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THE REVOLUTION OF “ORIGINAL SIN” 
Doug Mason (doug_mason1940@yahoo.com.au ) 

The significance of “original sin” 

The doctrine of original sin remains the pivot of Christian beliefs.1 

------ 

The concept of original sin answered a range of questions for Christian theologians. By locating the 

origin of evil in human beings rather than divine agency, the idea of original sin partly resolved the 

dilemma of how to balance God’s goodness and the fact of evil—what in an intellectual argument is 

called a theodicy.2 

The gradual evolution of “Original Sin” 

The idea of original sin is a post-New Testament development.3 

------ 

The Christian concept of original sin grew incrementally during the first four centuries of the church’s 

tradition. When fully developed, this idea attributed the universality of human sinfulness to the 

inheritance of sin and its beginning to the disobedience of Adam and Eve.4 

First century 

The Didache is an anonymous manual of Christian instruction originating in the late first century or 

early second century. … . The Didache’s assumption of adult baptism offers evidence that its author 

did not suppose human beings were in need of divine forgiveness at birth.5 

------ 

Hermas, another apostolic father of the late first century… authored a work called The Shepherd. The 

author writes that sin leads to death. … Hermas means personal sin, acts of wrongdoing resulting 

from personal choice. Infants are innocent of personal sin. Hermas makes no reference to Adam and 

Eve.6 

------ 

The first-century writer of the Epistle of Barnabas, argued explicitly that the souls of children are 

entirely innocent and born without sin. … In his case, Adam is left invisible and Eve is responsible for 

sin.7 

------ 

Ignatius of Antioch (d. 107) was a second-century bishop and author of several pastoral letters held in 

high esteem in the early tradition. Ignatius’s concern with sin was christological. Christ, the source of 

redemption, saves persons from sin. … the conception of sin as an inherited condition was not yet on 

the horizon.8 

Second century 

Clement of Alexandria (d. 215) dealt with sin in the context of redemption. … Clement referred to 

inheritance more as humankind’s inheritance of Adam’s bad example, not the sin itself. … Clement 
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did not interpret Adam’s sin in legal categories. He saw Adam’s sin as his refusal to be educated by 

God, not his disobedience of a command.9 

------ 

Some Christian Gnostics proposed that the sin of Genesis 3 occurred in the heavenly realm. The fall 

was the descent of the soul from the eternal realm into the historical realm. In the material world, 

human beings are incapable of avoiding sin. Sin is inevitable. In the Gnostic view, what human beings 

need is liberation from the material world. This liberation comes first in the form of a saving 

knowledge (Greek gnosis).10 

------ 

Justin Martyr (d. 165) … took Adam and Eve’s sin as the prototype of personal sin. For everyone 

who follows, “each man sinned by his own fault.” The basic sin is disobedience against God’s will. 

Two other second-century apologists, Tatian and Theophilus, shared Justin’s view, finding in Adam’s 

act nothing more than a type of the disobedience of the race.11 

------ 

Irenaeus of Lyons (d. 200) stands in contrast to what became the dominant Christian perspective 

shaped by Augustine in the fifth century. … 

He rejected an interpretation of Genesis 3 as the story of a cosmic fall. Irenaeus interpreted the story 

simply as one of disobedience. Adam’s act was like the impulsive act of a child. Irenaeus thought of 

sins as growing pains and mistakes.12 

There are texts where [Irenaeus] says that in Adam we all sinned; that Satan made us his captives in 

Adam.13 

Third century 

In the first century C.E., baptism was the central initiation ritual. It confirmed an individual’s 

conversion and response to the proclamation of the risen Christ. By the third century, however, the 

practice of infant baptism was firmly in place… .[Tertullian d. 228].posed a basic question: How 

could an infant be guilty and in need of baptism, when an infant has not yet committed personal sins? 

That Tertullian posed his question offers evidence that the notion of an inherited sin—distinct from 

personal or actual sin—was not yet embedded in the theological horizon of the early church writers.14 

------ 

For [Tertullian (d. 220)], the story [of Genesis 3] revealed a historical sin and historical fall from 

which two consequences resulted, one in the historical realm, the other in the inner realm of human 

nature. … 

Tertullian thought that Adam’s sin introduced an irrational element into human nature. … Tertullian’s 

bias toward sin is not the equivalent of original sin as actual sin, as it will be understood later in the 

tradition. … 

Tertullian did not see the need for baptizing infants. In other words, this inclination toward sin due to 

Adam was not itself a sin for which forgiveness was required. 

Baptism for adults, Tertullian argued, removes the guilt of personal sin and thus the penalty for it. It 

washes the sins of blindness away, restoring human beings to the likeness of God lost through sin.15 

------ 
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Cyprian (d. 258) … described Adam’s sin as a “primeval contagion” inherited by each person through 

their physical conception, that is, by sexual intercourse. … Because each person is born with Adam’s 

sin, each is in need of divine forgiveness. Baptism cleanses the stain of this contagion and imparts 

divine forgiveness for it.16 

------ 

Origen (d. 299) correlated infant baptism with sin and explicitly named the sin “original sin.” He 

answered the obvious theological question raised by offering infants the forgiveness of baptism: What 

kind of sin could exist in an infant? “All are tainted with the stain of original sin which must be 

washed off by water and the spirit.”17 

Fourth century 

Didymus the Blind (d. 399) … contributed to consensus that Adam’s sin was transmitted through 

sexual intercourse. … Because Jesus’ conception was not through the sexual intercourse of his 

parents, his nature was not stained with Adam’s sin. In contrast to later theological views, Didymus 

believed that baptism restored human beings to the way they were first made.18 

------ 

The Cappadocian Fathers, Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 389), Gregory of Nyssa (d. 399), and John 

Chrysostom (d. 407), share the view that humankind shares Adam’s fall but that infants were exempt 

from sin.19 

------ 

Gregory of Nazianzus believed that the whole human race participated in Adam’s sin and fall. The 

weakness occurring in Adam’s will as an act of disobedience became in his descendents a weakness 

of the moral will. This weakness Gregory called “original sin.”20 

------ 

Gregory of Nyssa described humanity as diseased. Sharing Adam’s fall, human nature is too weak to 

do the good.21 

Fifth century 

Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 427) saw in Adam’s sin the beginning of sin and death for humankind. ... 

He explicitly denied original sin. … Theodore argued that only human nature could be inherited, not 

sin.22 

------ 

Ambrosiaster … identified two principal consequences of Adam’s sin. The first was physical death. 

The second was spiritual; all are bound to personal sin. The whole race is infected with Adam’s guilt. 

No one is without the tendency to sin. For Ambrosiaster original sin is the problem for which Christ is 

the remedy.23 

------ 

While the theology of original sin developed only gradually in early Christian reflection, Augustine of 

Hippo is credited with casting its classical expression as a theological doctrine in the fifth century 

C.E.24 

------ 
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Like that of his predecessors, Augustine’s argument worked backward from the church’s sacramental 

practice to the existence of an actual sin for which the practice was needed.25 

------ 

The sacrament of baptism (given even to infants) and the doctrine of the church (outside of which 

there is no salvation) affirmed Augustine’s view of the transmission of original sin. … 

Reasoning backward from the universal necessity of salvation in Christ to the condemnation of all 

persons—even infants—unless baptism intervene, Augustine concluded that the reason for this 

condemnation could only have proceeded from Adam, the origin of the entire race and, thus, the font 

of original sin.26 

------ 

The patristic church councils of Carthage (418 C.E.) and Orange (529) adopted [Augustine’s] 

formulation. … But Augustine did not pull the idea of original sin out of thin air. He drew upon ways 

of answering questions found in the writings of his predecessors and contemporaries. From these 

fragments of tradition, Augustine developed a theory of original sin.27 

------ 

Pelagius, a contemporary of Augustine of Hippo (d. 430), is the most noted theological opponent of 

original sin.28 

------ 

What was adopted by the patristic church was more than the idea of original sin. Adopted as the 

church’s teaching about Christ’s redemption and the church’s sacramental life was a particular 

interpretation of Genesis 3 and Romans 5:12 as divinely revealed teaching about original sin, an 

anthropology of rational moral nature, and an historical world-view encompassing original 

blessedness, fallen nature, and restored nature.29 
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