
federal government has a chief spokesman who is the head of the nation, so
Adam was the federal head of mankind.

The chief idea of federalism is that, when Adam sinned, he sinned for all of
us. His fall was our fall. When God punished Adam by taking away his
original righteousness, we were all likewise punished. The curse of the Fall
affects us all. Not only was Adam destined to make his living by the sweat of
his brow, but that is true for us as well. Not only was Eve consigned to have



pain in childbirth, but that has been true for women of all human generations.
The offending serpent in the garden was not the only member of his species
who was cursed to crawl on his belly.

When they were created, Adam and Eve were given dominion over the entire
creation. As a result of their sin the whole world suffered. Paul tells us:

For the creation was subjected to futility not willingly, but because of
Him who subjected it in hope,; because the creation itself also will be
delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the
children of God. For we know that the whole creation groans and
labors with birth pangs together until now (Romans 8:20-22).

The whole creation groans as it awaits the full redemption of man. When man
sinned, the repercussions of the sin were felt throughout the whole range of
man’s domain. Because of Adam’s sin, not only do we suffer, but lions,
elephants, butterflies, and puppy dogs also suffer. They did not ask for such
suffering. They were hurt by the fall of their master.

That we suffer as a result of Adam’s sin is explicitly taught in the New
Testament. In Romans 5, for example, Paul makes the following
observations:

“Through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin” (v.
12).
“By the one man's offense many died” (v. 15).

“Through one mans offense judgment came to all men, resulting in
condemnation” (v. 18).

“By one man s disobedience many were made sinners” (v. 19).

There is no way to avoid the obvious teaching of Scripture that Adam’s sin
had dreadful consequences for his descendents. It is precisely because of the
abundance of such biblical statements that virtually every Christian body has
composed some doctrine of original sin linked to the fall of Adam.

We are still left with a big question. If God did in fact judge the entire human
race in Adam, how is that fair? It seems manifestly unjust of God to allow not

only all subsequent human beings but all of creation to suffer because of
Adam.

It is the question of God’s fairness that federalism seeks to answer.



Federalism assumes that we were in fact represented by Adam and that such
representation was both fair and accurate. It holds that Adam perfectly
represented us.

Within our own legal system we have situations that, not perfectly but
approximately, parallel this concept of representation. We know that if I hire
a man to kill someone and that hired gunman carries out the contract, I can
justly be tried for first-degree murder in spite of the fact that I did not
actually pull the trigger. I am judged to be guilty for a crime someone else
committed because the other person acted in my place.

The obvious protest that arises at this point is, “But we did not hire Adam to
sin in our behalf.” That is true. This example merely illustrates that there are
some cases in which it is just to punish one person for the crime of another.

The federal view of the Fall still exudes a faint odor of tyranny. Our cry is,
“No damnation without representation!” Just as people in a nation clamor for
representatives to insure freedom from despotic tyranny, so we demand
representation before God that is fair and just. The federal view states that we
are judged guilty for Adam’s sin because he was our fair and just
representative.

Wait a minute. Adam may have represented us, but we did not choose him.
What if the fathers of the American republic had demanded representation
from King George and the king replied, “Of course you may have
representatives. You will be represented by my brother!” Such an answer
would have spilled even more tea in Boston Harbor.

We want the right to select our own representatives. We want to be able to
cast our own vote, not have somebody else cast that vote for us. The word
vote comes from the Latin vofum which meant “wish” or “choice.” When we
cast our vote, we are expressing our wishes, setting forth our wills.

Suppose we would have had the total freedom to vote for our representative
in Eden. Would that have satisfied us? And why do we want the right to vote
for our representative? Why do we object if the king or any other sovereign
wants to appoint our representatives for us? The answer is obvious. ‘We want
to be sure that our will is being carried out. If the king appoints my
representative, then I will have little confidence that my wishes will be
accomplished. I would fear that the appointed representative would be more
eager to carry out the wishes of the king than my wishes. I would not feel



fairly represented.

But even if we have the right to choose our own representatives, we have no
guarantee that our wishes will be carried out. Who among us has not been
enticed by politicians who promise one thing during an election campaign
and do another thing after they are elected? Again, the reason we want to
select our own representative is so that we can be sure we are accurately
represented.

At no time in all of human history have we been more accurately represented
than in the Garden of Eden. To be sure, we did not choose our representative
there. Our representative was chosen for us. The one who chose our
representative, however, was not King George. It was almighty God.

When God chooses our representative, he does so perfectly. His choice is an
infallible choice. When I choose my own representatives, I do so fallibly.
Sometimes I select the wrong person and am then inaccurately represented.
Adam represented me infallibly, not because he was infallible, but because
God is infallible. Given God’s infallibility, I can never argue that Adam was a
poor choice to represent me.

The assumption many of us make when we struggle with the Fall is that, had
we been there, we would have made a different choice. We would not have
made a decision that would plunge the world into ruin. Such an assumption is
just not possible given the character of God. God doesn’t make mistakes. His
choice of my representative is greater than my choice of my own.

Even if we grant that indeed we were perfectly represented by Adam, we still
must ask if it is fair to be represented at all with such high stakes. I can only
answer that it pleased the Lord to do this. We know that the world fell
through Adam. We know that in some sense Adam represented us. We know
that we did not choose him to be our representative. We know that God’s
selection of Adam was an infallible selection. But was the whole process
just?

I can only answer this question ultimately by asking another question — one
the Apostle Paul asked. “Is there unrighteousness in God?” The apostolic
answer to this rhetorical question is as plain as it is emphatic. “God forbid!”

If we know anything at all about the character of God, then we know that he
is not a tyrant and that he is never unjust. His structure of the terms of



mankind’s probation satisfied God’s own righteousness. That should be
enough to satisfy us.

Yet we still quarrel. We still contend with the Almighty. We still assume that
somehow God did us wrong and that we suffer as innocent victims of God’s
judgment. Such sentiments only confirm the radical degree of our fallenness.
When we think like this, we are thinking like Adam’s children. Such
blasphemous thoughts only underline in red how accurately we were
represented by Adam.

I am persuaded that the federal view of the Fall is substantially correct. It
alone of the three we have examined does justice to the biblical teaching of
the fall of man. It satisfies me that God is not an arbitrary tyrant. I know that
I am a fallen creature. That 1s, I know that I am a creature and I know that I
am fallen. I also know that it is not God’s “fault” that I am a sinner. What
God has done for me is to redeem me from my sin. He has not redeemed me
from his sin.

Though the federal representational view of the Fall is held by most
Calvinists, we must remember that the question of our relationship to Adam’s
fall is not a problem unique to Calvinism. All Christians must struggle with
it.

It 1s also vital to see predestination in light of the Fall. All Christians agree
that God’s decree of predestination was made before the Fall. Some argue
that God first predestinated some people to salvation and others to damnation
and then decreed the Fall to make sure that some folks would perish.
Sometimes this dreadful view is even attributed to Calvinism. Such an idea
was repugnant to Calvin and is equally repugnant to all orthodox Calvinists.
The notion is sometimes called “hyper-Calvinism.” But even that is an insult.
This view has nothing to do with Calvinism. Rather than hyper-Calvinism, it
is anti-Calvinism.

Calvinism, along with other views of predestination, teaches that God’s
decree was made both before the Fall, and in light of the Fall. Why is this
important? Because the Calvinistic view of predestination always accents the
gracious character of God’s redemption. When God predestines people to
salvation he is predestinating people to be saved whom he knows really need
to be saved. They need to be saved because they are sinners in Adam, not
because he forced them to be sinners. Calvinism sees Adam sinning by his



own free will, not by divine coercion.

To be sure, God knew before the Fall that there would most certainly be a
Fall and he took action to redeem some. He ordained the Fall in the sense that
he chose to allow it, but not in the sense that he chose to coerce it. His
predestinating grace is gracious precisely because he chooses to save people
whom he knows in advance will be spiritually dead.

One final illustration may be helpful here. We bristle at the idea that God
calls us to be righteous when we are hampered by original sin. We say, “But
God, we can’t be righteous. We are fallen creatures. How can you hold us
accountable when you know very well we were born with original sin?”

The illustration is as follows. Suppose God said to a man, “I want you to trim
these bushes by three o’clock this afternoon. But be careful. There is a large
open pit at the edge of the garden. If you fall into that pit, you will ‘not be
able to get yourself out. So whatever you do, stay away from that pit.”

Suppose that as soon as God leaves the garden the man runs over and jumps
into the pit. At three o’clock God returns and finds the bushes untrimmed. He
calls for the gardener and hears a faint cry from the edge of the garden. He
walks to the edge of the pit and sees the gardener helplessly flailing around
on the bottom. He says to the gardener, “Why haven’t you trimmed the
bushes I told you to trim?” The gardener responds in anger, “How do you
expect me to trim these bushes when I am trapped in this pit? If you hadn’t
left this empty pit here, I would not be in this predicament.”

Adam jumped into the pit. In Adam we all jumped into the pit. God did not
throw us into the pit. Adam was clearly warned about the pit. God told him to
stay away. The consequences Adam experienced from being in the pit were a
direct punishment for jumping into it.

So it is with original sin. Original sin is both the consequence of Adam’s sin
and the punishment for Adam’s sin. We are born sinners because in Adam all
fell. Even the word fall is a bit of a euphemism. It is a rose-colored view of
the matter. The word fall suggests an accident of sorts. Adam’s sin was not an
accident. He was not Humpty Dumpty. Adam didn’t simply slip into sin; he
jumped into it with both feet. We jumped headlong with him. God didn’t
push us. He didn’t trick us. He gave us adequate and fair warning. The fault
is ours and only ours.



It 1s not that Adam ate sour grapes and our teeth are set on edge. The biblical
teaching is that in Adam we all ate the sour grapes. That is why our teeth are
set on edge.
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