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Romans 5:18-19, Continued

Romans 5:18-19—Therefore, as one trespass led to con-
demnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads
to justification and life for all men. 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 righ-
teous.

When we ended last week, we had just started looking at a potential
difficulty inverses 18-19. IsPaul teachinguniversal salvationwhenhe
says that life is for allmen and that themanywill bemade righteous?
Aswe saw last week, at least one rather verbose commentator thinks
so. Here is what he wrote:

“Common to all these passages is that all-powerful grace
is unthinkable without eschatological universalism and
that cosmology overshadows anthropology as its projec-
tion.”

After we decode that, we can see that commentator is saying two
things about the grace of God, neither of which is correct.

Thefirst thing he is saying is that, if God’s grace is really all-powerful,
then it must be true that everyone will ultimately be saved. And, yes,
that is wrong, but it is also understandable given his starting point.

If, as Calvin teaches, the grace of God is irresistible, then it must be
true that either everyone will be saved or that God’s grace is limited
in its scope. If we start with the false premise that God’s grace is irre-
sistible, then wemust arrive at one of those two false conclusions.
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Calvin chose one of those two false conclusions (limited atonement),
while this commentator chose the other false conclusion (universal
salvation). But both conclusions are false. And that should not be
surprising given that they are each based on the same false premise
—God’s grace is not irresistible!

People resist God’s grace all the time. In fact, I suspect we all know
people who are resisting God’s grace right now. Most people resist
God’s grace their entire lives, and even some who are saved resisted
the gospelwhen they first heard it and only later believed and obeyed
it.

WhatGod said about Israel couldbe said todayabout almost everyone:
“All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and contrary
people” (Isaiah 65:2; Romans 10:21). God is holding out his hands to
people, but what are those people doing in response? They are resist-
ing! They are disobedient and contrary!

Now Calvin, of course, would tell us that they are resisting the grace
of God because they can do nothing else. Calvinwould tell us that it is
only those who have been supernaturally changed by the Holy Spirit
whofind the grace ofGod irresistible. Absent that transformation, all
any of us can do is resist God’s grace. But after that transformation,
all we can do is receive God’s grace. In neither case do we have any
choice in the matter. That is what Calvinism teaches.

But, of course, that view makes no sense at all. If God’s plan is to
change some of us into robots who are unable to resist the gospel,
then why not just do that for everyone? We know that God’s will is
that everyone be saved (2 Peter 3:9), so why not change us all into
robots with no free will? Why stop with only the elect? If God over-
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ridesour freewill by somesort of transformation, thenwhynot trans-
form everyone? Wouldn’t that ensure that no one perishes?

The truth is that we have all been given freewill by God, and that fact
alone tells us that God’s grace is not irresistible! And if it were irre-
sistible, then the price would be our free will.

That is what irresistible means — we are unable to resist it. We are
unable to choose anything else. We have lost our free will. And if
God wanted to be worshiped by robots, he could have accomplished
that without ever sending Jesus to die on a cross. Instead, just create
a world filled with robots who have no ability to reject God.

We could saymuchmore on that topic, but let’s get back to ourwordy
commentator. The second thing he wrote was “that cosmology over-
shadows anthropology as its projection.” What does that mean?

Whathemeans is that thegraceofGod transforms thewhole creation,
and so, as a result, that gracemust eventually transformeveryperson
in that whole creation. That is what he means when he says that cos-
mology (the big picture) overshadows anthropology (the individual
picture).

And, again, he has reached a wrong conclusion, but perhaps he has
done so in an understandable way. Why understandable? Because
what he says about cosmology finds some support in Paul’s epistles.

In Romans 8:21, Paul will say “that the creation itself will be set free
from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedomof the glory of
the children of God,” and in Colossians 1:20, Paul says that God was
pleased through Jesus “to reconcile to himself all things, whether on
earth or in heaven.” Wewill talk about Romans 8:21 later, but for now
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let’s just say that there may be some way in which God’s grace trans-
forms the entirety of creation. We will see.

But even if we were to accept that cosmological view of grace, that
wouldnotmean that everyonewill be saved. PerhapsGod transforms
the cosmos by casting out the wicked. And if our cosmological argu-
ment did mean that everyone would be saved, then we would know
for sure that our cosmological view is false. Why? Because Paul re-
peatedly tells us that not everyone will be saved. Universal salvation
finds no support from Paul.

Romans 2:6-8—Hewill render to each one according to
his works: to those who by patience in well-doing seek
for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eter-
nal life; but for those who are self-seeking and do not
obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will
be wrath and fury.

Romans 8:13 — For if you live according to the flesh
you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the
deeds of the body, you will live.

1Corinthians6:9—Ordoyounotknowthat theunrigh-
teous will not inherit the kingdom of God?

Galatians 5:21—…thosewho do such thingswill not in-
herit the kingdom of God.

2 Thessalonians 1:8-9 — In flaming fire, inflicting
vengeance on those who do not know God and on those
who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. Theywill
suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, away
from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of
his might.
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Philippians 3:18-19— For many, of whom I have often
told you and now tell you even with tears, walk as en-
emies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction,
their god is their belly, and they glory in their shame,
with minds set on earthly things.

So, whatever verses 18-19 mean, we know they do not mean that ev-
eryone will be saved. They cannot mean that because of all of the
other scriptures that teach the opposite.

So, having looked at what these verses do not mean, what do they
mean? What does it mean that “one act of righteousness leads to jus-
tification and life for all men”? What does it mean “the many” were
made sinners and “the many” will be made righteous?

I think the key to understanding verses 18-19 is found in verse 17,
which should not be surprising. That is how context works. What
Paul is telling us here in verses 18-19 is connected to what he told us
in verse 17 — and there is no need for Paul to repeat what he said in
verse 17 given that he just said it! Again, that is how context works.

Sowhat did Paul say in verse 17 that is so important to these next two
verses? Let’s read it again.

Romans 5:17 — For if, because of one man’s trespass,
death reigned through that one man, much more will
thosewho receive the abundance of grace and the free
gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man
Jesus Christ.

“Those who receive.” That phrase is crucial for understanding the
next two verses and for quickly seeing the error in the false view that
Paul is somehow teaching universal salvation.

5



www.StudyRomans.org

Verse 17 is telling us about thosewho receive God’s grace and the free
gift of righteousness. And that language, of course, leads to only one
conclusion—theremust also be thosewhodonot receiveGod’s grace
and the free gift of righteousness. Some receive God’s grace, but not
everyone receives God’s grace. And, of course, that is just the same
thing that Paul tells us repeatedly elsewhere as we sawwith Romans
2:6-8 and the other verseswe just quoted. Somewill be saved, but not
everyone will be saved.

When Paul said these things in verses 18-19, he assumed that we
would still remember what he said in verse 17. Again, that is how
context works. And if anyone is studying verses 18-19 out of context,
that is their problem, not Paul’s problem.

So now let’s look at verse 18 again:

“Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all
men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification
and life for all men.”

How did Adam’s sin lead to condemnation for all men? Paul does not
tell us here, but he does tell us elsewhere. He told us back in verse 12.
Adam’s sin led to condemnation for all menwhen each person sinned
and followed Adam’s bad example.

That condemnation for allmendidnothappenautomatically. Instead,
it happened after they did something. It happened after they sinned.

So how then did one act of righteousness lead to justification and life
for all men? Again, Paul does not tell us here, but he does tell us else-
where. In fact, he told us in verse 1 (“we have been justified by faith”)
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and he just told us in verse 17. And Paul will have more to say about
that in the next chapter.

And, as with the condemnation for all men, the justification and life
for all men did not happen automatically. Instead, it happened after
they did something. It happened after they obeyed the gospel.

So what does Paul mean when he uses the word “all”? We know he
does notmean that all will be saved because he repeatedly tells us the
opposite. So what does he mean? I think when we view verse 18 in
the context of verse 17 and the rest of the Bible, we can see that what
Paul means is this:

“Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all
men [who sinned], so one act of righteousness leads to
justification and life for all men [who obey the gospel].”

But, some might say, that is not what Paul says here in verse 18. And
I would respond, yes, but that is exactly what Paul says if we include
the context of verse 18, alongwithmany other verseswehave already
studied. And I think Paulwas expecting us to keep upwith him. And,
again, that is how contextworks. That is why context is so important.

Let’s consider a modern example. Assume you are lined up outside
a football stadium to get in to see the big game. An announcement
comes over the loudspeaker:

“Please have your tickets ready. Once the gates are open,
no one without a ticket will be allowed inside.”

Then, later, the gates open, and you hear another announcement:
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“The gates have opened. Everyone please enter the sta-
dium in an orderly fashion.”

But you don’t have a ticket. Should you expect to be allowed inside
the stadium? Didn’t they just say “everyoneplease enter in anorderly
fashion?” Aren’t you included in “everyone?” How do you think that
argument will work with the security guard who is stationed at the
gate? “Why do I need a ticket? They said everyone!”

I think we all know how that argument would work — it wouldn’t.
Whenwe speak, we do not constantly repeat everythingwe have just
said, and so why do somany expect Paul to do that? Using the phrase
“allmen” in verse 18 to try to get intoheaven is just likeusing theword
“everyone” to try to get into the stadium.

And I think we will see that the same thing is true of verse 19, so let’s
read that verse again:

Romans 5:19—For as by the oneman’s disobedience the
manyweremade sinners, so by the oneman’s obedience
the many will be made righteous.

Now, the first thing to note here is that, once again, we see the word
“many.” We saw that same word back in verse 15: “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.”

But there is a difference between verse 15 and verse 19, at least in the
ESV. In verse 15, we see “many,” but here in verse 19, we see “the
many.” That iswhatwe see in the ESV, but aswe saidwhenwe looked
at verse 15, the Greek text of that verse has the definite article—Paul
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said “the many.” Is that also true of verse 19, and if so, why does the
ESV treat verse 19 differently than verse 15?

The answer is that both verses 15 and 19 refer to “the many” rather
than just to “many.” And, yes, for some reason, the ESV makes that
clear in verse 19 but does not make that clear in verse 15. As for why,
I suspect the translators just thought it sounded better in verse 15 to
drop the definite article. As forwhether that is a good enough reason
to drop a word from the Biblical text, I lean toward no!

The Greek text translated “the many” in verses 15 and 19 is hoi polloi.
And if that phrase sounds familiar, there is a reason for that — it is
also an English phrase. Today, we use the phrase hoi polloi to refer to
the general public, but usually in a derogatory sense, as in the great
unwashed. But in Greek that phrase just means “the many,” without
any negative connotation at all.

And here is the question for us— are “themany” in verse 15 the same
as “the many” in verse 19? As we recall, back in verse 15 we said that
“the many” referred to everyone who is accountable to God. All such
people died spiritually when they sinned, and the free gift of grace
abounded for them all. Does thatmean that all were saved? No, it just
means that salvationwas available to all. Itmeans the same thing that
we read in Titus.

Titus 2:11—For the grace of God has appeared, bringing
salvation for all people.

God has brought salvation for all people, but that does not mean that
all people are saved. It just means that all people could be saved if
they would obey the gospel. That is not what Calvin teaches, but that
is certainly what the Bible teaches.
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So are “themany” here in verse 19 the same as “themany” in verse 15?
I see no reason to think otherwise. Paul has not changed the subject. I
think that, aswe saw inverse 15 andaswe saw inverse 18,whatwe see
here in verse 19 is again describing something that is available for all
people but that is not necessarily received by all people. That under-
standing agrees with the context and does not have Paul proclaiming
universal salvation in contradiction towhat he has repeatedly told us
elsewhere.

Here is what I think verse 19 (when read in context) is saying:

For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were
made sinners [when they followed Adam’s example], so
by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righ-
teous [when they follow Jesus’ example].

The point of contrast here is between Adam and Christ, which, as we
have seen, is between law and faith. Under a system of law, one sin
is all it takes to separate us from God for all eternity. Adam opened
the door to all of that, and we walk through that door as soon as we
decide to do what Adam did.

But where Adam was disobedient, Jesus was obedient. Paul tells us
all about that elsewhere.

Philippians 2:6-8 — Who, though he was in the form
of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be
grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a
servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being
found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

And let’s think about that Philippian passage for a moment. Do we
remember what prompted the first sin? It was a desire to be like God.
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Genesis 3:5—ForGodknows thatwhenyoueat of it your
eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil.

Andyetwhat didPaul just tell us about Jesus? He “didnot count equal-
itywith God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.”

WhereAdamdisobeyedGodbecause of his desire to be likeGod, Jesus,
who was equal with God, did not grasp that but instead was born in
our own likeness and was obedient to the point of death. Jesus undid
the work of Adam by doing the opposite of what Adam did.

Now, beforewe leave verse 19, let’s look at one final word— theword
“made.” Many were made sinners, and many were made righteous.
Who did that? Whomade them sinners? Whomade them righteous?

I think the answer is God. God made them sinners, and God made
themrighteous. Butwe shouldnote thatGodmakingmea sinner is
not the sameasGodmakingmesin. AndGodmakingmerighteous
is not the same as God making me obey. I am the one who chooses
to sin. And I am the one who chooses to obey. God is then the judge
who declares me a sinner or who declares me righteous.

And that view fits nicely with the Greek word that is translated
“made” in verse 19. That word means to set or to appoint. It is the
sameword that Paul uses in Titus 1:5when he talks about appointing
elders, it is the same word that Jesus uses in Matthew 25:23 — “You
have been faithful over a little; I will set you overmuch,” and it is the
same word used in Acts 7:10 to describe what Pharaoh did to Joseph:
“Pharaoh, king of Egypt, whomade him ruler over Egypt.”
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In each case, the Greekword refers to a determination of a status that
is based on something else that was done. The elders are appointed
because of their qualifications. The one who is faithful over little is
set over much. Joseph was made ruler because of his obedience to
God and his usefulness to Pharaoh.

The same word is being used the same way here. The many who sin
are made or appointed or set as sinners by God because of their dis-
obedience and faithlessness, and themanywho are faithful aremade
or appointed or set as righteous by God because of their obedience
and faithfulness.

Romans 5:20

Romans 5:20—Nowthe lawcame in to increase the tres-
pass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the
more,

“The law came in.” What law is that? Our general rule is that any time
we see “the law” we should think first of the law of Moses, but there
is a problemwith that rule here in verse 20— theGreek text just says
“law” rather than “the law.”

And, yes, that means that the ESV removed the definite article from
“themany” in verse 15, kept the definite article in “themany” in verse
19, and then added the definite article to get “the law” here in verse
20. It is almost like the ESV translatorswere shaking definite articles
out of a salt shaker! There is definitely a lack of consistency.

Once again,wefindamore accurate translation in theYoung’s Literal
Translation:
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And law came in, that the offence might abound, and
where the sin did abound, the grace did overabound.

“And law came in.” TheESV translators apparently thought that “law”
was the law of Moses. Were they right? I think they were, but even
so, I would rather they leave that choice up to me rather than add in
a word that is not present in the original Greek text.

But, yes, I think the law that came in was the law of Moses. As for
why Paul called it “law” rather than “the law,” perhaps he figured we
would knowwhat law hemeant given that he has been talking about
the timebetweenAdamandMoses. Whatmarked theendof that time
periodwas not just the appearance ofMoses, butwas the appearance
of the law of Moses. That law was the real dividing line between the
time prior toMoses and the time afterMoses— and especially so for
the Jews.

And if you had described the terrible time of sin prior toMoses, most
Jews would have told you that the law of Moses was the solution to
that terrible time of sin. But that is not at all what Paul tells us here.
Rather than solving sin, Paul tells us that the law ofMoses increased
sin! What does he mean?

How did the law of Moses increase sin? I think it did so in at least
two ways — by increasing the quantity of sin and by increasing the
severity of sin.

And this statement that the law increases sinmaygiveus anotherpos-
sible reasonwhy the lawofMoses is called “law”here rather than “the
law.” It may be because what Paul says about the law ofMoses is also
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true about law in general — the more law you have, the more ways
you have to sin.

As for increasing the quantity of sin, the law of Moses prohibited
some things that were almost certainly not considered wrong prior
to the law of Moses. Yes, murder, theft, and adultery were already
known by all to be wrong, but what about these other Mosaic laws?

• “You shall not sow your vineyard with two kinds of seed”
(Deuteronomy 22:9).

• “Youshallnotplowwithanoxandadonkey together” (Deuteron-
omy 22:10).

• “You shall not wear cloth of wool and linen mixed together”
(Deuteronomy 22:11).

• “You shall not round off the hair on your temples or mar the
edges of your beard” (Leviticus 19:27).

• “Everything in the waters that does not have fins and scales is
detestable to you” (Leviticus 11:12).

I think at least some of those laws were new, and so one way that the
law of Moses increased sin was that it created many newways to sin.

But the lawofMoses also increased the severity of sin. How? Because,
unlike the work of the lawwritten on the heart of man by God, these
laws were written down for all to see. As Paul already told us in Ro-
mans 3:20, “through the law comes knowledge of sin.” And later, in
Romans 7:7, Paul will say that “if it had not been for the law, I would
not have known sin.”
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The law of Moses was a direct law from God. In that way, Moses was
like Adam, who had also received a direct law from God. There was
very little thatwasvague about the lawofMoses, and sobreaking that
written code was, I think, a greater act of rebellion against God.

The principle here is that greater revelation brings greater account-
ability, and I think Paul has already told us that:

Romans 2:12—For all who have sinned without the law
will also perishwithout the law, and all who have sinned
under the lawwill be judged by the law.

Am I saying that a greater revelation from God removes excuses we
might otherwise have had for our sin? Yes, I am saying that because
Jesus said that:

John 15:22— If I had not come and spoken to them, they
would not have been guilty of sin, but now they have no
excuse for their sin.

John 15:24 — If I had not done among them the works
that no one else did, they would not be guilty of sin, but
now they have seen and hated both me andmy Father.

Luke 12:47-48 — And that servant who knew his mas-
ter’s will but did not get ready or act according to his
will, will receive a severe beating. But the one who did
not know, and did what deserved a beating, will receive
a light beating. Everyone to whom much was given, of
himmuchwill be required, and from him to whom they
entrusted much, they will demand the more.

“Everyone to whommuch was given, of him much will be required.”
That statement is very sobering in light of all thatwe have been given.
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Ephesians 1:3 — Blessed be the God and Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with ev-
ery spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.

Andwhat do those verses say to us todaywhohave the completeword
of God? We have the complete revelation fromGod— sowhat excuse
do we have for our rebellion?

Hebrews 2:3-4—Howshallwe escape ifweneglect such
agreat salvation? Itwasdeclared atfirst by theLord, and
it was attested to us by those who heard, while God also
borewitness by signs andwonders and variousmiracles
and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to
his will.

These verses are telling us that responsibility increases as revelation
increases. Prior to Moses, mankind had almost no revelation from
God. After Moses, mankind had partial revelation from God. After
Christ, mankind has the complete revelation from God. What must
our responsibility be given that we have such a great revelation from
God? How shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation?

Verse 20 ends with yet another wonderful description of God’s grace
— “but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.”

Yes, sin increased with the law of Moses, but God’s grace abounded
all the more! No matter how great the sin, God’s grace is greater.
And again, no one knew that better than Paul. He had persecuted
the church of God, and yet he had been forgiven by the grace of God.
Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more!

Somaybewhatwe should do is just sinmore andmore. Wouldn’t that
mean that God’s grace would abound more and more? And wouldn’t
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that be a good thing? Isn’t it always better to have more grace than
less grace? And don’t we get more grace if we sin more? Paul, is that
what you are saying?

Paul will answer that question in the next chapter, but first we need
to look at the final verse in this chapter.

Romans 5:21

Romans 5:21 — so that, as sin reigned in death, grace
also might reign through righteousness leading to eter-
nal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.

We saw death reigning in verse 14, andwe saw Christians reigning in
life through Christ in verse 17. Here in verse 21, we see sin reigning
and we see grace reigning.

What Paul is doing here is contrasting sin and grace. He is explain-
ing the difference between someonewho obeys his own passions and
someone who obeys the will of God. And Paul will still be discussing
this topic in the next chapter.

Romans 6:12—Let not sin therefore reign in your mor-
tal body, to make you obey its passions.

Romans 6:16 — Do you not know that if you present
yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves
of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to
death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?

And notice the focus on obedience in each of those verses. Whether
we obey sin or whetherwe obeyGod, the decision is ours. We choose
whomwe obey.
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If we are faithful and obedient to the reign of Christ, thenwewill live
in rebellion to the reign of sin. “Let not sin therefore reign in your
mortal body.”

But if we harden our hearts to Christ and are instead faithful and obe-
dient to the reign of sin, then we will live in rebellion to Jesus.

Hebrews3:15—As it is said, “Today, if youhearhis voice,
do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion.”

Thechoice is ours. Godhas givenus the freedom to choose. Calvinism
is based on the notion that God takes back that gift, but that is not
what the Bible teaches.
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