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      “In Ruined Sinners to Reclaim, twenty-six gifted pastors and theologians have joined forces to bequeath the church a rich, fruitful, and comprehensive survey of the doctrine of total depravity from the perspectives of historical theology, biblical exegesis, systematic theology, and polemics. With sensitivity to the contours of our increasingly secular world, the authors demonstrate how our understanding of total depravity should impact our evangelism, counseling, and preaching in modern contexts. Above all, the authors lead us to the spotless Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. This magisterial work is one of the most definitive treatments of total depravity available in the Reformed tradition.”

      Joel R. Beeke, Chancellor and Professor of Homiletics and Systematic Theology, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary; Pastor, Heritage Reformed Congregation, Grand Rapids, Michigan

      “As I read through the rich and deep chapters of Ruined Sinners to Reclaim, I not only found myself instructed; I also found myself moved again and again by the goodness and grace of God in Christ toward ruined sinners such as I. This book helps us to look squarely at our pervasive depravity and inability to save ourselves from sin’s ruinous grip while also helping us to gaze in wonder and worship at God’s pervasive purity and his power to save.”

      Nancy Guthrie, author; Bible teacher

      “Reading a book on total depravity might betray a morbid preoccupation with the subject—or worse, confirmation of its existence in the reader! Yet this outstanding collection of essays is a treasure trove for scholars and students alike. Canvassing the historical, biblical, theological, and pastoral dimensions of this much-neglected and much-misunderstood doctrine of Holy Scripture, the Gibson brothers have provided a perspicacious window into the importance of understanding the depth of our ruin, in order to appreciate the glory of our being reclaimed by Christ. From the opening comprehensive introduction by the editors to the closing pastoral chapters, this book is a richly woven tapestry of insights into the extent of our fallenness and the wonder of God’s redeeming grace.”

      Glenn N. Davies, former Archbishop of Sydney 

      “It was Seneca who said that if we desire to judge all things justly, we must first persuade ourselves that none of us is without sin. This excellent book—Ruined Sinners to Reclaim—does a superb job of persuading us about the complex nature of sin and the comprehensive salvation we find in Christ, and thus enables us to make thoughtful theological judgments for Christian ministry today. All sections, and many of the essays within, will supply good guidance for weary pilgrims through the Slough of Despond and onward toward the Celestial City.”

      Mark Earngey, Head of Church History and Lecturer in Doctrine, Moore Theological College; author, Bishop John Ponet (1516–1556): Scholar, Bishop, Insurgent; coeditor, Reformation Worship

      “As with the first volume in the Doctrines of Grace series, Ruined Sinners to Reclaim provides depth, breadth, and clarity to its chosen topic. Since, as Calvin rightly put it, nearly all the wisdom we possess consists in the knowledge of God and of ourselves, this volume on sin, its nature, and its effects provides rich and practical wisdom so that we might better know ourselves, and thus know God better, as it plumbs the depths of Scripture and the Reformed theology that naturally wells up from Scripture. There is no other volume available that so adeptly gives us a microscope into the human heart.”

      K. Scott Oliphint, Professor of Apologetics and Systematic Theology, Westminster Theological Seminary
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“Man of Sorrows,” what a name
for the Son of God, who came
ruined sinners to reclaim:
Hallelujah, what a Savior!

      Philip P. Bliss (1838–1876)
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      Foreword

      Is it not a little overkill? All this talk of human depravity? After all, we know now that brains are wired in certain ways, genetics playing their part, along with the chemical soup. Plus, there is nurture, which warps us in all sorts of ways: “the woman you gave me” (or mother, father, etc.). Ultimately, is God not on the hook for all this?

      Special revelation—that is, Scripture—represents God’s own account of what he created us to be, how we have all fallen short of his glory, yet are reconciled to him by his own act in history. Nevertheless, general revelation also tells the same truth if we interpret it properly—with scriptural spectacles. The problem is that we do not want the bad news to be as bad as it is, which keeps us from hearing the good news in all its astounding beauty. In our secular culture, “sin” has been “cancelled.” The new Oxford Junior Dictionary has deleted sin and other terms related to Christianity and added words like blog, broadband, and celebrity. Already in 1973, Karl Menninger’s Whatever Became of Sin? astounded the public, as a psychologist not especially known for his Christian beliefs announced that the avoidance of sin had only exacerbated people’s anxieties. While psychotherapy may alleviate some of the symptoms, Menninger argued, it does not have the methods or sources to provide a deeper account of human guilt. Everyone experiences shame, he noted, and this is the focus of therapy—but it is just a symptom. The root problem is guilt, which used to be dealt with by religious explanations. People could say, “Oh, well, at least that tells me why I feel ashamed.” However grim, there was a deeper diagnosis of the condition. That has been forgotten, Menninger observed, leaving people with no sense of solidarity as those who are all “in it together,” sharing a common experience of falling short of the purpose for which they exist.

      Liberals and fundamentalists have contributed to this crisis in different ways. Both tend to identify sin with particular acts, whether social or individual, often emphasizing external factors. While the lists differ significantly, sin is often seen as the result of one’s environment. Both sides tend to deflect sin onto outsiders. Too rarely is sin considered something that pervades every individual from conception because of Adam’s fall.

      The biblical doctrine of sin is far more complex. We are warped throughout not just because of deliberate decisions we have made but because of a common human condition. We are sinners and therefore responsible for our own agency. But we are also sinned against, which means we are also victims of other people’s attitudes and actions. And we live in a fallen world that is broken not only ethically but also in our decaying bodies, dementia, and other brain illnesses, such as depression, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, personality disorder, and so forth. To pin sin on any one of these pegs alone is to forget that God created us good and whole creatures in the beginning.

      “Total depravity” is one of the most misunderstood doctrines of the Christian faith. Originating as a term no earlier than the twentieth century, it is not a particularly good one. Nor is it peculiar to Calvinism. The classical Augustinian anthropology holds that the whole person, body and soul, is created in God’s image and is therefore good—and, at the same time, is wholly depraved. As John Calvin taught against the negative (“Manichean”) view of bodily nature as inherently depraved, “It is not nature but the corruption of nature” that Scripture teaches. “Depravity” means a decline from an ideal good. The meal I put in the refrigerator may be wonderful, but if I leave the door open while I am gone on a trip and return to find it moldy, it is depraved. Depravity presupposes goodness. Or, to change the metaphor, a drop of poison corrupts the entire glass of water. This does not mean that there is no water left, but that the poison has infiltrated every part of it, such that the water is no longer health-giving.

      Based on a host of passages unfurled in this volume, it was the common view from the ancient church to Aquinas and the Protestant Reformers that the whole person is good by created nature and also wholly defiled by sin: corrupt not in its intensity (as if there is no good left) but in its extensity. There is no part of us that has not been polluted by the guilt and corruption of sin, no island of neutrality—mind, will, or emotions—to make a safe landing for grace. Instead, God’s grace must come to sinners, raising them from death to life. In salvation, God implants no new “spare part,” as if we lost something natural, but saves everything that belonged to us by creation. In fact, he takes it beyond its original righteousness into glorification, immortality, and the impossibility of ever turning away from the Goodness in whom we exist. God’s grace liberates the will, mind, and emotions to rest in him.

      If we evaluate the alternatives, this biblical diagnosis is severe but also reasonable. Secularists do not have to talk about an ethical “fall” of the human race because they do not think that human beings are uniquely created in God’s image and likeness. For us, though, humanity did not trip once upon a time but plunged from the highest position in creation next to the angels. This is one of the problems with the “TULIP” acronym: It starts with the fall rather than with creation.

      Thus, total depravity does not mean that we are as bad as we can possibly be, but that the beautiful ways in which we are like God have become weapons to be used against him. We use our reasoning to invent ingenious subterfuges for avoiding the truth; our powerful emotions and imagination to love and invent idols; our excellent skill of deliberation to choose that which harms us; and our elegant bodies to rush toward destruction.

      Yet still God gives grace. He never gives up on us. Even the last breath that curses the Creator is a gift of God’s common grace. Believers and unbelievers alike enjoy sunsets, romance, families, and the liberal arts and sciences. Surpassing this goodness by far is the saving grace that God gives through the gospel. “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son . . .” (John 3:16). God did not “so love” something that was ugly, contemptible, and disgusting. He loved what he had made. Like an artist whose great masterpiece has been disfigured by rogues, God would not quit until he restored the image to even beyond its original glory.

      Yet God’s work of reconciliation and restoration makes no sense unless we have a robust understanding of the crisis. As in the Christmas carol “Joy to the World,” written by the Calvinist hymn-writer Isaac Watts, God’s grace in Christ restores everything “far as the curse is found.” The redemption is far greater even than the corruption. Justification is greater than forgiveness of guilt; it is being counted righteous before God. Regeneration and sanctification are not merely a return to Eden, but they lead us finally to glorification, which no human but Jesus has experienced.

      From this vista—creation to redemption—we are able to interpret the sinfulness of the human race, the fallen world, and our own appetites in proper perspective. I appreciate how the authors in this book engage the historic Christian tradition but with biblical corrections recognized by the Protestant Reformers. Some readers may encounter for the first time discussions of topics such as concupiscence that seem arcane and yet which are essential to contemporary debates over whether not only decisions but also desires should be considered sinful. Once we are safe in Christ’s arms, we can confess not only our individual sins but our twisted desires—however influenced by nature and nurture—as truly sinful enemies from which Christ has redeemed us.

      The essays contained in this volume will help us navigate the shoals of a negative view of human nature, on the one side; and a recognition that we have all “fallen short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23), on the other. For those who worry about where they come from, their fallen condition, particular sins they have committed, and how Christ covers them, this volume will be a rich treasure.

      Michael Horton
J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary, California

    

  
    
      Preface

      In 2013, when From Heaven He Came and Sought Her was published, we had no intention of following such a mammoth undertaking with any further editorial projects. The doctrine of definite atonement had always stood out to us as, arguably, the most controversial of “the five points of Calvinism,” and therefore the one most in need of defense and contemporary explanation and application. In the years that followed, however, it became clear that the other doctrines of grace were equally as deserving of careful examination and restatement. This volume, now the second in the series, is the next of four more volumes in what we are calling “The Doctrines of Grace” series, in which we hope, God willing, to treat the theology of the Canons of the Synod of Dort (1618–19) in all their historical, biblical, theological, and pastoral richness for our present day.

      The focus of these volumes on the theology that was formulated within Reformed orthodoxy in the seventeenth century is not an attempt to make more of it than we should. Indeed, Richard Muller’s oft-quoted observation about the Reformation provides some wider context to this project:

      The Reformation, in spite of its substantial contribution to the history of doctrine and the shock it delivered to theology and the church in the sixteenth century, was not an attack upon the whole of medieval theology or upon Christian tradition. The Reformation assaulted a limited spectrum of doctrinal and practical abuses with the intention of reaffirming the values of the historical church catholic. Thus, the mainstream Reformers reconstructed the doctrines of justification and the sacraments and then modified their ideas of the ordo salutis and of the church accordingly; but they did not alter the doctrine of God, creation, providence, and Christ, and they maintained the Augustinian tradition concerning predestination, human nature and sin. The reform of individual doctrines, like justification and the sacraments, occurred within the bounds of a traditional, orthodox, and catholic system which, on the grand scale, remained unaltered.1

      It is certainly possible to argue, when it comes to human nature and sin, that Muller’s “maintenance mode” setting for the Reformation requires important qualification. On the one hand, the Augustinian tradition was not simply monolithic at this point, and, on the other hand, the Reformers were soon engaged in conflict with Rome over the doctrine of concupiscence (the faculty of carnal desire) and the remittance of original sin in baptism. The various ways in which the Reformation sought to maintain the Augustinian tradition on sin came, in time, to be contested with Rome as the heirs of the Reformation settled on following Augustine’s understanding of sin and grace in his later period. Nevertheless, the conception of the Reformation as a “limited assault” is a helpful one. Not only does it help to locate its theological upheavals within a broader view of the whole of the Christian tradition, but it also helps to moderate the kind of claims some Protestant theologians (in particular) might be tempted to make about the biblical and doctrinal rediscoveries that came to light in the work of the magisterial Reformers. The Reformation was a distinct and definitive doctrinal revolt, but it did not spring up de novo nor did it provide a high point of orthodoxy from which there was never any need of further development or refinement.

      The Canons of Dort—and the system of Reformed orthodoxy that they represent and that they further repristinated—should, we suggest, be understood in the same way. The disputes debated at the Synod, which were answered with the “Heads of Doctrine” agreed upon by the assembly of Reformed ministers and professors, can in its own way be seen as a “limited assault” (or, better, a “counterassault”) on a nexus of theological questions that were receiving aberrant answers at a certain point in history within a definite context. In publishing afresh today on the context, content, and biblical-theological-pastoral implications of that theology, we are claiming that it is beautiful theology with abiding value and confessional significance for the church; what we are not claiming is that the Canons of Dort de novo provide a climax of orthodoxy that represents the defining moment of the Christian tradition. Rather, the “Heads of Doctrine” formulated by the Synod represent a historically located instance of theological foment revolving around a certain set of matters related to soteriology.

      This is the spirit in which we present the essays in this and all the other volumes. In undertaking the task of “The Doctrines of Grace” series, we are seeking to locate the Synod of Dort in its proper place within church history, such that it is worth stating again that the project is not a presentation of “the five points of Calvinism” or a defense of the “TULIP” acronym, which is so often presented as a summary of the Canons and of Reformed theology. As we stated previously, “It is not that there is no value to such language. But there can be a tendency to use such terminology as the soteriological map itself, without realizing that such terms simply feature as historical landmarks on the map.”2

      With this overall framework in place, then, it is the effort of this volume to trace the historical debates about sin’s debilitating effects, sketch the biblical awfulness of sin’s many forms, engage the theological complexities of sin’s nature and transmission, and meditate on the pastoral realities of sin’s presence in our lives and in the world. We seek to show not only that the doctrine of the total depravity of human creatures is biblical, but that it too, like all the other doctrines of grace confessed at Dort, “comes to us with a textured history, theological integrity, and pastoral riches.”3

      Soli Deo gloria.

    

    
      
        1Richard A. Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, 4 vols., 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 1:97.

      

      
        2David Gibson and Jonathan Gibson, “Sacred Theology and the Reading of the Divine Word: Mapping the Doctrine of Definite Atonement,” in From Heaven He Came and Sought Her: Definite Atonement in Historical, Biblical, Theological, and Pastoral Perspective, ed. David Gibson and Jonathan Gibson (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013), 43 (emphasis original); cf. also Richard A. Muller, “How Many Points?,” CTJ 28 (1993): 425–33.

      

      
        3Gibson and Gibson, “Sacred Theology and the Reading of the Divine Word,” 17.
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      “Salvation Belongs to the Lord”

      Mapping the Doctrine of the Total Depravity of Human Creatures

      David Gibson and Jonathan Gibson

      Self-deception about our sin is a narcotic, a tranquilizing and disorienting suppression of our spiritual central nervous system. What’s devastating about it is that when we lack an ear for the wrong notes in our lives, we cannot play right ones or even recognize them in the performance of others. Eventually we make ourselves religiously so unmusical that we miss both the exposition and the recapitulation of the main themes God plays in human life. The music of creation and the still greater music of grace whistle right through our skulls, causing no catch of breath and leaving no residue. Moral beauty begins to bore us. The idea that the human race needs a Savior sounds quaint.1

      The doctrine of total depravity states that, with the exception of the Lord Jesus Christ, all of humanity, from the very moment of conception, share a corrupt human nature which renders us liable to God’s wrath, incapable of any saving good, inclined toward evil, and which leaves us both dead in sin and enslaved to sin. Left to ourselves, we neither want to nor can return to the God who made us, and, without the regenerating grace of the Holy Spirit, we cannot know him as our heavenly Father. Our mind has lost the pure knowledge of God so that we are blind, self-centered, and self-impressed. Our will has squandered its holiness and surrendered its freedom; we are wicked in our rebellion against a good God and his ways, and, more than this, we are enslaved to our rebellion. Our affections are impure and find delight in what is evil. We do not rejoice constantly in God. It is not that we are as bad as we possibly could be; rather, total depravity simply describes the fact that there is not one single aspect of our constitution that is unaffected by sin’s derangements.2

      In much the same way as we argued previously with the doctrine of definite atonement,3 total depravity says something essential about the corruption of humanity, but it does not say everything there is to say. Strictly speaking, this doctrine refers to the utter pervasiveness of sin’s spread just as it has also become linked in particular historical contexts to the understanding of human inability to respond to God’s grace apart from his personal intervention. All these ideas have been contested and are complex in themselves, but undergirding these ideas is the fall of humanity and the doctrine of original sin, which together form the bleak backdrop to all that Christian theology has fought for, argued about, and humbly confessed in its doctrine of creation and of humankind. Total depravity does not exhaust the Christian doctrine of sin; indeed, it is so tightly related to several other facets of sin that this volume widens its scope to consider them as well.

      The complexities of our subject have generated objections in every age. The moral philosopher Alfred Edward Taylor called the doctrine of original sin “the most vulnerable part of the whole Christian account.”4 The tradition itself recognizes the challenge of a coherent account. Herman Bavinck wrote in his Reformed Dogmatics that the event of the fall of the first humans “is of such great weight that the whole of Christian doctrine stands or falls with it.”5 Similarly, for Bavinck, the doctrine of original sin is not only “one of the weightiest but also one of the most difficult subjects in the field of dogmatics.”6 It is one of the weightiest subjects, because, along with the doctrine of God, it is one of the great presuppositions of the Christian gospel: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15).7 It is one of the most difficult subjects, because it is so multifaceted. Blaise Pascal said, “It is astonishing however that the mystery furthest from our understanding is the transmission of sin, the one thing without which we can have no understanding of ourselves!”8

      The doctrine of original sin presupposes and entails other doctrines, such as the nature of man as body and soul and his state of original righteousness before the fall. A right handling of the doctrine of original sin situates it within the framework of a covenant of works with Adam and in relation to God’s law in Eden, before delineating various aspects of the doctrine: the origin of sin (God, man, or the devil?) and the kingdom of evil; the spread of sin (preexistent, realistic, mediate imputation, or immediate imputation?); the nature of sin (a substance, privation of good, negation or nothingness, moral evil or lawlessness?); the scope of sin (body, soul, emotions, mind, and will?); and the effect of sin on the freedom of the will (necessary, contingent, certain?). From this foundation and foreground, we arrive at one specific, significant, and historically influential rendering of sin’s nature and effects, namely, the total depravity of human creatures. But it is the full picture of sin and its derelictions that we are concerned with in this volume.

      Stand-alone books on sin are invariably self-conscious and, of course, the unease is understandable. Why might a book of Christian theology be so preoccupied with the bad news? The posture adopted in this volume, however, is neither defensive nor embarrassed about the need to stare long and hard at the problem of sin and depravity in the human race. Indeed, some methodological throat-clearing at the start of such a collection of essays is an opportunity for us to reflect a little more on what we have already alluded to: the doctrine of sin requires us to grapple with the tightly interwoven fabric of the whole of Christian theology and to recognize that we will not travel far or well along the road of abundant delight in the gospel without a profound understanding of the plight from which we have been saved. Classic texts such as Dynamics of Spiritual Life have shown us that, in fact, a depth perception of sin goes hand in hand in Scripture and throughout church history with the lifegiving, restorative, reviving work of the Holy Spirit, both individually and corporately.9 There is significant precedent for our longing and prayer that the present book might serve as a tool in the hands of God to awaken us afresh to the nefarious nadirs of who we are in our rebellion, precisely so that the stunning splendor of who God is in stooping to save us can be confessed anew. As D. A. Carson puts it,

      There can be no agreement as to what salvation is unless there is agreement as to that from which salvation rescues us. The problem and the solution hang together: the one explicates the other. It is impossible to gain a deep grasp of what the cross achieves without plunging into a deep grasp of what sin is; conversely, to augment one’s understanding of the cross is to augment one’s understanding of sin.10

      The weightiness and difficulty of the doctrine of sin, and its interconnectedness to a whole range of other topics in Christian theology, make the case, we believe, for the same argument advanced in From Heaven He Came and Sought Her, namely, that church history, the Bible, theology, and pastoral practice need to coalesce to provide a framework within which the doctrine of total depravity is best articulated today.11 This volume is a patient attempt to listen to the past and the faithful cloud of witnesses who have thought long and hard about sin; it seeks to submit itself and the tradition to Scripture as our supreme authority; and it wishes to pursue the systematic and dogmatic integration of church history, exegesis, and theological reflection into a coherent whole that is turned toward God in doxology and toward the church in loving, gracious, truthful, and Christ-exalting pastoral practice. The attempt here, as in the first volume, is an exercise in biblical, theological, and confessional faithfulness, which is never less than the ordering of all that the Bible has to say on sin, while also being much more. Part of the rationale for this methodology is that, without it, mistaken or less than helpful paths present themselves all too easily to the Christian disciple thinking about sin.

      Consider, for example, the argument that “the normal Christian life is the victorious Christian life,” advanced in John Stevens’s book, The Fight of Your Life: Facing and Resisting Temptation.12 Written at a popular level for an evangelical audience, this work is driven by the admirable pastoral aim of helping believers in their battle against sin, seeking to free them from false burdens of guilt and failure. In particular, the desire to provide nourishment for Christian living is evident in the book’s sensitive handling of sexual temptation, both heterosexual and homosexual. It seeks to tackle an “unintended consequence” of the teaching that “we are sinners not just because of the sins we commit, but because of our desires and thoughts.” For Stevens, this theology has had the harmful effect of making “the struggle against sin primarily a battle not to experience certain thoughts and desires.”13 He presses a distinction between temptation and sin: “All Christians experience temptation, but temptation is not itself sin. The proper response to temptation is resistance rather than repentance. Experiencing temptation does not make us guilty before God and in need of his cleansing mercy and forgiveness.”14 It is perhaps fair to say that such a distinction has become commonplace in evangelical theology15 (although not as commonplace as Stevens might wish, given his own perception of the guilt and shame attached to the teaching he wishes to counter).

      It will fall to some of the other essays in this book to explore some of the more substantial responses that should be made to this kind of hamartiology and understanding of fallen human nature; our concern here is simply to register some methodological observations that show why the enterprise of this volume is needed.

      Stevens is explicit that he sees his book as a challenge both to the “Keswick” teaching of the Wesleyan model of holiness, on the one hand; and the teaching of men like J. C. Ryle and J. I. Packer, who exemplify “the more traditional puritan approach,” on the other. Both positions Stevens regards as representing the “extremes” of biblical teaching on the normal Christian life.16 Such a viewpoint might be entirely defensible, of course, but what is striking about Stevens’s book is his choice to situate his own argument historically while not offering any engagement with the competing historical positions he is seeking to balance and critique. The impression, unwittingly or not, is that simple biblical exegesis is an adequate antidote to either extreme. By not laying out the biblical exegesis of the positions he is challenging, Stevens presents his own interpretations as self-evidently true when, in fact, there are significant and weighty challenges to his thesis lying dormant in the great tradition that precedes his book.

      At the foundation of Stevens’s argument is a reading of James 1:13–15, a text which he believes “draws a definitive contrast between temptation and sin.” He holds that “These verses make clear that there is a step between temptation and sin, which is captured by the metaphor of giving birth. The desire which is evil has the potential to become sin, but this is not inevitable.”17 However, what seems self-evident to Stevens is not the case for other readers of the same text. Here, for example, is John Calvin on James 1:13–15:

      It seems, however, improper, and not according to the usage of Scripture, to restrict the word sin to outward works, as though indeed lust itself were not a sin, and as though corrupt desires, remaining closed up within and suppressed, were not so many sins . . . For he [James] proceeds gradually, and shows that the consummation of sin is eternal death, and that these depraved desires or affections have their root in lust.18

      Stevens appears to have a category of evil human desires that are not yet sinful in themselves, whereas, for Calvin, to conceptualize corrupt desires as not intrinsically sinful seems improper, and not according to the usage of Scripture.

      So how is a reader of the Bible to choose between different possible interpretations like these?

      The contention of this volume is that the further back in church history a doctrine of sin is willing to reach, and the deeper down into theological precision it is willing to mine, then the further forward it will extend in longevity and usefulness for the Christian church. That is to say, to be truly contemporary, a doctrine of sin is required to retrieve the immense riches from the concepts, categories, and distinctions present in the tradition which can both enrich our exegesis and rescue us from error. For instance, without engaging with it at all, and seemingly unaware of it, Stevens’s treatment of temptation wades into the deep waters of the doctrine of concupiscence (literally, the faculty of desire and, in church history, the anatomy of sinful desire), and thereby, in an evangelical Protestant book, actually presents a Roman Catholic position on unbidden and unwanted desires as the straightforward reading of the Bible.19 Further, the wider biblical theology used by Stevens to buttress his position—the temptations of Eve and of Christ—takes no account of the considerable theological significance of their unfallen human natures at the very points where Stevens wishes to press their analogical usefulness to the temptations of the Christian believer.20

      But why does all this matter? Recall that Stevens’s aim in his book is explicitly pastoral. He particularly wants to help Christians who experience same-sex temptation to understand that while lusting after a person of the same sex would be sinful, “there [are] no grounds to conclude that a person is sinning merely because they experience unwanted and unencouraged attraction towards people of the same sex.”21 The vital significance of such questions is not hard for us to understand in our current milieu and, again, it is possible to argue that Stevens is articulating a view of “same-sex attraction” which has become increasingly popular within evangelical theology. The terms “same-sex attraction” or “same-sex sexual attraction” are now commonly used in contemporary discussion by many evangelicals. Some “same-sex attracted” Christians have chosen to distance themselves from the language of “homosexual” or “gay,” replacing it with “same-sex (sexual) attraction” or “same-sex sexuality” on the basis that the former terms often convey identity and lifestyle while the latter terms convey only the desire or experience of same-sex attraction.22

      However, by treating unwanted and unbidden desires in this way, Stevens ignores the ways in which the theology of the Reformation and the Reformed tradition countered it. Compare, for example, Stevens’s pastoral approach with Girolamo Zanchi’s view of repentance, which is representative of the Reformed tradition:

      . . . repentance is a changing of the mind and heart, stirred up in us through the Holy Ghost, by the word both of the law and the gospel, wherein we grieve from our heart, we detest, we lament, we loath and bewail, and confess before God all our sins, and even the corruption of our nature as things utterly repugnant (as the law teaches) to the will of God and to the cleansing, whereof the death of God’s own Son (as the gospel preaches) was needful.23

      Because Stevens eliminates the need for repentance in the case of concupiscence, ironically, he provides less gospel hope and comfort, not more, to those struggling with same-sex desires. For he ends up implying that there are parts of our fallen human natures that God’s grace does not need to redeem. Of course, Stevens might reject this conclusion, expressed in this way, yet he is explicit that “as human beings we all experience an emotional attraction to rebellion and disobedience which is not itself sin.”24 But to distinguish, and then to separate, “emotional attraction” (what others might call “propensity” or “inclination”) toward sin from sin itself is wrongly to separate what is rightly distinguished. Being attracted to sin and sinning are distinct but inseparable parts of the sin-guilt complex. Genesis 6:5 is clear that our sinful nature corrupts all the way down to thoughts and inclinations of the heart, which are described as only evil continually.25 However, Stevens maintains that some unbidden and unencouraged desires do not have an innate corruption that renders us culpable before God. This is, ultimately, to misconstrue original sin and total depravity. This is evident when Stevens says that his book “will assert the twin truths that our temptations are sinful, which gives added motivation for resisting them, but that we are not personally guilty of sin unless we choose to act on them. The sinful desires we experience do not automatically make us guilty sinners.”26 But to tie sin (and therefore also guilt) only to the consent of the will and not also to the corruption of the will, as Stevens does here, is a departure from Protestant orthodoxy. Doing so allows the terminology of “same-sex (sexual) attraction” to become a morally neutral identity marker for the Christian, one in which a propensity or attraction toward sin is no longer classified as sin.

      The Reformed tradition, however, has always held that the corruption of nature, which is ours on account of original sin, is itself sin as well as the actual transgressions we commit that flow from it: “This corruption of nature, during this life, doth remain in those that are regenerated; and although it be, through Christ, pardoned and mortified; yet both itself and all the motions thereof, are truly and properly sin” (Westminster Confession of Faith 6.5). The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England similarly say that, through original sin, the desire of the flesh remains in the believer as an “infection of nature,” with the result that “the Apostle doth confess, that concupiscence and lust hath of itself the nature of sin” (Article IX). It is for these reasons that some have seen in the theology of the Canons of Dort the very saving of the Reformation precisely because its theology of grace was now in the crosshairs of an optimistic anthropology which had not sufficiently accounted for human nature.27 Unless original sin and the depravity that extends to our concupiscence are fully in view, then it is possible for grace to “no longer be grace” (Rom. 11:6).28

      This contemporary issue shows that our choice of language and terms needs historical awareness, biblical precision, and theological consistency. Our argument is that, as with definite atonement, so the doctrine of sin and depravity in human creatures is neither merely biblical, nor merely a systematic construct with no grounding in the Bible. Rather, total depravity receives its fullest and best expressions as a biblico-systematic doctrine that is born from careful exegesis of all the texts where sin is displayed in all its terrible forms, and from synthesis with all other doctrines that are intimately related to it, such as the doctrines of God, creation, anthropology, Christology, and covenant, and that such synthesis is all the richer when it follows contemplation of the tradition that has thought itself clear ahead of us on so many vital matters of definition and distinction. We are seeking in this volume, once again, to provide both a web for holding the doctrine together with all its canonical threads and doctrinal implications so that individual parts can be considered in the light of the whole, and also to provide a map to and through the doctrine of human corruption. Where should we look in Scripture for our doctrine of sin? Who in the tradition should we speak to about what we have found, and what might they say to us in response that could guide our next steps? What clues about sin’s origin, nature, and terrible meaning have they left for us as we try to join the dots for the mission of the church in our time and place?

      Once again, the overall effect of the volume is meant to be cumulative. Taken together, each essay within each section, and then each section within the book, offers a webbed framework of theological thinking that maps the study of human corruption in the Bible.

      Total Depravity in Church History

      The series of essays that begins this volume performs a particular service in the early stages of forming the web and shaping the map. Their role is to expose us to the language, concepts, distinctions, and terminology of sin that have been birthed by the Scriptures throughout church history, and to show us clearly the road that others have walked ahead of us. For instance, as Petrus van Mastricht reminds us, “The term original sin . . . is not present in the Scriptures but derives from ecclesiastical use.”29 This should no more worry us than the absence of the word “Trinity” from the Scriptures. Instead, viewing church history as “the history of the exegesis of the Word of God,”30 these essays take us beyond the facile “Calvinist vs. Arminian” conception of the history of soteriology and instead lead us through the Patristic, Medieval, Reformation, and post-Reformation periods to see how sin has been understood and misunderstood in the theological landscape that we have inherited. Church history affords many examples of varied interpretations of the biblical data: from Pelagians and semi-Pelagians, Arminians and rationalists, Romanists and evolutionists, there has been no era in the history of the Christian church in which the doctrine of sin has not been debated.

      One such debate over the doctrine of sin came to a head in the seventeenth century when the Remonstrants, following Jacob Arminius’s teaching, argued that man’s will was free and was not completely enslaved to sin. The response from the Reformed churches of Europe was a robust defense of the doctrine of man’s nature. The Reformed delegates at the Synod of Dort understood the theological connectedness involved in the issue of man’s fallen nature and his inability to respond to the gospel. The “Heads of Doctrine” and “Rejection of Errors” produced by the Synod refer to the state of man in original righteousness, the image of God, the systemic effects of the fall on the whole man (including emotional and noetic effects), common grace, the propagation of sin from Adam to his race, the inability of man’s will, and the inadequacy of the light of nature and the law to save.

      Modern advocates of Reformed theology and the “Five Points” have at times been guilty of neglecting the historical context out of which the Canons of Dort were articulated, while at the same time failing to grasp the interdependence of theological issues involved in the doctrines. Presenting the doctrines of grace as historically dislocated and theologically disconnected robs them of their beauty and power. In particular, it is worth noting how “total depravity” is not a phrase that summarizes just one paragraph of response to the Remonstrants in the Canons; rather, it summarizes seventeen articles in the Third and Fourth Heads of Doctrine in the Canons of Dort and also the “Rejection of Errors” that accompany the articles, because the issues at stake in the Synod were more far-reaching than solely the teaching of the Remonstrants of 1610. As many have previously argued, and as Lee Gatiss shows in this volume, article three of the Remonstrants on sin is not problematic for Reformed theology when taken on its own and considered at face value, but rather takes on a defective hue when considered in connection with its development in their fourth point on the nature of conversion. In other words, total depravity as a summary statement does the work the Reformed want it to do only when as full a picture as possible is developed.

      Total Depravity in the Bible

      The doctrines of total depravity and of the total inability of human creatures to save ourselves can seem impossibly stark when stated in abstract theological and philosophical terms. But on turning to Scripture itself we are quickly overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the textual data and its rich variety in depicting what ails us. There are matters of careful definition to be settled, for sure; and there are matters of enormous theological significance that require precision, yes; but the scriptural vocabulary and grammar of sin creates a cascading cacophony of darkness that leaves us in little doubt about the pervasive, inveterate depravity of the human heart: “The sin of Judah is written with a pen of iron; with a point of diamond it is engraved on the tablet of their heart, and on the horns of their altars” (Jer. 17:1).

      The biblical essays in this volume trace the linguistic data of sin to show its multifaceted nature and power. Sin is named by specific words but also by an attending army of ideas and themes that paint the full picture of its horrors. In the OT three main words for sin appear most frequently: “sin,” with the meaning of missing a mark, failing to hit a target; “transgression,” with the sense of crossing a boundary line set by the divine lawgiver; and “iniquity,” which speaks to the moral pollution of our evil. All three terms occur together in Psalm 51:1–2, “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin!” From a trinity of words, a picture begins to emerge: “Overlapping in meaning and comprehensive in scope, the three terms function together to teach us that when a person sins, he wilfully fails to attain his created purpose and defiantly rebels against the Lord’s authority, and consequently incurs guilt and liability to punishment.”31 The circle widens further in Scripture through both Old and New Testaments. We meet specific words for wickedness, evil, rebellion, infidelity, stubbornness, ignorance, wandering or straying, uncleanness and defilement, unrighteousness and lawlessness, disobedience, and trespass—these terms and more are considered in detail in this volume’s essays tracing sin in the Bible.

      However, in many ways, the key contention of this volume’s biblical essays is that words about sin combine to tell a story of sin and rebellion, and that it is the unfolding narrative of humanity’s fall from original righteousness in Eden into ruinous rebellion, which paints full the picture of human depravity and corruption in Scripture’s pages. We are not to understand sin merely from etiology but from covenant theology, as William Wood’s two essays show. A true understanding of sin arises from the context of the covenant of works, from the law of God revealed in the garden, and from the doctrine of a holy God, so that it is offending against him, before either injuring or offending my neighbor, which gives to sin its grotesque nature. Sin in the Prophets is a breach of covenant, but it is also conveyed in language of disloyalty and adultery when one of the fundamental metaphors for God’s relationship with his people is taken into consideration: the husband-wife relation of conjugal union. In this way the meaning of sin is played out in story form, in the account of our disordered loves, so that sin does not have merely legal definition; it also has relational forms. The cumulative effects of sin’s follies are for human creatures to experience shame and disgrace, to be rendered guilty before God and liable to punishment from his righteous and holy hand. Sin’s distortion of all that is good sees us grappling with consciences that accuse and condemn us; we live often with horror and fear, and our direction of travel is to flee the presence of God rather than seek to move toward him as a child to a benevolent father. “Sin wraps itself in a cloak, spreads abroad dense fog, waits for darkest night, and moves stealthily.”32 Sin’s repercussions are our estrangement from God and his abandonment of us to the idolatry we have chosen to pursue.

      When these narrative elements of depravity are each studied on their own and then patiently integrated with each other, after listening to the tradition of church history that has reflected on them in depth ahead of us, then, as before with the doctrine of definite atonement, the language of total depravity and, concomitantly, of total inability, emerges as illuminating heuristic terminology to describe “a pattern of judgment present in the texts.”33 This moves us beyond a biblicist reading of biblical texts and toward a biblico-systematic reading, where the words about sin illumine and in turn are illumined by the story of sin, so that by the end of a complete reading of the whole Bible the pervasiveness of sin in the human person is beyond doubt. For instance, we note how the verb “to hear” plays a prominent role in references to sin, so that refusing to hear the divine word makes the God of the covenant out to be evil and his spoken word out to be untrustworthy. The resultant spiritual hardness permeates the human person. “Though the sinner retains his essential faculties as a human being, he loses his spiritual eyes and ears, so to speak, and his inner man becomes dead in disbelief and disobedience. . . . [t]he result is slavery.”34

      This is one example of how the doctrine of sin’s pervasiveness is not reliant on the “sin” word-group alone. It is patterns such as these in the texts that leads contemporary Reformed theologians to follow Augustine in defining sin’s center and roots as a preference for sensuality over rationality, pride instead of humility, selfishness in place of love, idolatry above true worship, unbelief eclipsing faith, and rebellion instead of wholehearted and delighted obedience.35 This panoply of replacements of several divine goods with substitute human evils leads to a truly awful reality: sin is vandalism of shalom; it is spiritual filth and corruption; it leads us to be perverted, polluted, and disintegrated; it is parasitic on the good; it masquerades in deceit as something it is not; it is folly; and it is, ultimately, addictive.36 Little wonder that Augustine argued that “sin becomes the punishment of sin.”37

      Total Depravity in Theological Perspective

      Given the awfulness of our subject, the self-consciousness many feel in attending so closely and fully to sin leads some to methodological overstatement in defense of the cause. “There is no subject of greater importance to Christian theology than its understanding of the concept of sin and its effects.”38 No doubt such a statement is intended in the same vein as D. A. Carson’s admonition that we will not grasp the glories of our salvation if we have not plumbed the depths of our plight. Yet the truth is that, to make sin the most important subject in Christian theology is precisely to dislocate sin from a truly theological perspective.

      “Sin is lawlessness” (1 John 3:4)—what can this mean unless there is a law; but what law and whose law? Reformed orthodoxy in its embrace of sin’s definition as lawlessness “also identified sin’s first motion as unbelief towards God’s word (Gen. 3:1–5).”39 John Webster points us in this direction: “Sin is trespass against creatureliness, but beneath that lies an even deeper wickedness, contempt for the creator in all its forms. . . . Sin humiliates the creature, robbing the creature of the dignity which it can have only as it fulfils its destiny for fellowship with God.”40 This means, of course, that “Salvation occurs as part of the divine self-exposition; its final end is the reiteration of God’s majesty and the glorification of God by all creatures. Soteriology therefore has its place within the theology of the mysterium trinitatis, that is, God’s inherent and communicated richness of life as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”41 As Richard Lints says,

      To put it simply, the eternal God is the starting point for salvation. It is God who saves; it is creatures who are saved. Locating the nature and character of salvation in God in the first place protects salvation from becoming a human project in which God may (or may not) participate.42

      In the same vein, Thomas McCall eloquently depicts the bleakness of sin against the backdrop of God’s pure holiness and perfect goodness:

      Sin is whatever is opposed to God’s will as that will reflects God’s holy character and as that will is expressed by God’s commands. Sin is fundamentally opposed to nature and reason, and it is ultimately opposed to God. The results of sin are truly catastrophic. Sin wreaks havoc on our relationships with God, one another, and the rest of creation. It is universal in human history and manifests itself in various cultural expressions. Sin is rebellion against our Lord and treason against our Creator—and it is our fault. It wrecks human lives and leaves us vulnerable; apart from the grace that we so readily reject, it utterly destroys us.43

      In this volume, the theological essays seek to explore the profound depths of the simple claim that it is a holy God who saves and it is depraved creatures who are saved. How can this best be articulated in a world of competing philosophies of sin (or alternatives to sin), and in a world where such terrible suffering and evil exists that the claim that God is present to save begins to look patently absurd at best or callously cruel at worst? How is Adam’s sin propagated to his offspring? How are we to make sense of individual responsibility and corporate solidarity and federal headship in the complex of issues involved in the proliferation of Adam’s sin to his offspring? Imputation of guilt, transmission of sin, and the distinction between original sin and actual sins, are each areas of significant importance and difficulty.

      Amid these challenges, however (and they are all addressed in thoughtful and insightful ways in the essays that follow), it is vital not to lose sight of the fact that a theological account of sin and depravity is fundamentally hopeful and positive, not miserable or defeatist. The ugliness and awfulness of sin is no match for the goodness and beauty of God. Divine providence is neither compromised in part nor undone in full by human intransigence. The picture of God that you will find in these pages gives no space to any form of mechanistic deism, with the presence of evil best accounted for by God’s “mere permission.” Instead, we present an understanding of God’s nature and attributes which secures divinely ordered justice in the world and sin as a tool in God’s hand in the perfect and upright execution of his decree. As Herman Bavinck argues, Scripture shows us repeatedly that God uses sin as punishment for the wicked, as a means of saving his people as well as disciplining and testing them, and as something to glorify his own divine name:

      Precisely because God is the absolutely Holy and Almighty One, he can use sin as a means in his hand. Creatures cannot do that; with the least contact, they themselves become polluted and impure. But God is so infinitely far removed from wickedness that he can make sin, as an unresisting instrument, subservient to his glorification.44

      Indeed, we want to argue that it is precisely this vista of God’s glory and the eternal fame of his name that makes the study of sin in Scripture so profoundly important and moving. It is the doctrine of sin that helps us to see the divine majesty for what it is. In confessing that “Salvation belongs to the Lord” (Jonah 2:9), we confess that we are so lost and so unable to save ourselves, but that he is so gracious and so powerful to save. The gospel is the story of human depravity and inability conquered by divine purity and ability, human death overcome by divine life, human corruption countered by divine plenitude. And in it all, sin is not a challenge to divine glory but rather the very means God uses to display his attributes in a way that humbles us and exalts himself. Bavinck’s treatment of this reaches beautiful, even poetic, heights in a depiction of God’s power and wisdom:

      [God] would not have tolerated [sin] had he not been able to govern it in an absolute holy and sovereign manner. He would not have put up with it if he were not God, the Holy and Omnipotent One. But being God, he did not fear its existence and power. He willed it so that in it and against it he might bring to light his divine attributes. If he had not allowed it to exist, there would always have been a rationale for the idea that he was not in all his attributes superior to a power whose possibility was inherent in creation itself. For all rational creatures as creatures, as finite, limited, changeable beings, have the possibility of apostatizing. But God, because he is God, never feared the way of freedom, the reality of sin, the eruption of wickedness, or the power of Satan. So, both in its origin and its development, God always exercises his rule over sin. He does not force it, nor does he block it with violence but rather allows it to reach its full dynamic potential. He remains king yet still gives it free rein in his kingdom. He allows it to have everything—his world, his creatures, even his Anointed—for evils cannot exist without goods. He allows it to use all that is his; he gives it opportunity to show what it can do in order, in the end, as King of kings, to leave the theater of battle. For sin is of such a nature that it destroys itself by the very freedom granted it; it dies of its own diseases; it dooms itself to death. At the apex of its power, it is, by the cross alone, publicly shown up in its powerlessness (Col. 2:15).45

      Total Depravity in Pastoral Perspective

      In the essays that close out this book you will meet the application of this strong view of God’s sovereignty and providence in the joyful confession that God has used sin to doom itself to death in the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ. For our ruinous corruption and depravity is so profound that the human being who knows himself or herself truly cries out with the apostle Paul, “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rom. 7:24). Depravity in pastoral perspective holds that sin is doomed but the sinner need not be. The good news of divine rescue for lost humanity comes to us in all our brokenness and the manifold imperfections of our lives and the perverted loves of our hearts, and it comes to us as a promise and hope of a world made new where “nothing unclean will ever enter it” (Rev. 21:27).

      The pastoral essays in the final section seek to provide a consistent application of the volume’s framework for theological thinking. The malady of sin in human creatures is not considered first and foremost through the lens of things we do that are wrong and that harm and destroy. Rather, the imputation of Adam’s sin means that human beings sin by trans-liturgical identity choices that mar who we are as creatures, and that then, from our pseudo-identities, our actual sins flow. All of life flows from worship, and the greatest of our evils is not what we do but whom we love and serve instead of God. As Beeke and Smalley eloquently express, we reject our filial relationship with our heavenly Father “so that natural self-love descends into the pit of self-deification.” This self-worship distorts the very essence of what it means to be human:

      The image of God and the covenant with Adam engage man as God’s covenant servant according to the threefold office of prophet, priest and king. Sin twists man into a false prophet who refuses to receive God’s Word by faith and speaks lies; an unholy priest who pollutes God’s worship and seeks after created idols; and a rebellious king who transgresses God’s laws and incurs liability to his sovereign retribution.46

      Our pseudo-prophet-priest-king identities, now lived out in our self-centered narratives with which we create the meaning of our lives, mean that, as David Wells and Al Mohler each argue in different ways, sin is no longer defined by God but by the self; the self is so dominant it has come to eclipse human nature; and psychological shame has come to replace objective guilt.

      Yet, wonderfully, the combined effect of all the essays in this book is to point in one direction for the cure of souls: the gospel for sinners is not a command to stop sinning, or an exhortation to sin less, or a warning to flee from sin, as essential and morally upright as all these imperatives are. The greatest movement in pastoral practice is the application of Christology to the maladies of the human person. “But as sin is opposed to God, so also is God opposed to sin. And this fact—grounded as it is in the utter goodness of God—is our hope.”47 The gospel is that God has sent us the true and the last Adam, in whom there was no sin or deceit in any form; the only Man who ever lived who did not deserve to die, and who offered up to God his sinless body as a sacrifice for sin. “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). The sinless and perfect obedience of the Lord Jesus—the God-man—is the hope of a dying world and the comfort of a broken sinner. This volume restates the central confession of Reformed soteriology and the catholic Christian faith, that God saves sinners and that Christ redeemed us by his blood as “the witness both of the Bible and of the believing heart.”48 Soli Deo gloria.
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      “Rivers of Dragons and Mouths of Lions and Dark Forces”

      Sin in the Patristic Tradition1

      Michael A. G. Haykin

      In his annotated translation of the celebrated treatise of Jean Claude (1619–87) on the composition of a sermon, the Particular Baptist Robert Robinson (1735–90) observed with regard to the ancient church that the “primitive fathers held different opinions about grace and free will, and most of them speak obscurely and contradictorily about human depravity and divine assistance.” Robinson had just detailed what he considered to be the clear position of Augustine (354–430), namely, that “conversion flows from the influence of the Holy Spirit, and not from the unassisted efforts of the human mind.”2 His generalization about the obscurity of the patristic doctrine of sin cannot, therefore, be meant to include Augustine. While Robinson is correct about the overall shape of Augustine’s doctrine of sin and salvation, his comments are not at all a helpful guide to patristic anthropology. In general, up until the anthropological controversies raised by Pelagius (c. 354–c. 427) in the West and the Messalians in the East, Christian authors had tended to stress human freedom and responsibility in response to the mentalité of Roman Hellenism and the distortions of Gnosticism. During the first century or so of the Roman Imperium, what had been the classical view of human responsibility became increasingly muted as fate or fortune were regarded as the true determinants of humanity’s future. Critical in heightening this sense of inevitability and human powerlessness in the face of it were two strange bedfellows, popular Stoicism and astrology. Then, within the church, Christian apologists had to do battle with various Gnostics who highlighted human inability in the face of sin and the inevitability of salvation for those who were among the elect.3 In the face of what must have appeared as identical twin dangers, authors such as the late-second-century writer of the Letter to Diognetus stressed that God willed “to save us by persuasion, and not by compulsion, for there is no compulsion found with God.”4 The North African theologian Tertullian (fl. 190–220), in his polemic against the arch-heretic Marcion, similarly maintained that “man was created by God as a free man, with power to choose, and power to act, for himself.”5 And Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 200) was certain that “disobedience to God and the rejection of the good is within man’s power . . . since man possesses free choice.”6

      “Lawless and Godless”: Second-Century Christian Perspectives on Sin

      Nevertheless, despite the necessity of this apologetic emphasis on human freedom, the dire predicament of humanity could not be forgotten. Irenaeus knew that Adam’s disobedience in the garden had had radical consequences for the entire human race: “through the disobedience of the one man, who was first formed from the untilled earth, the many were made sinners and lost life.”7 And thinking of the “mystical solidarity” between Adam and humanity, Irenaeus wrote that “at the beginning disobedient man was stricken (percussus est) in Adam.”8 Fifteen or so years later, Tertullian reasoned regarding baptism,

      We have one baptism, and one only, on the evidence both of our Lord’s gospel and of the apostle’s letter, [where he says] that there is one God and one baptism, and one Church [which is] in heaven. . . . So then, we enter into the bath once only, once only are our sins washed away, because these ought not to be committed a second time. . . . Happy is that water which cleanses once for all, which is not a toy for sinners to amuse themselves with, and is not tainted with repeated applications of filth, so as to defile once more those whom it cleanses.9

      Here Tertullian argued for the unique nature of the sacrament on the basis of the number “one” in Ephesians 4:4–6 and the evidence of probably John 13:10, where Jesus had said that the person who had bathed once does not need to wash again. Tertullian held to an understanding of sin in which Adam’s willful disobedience had led to his posterity’s loss of their likeness to God and the deprivation of the Holy Spirit, irrationality, corruption, and physical death.10 Post-baptismal volitional sins were thus a problem for him. Their remedy, Tertullian went on to argue, was martyrdom: “We have indeed a second washing, it too a single one, that of blood.”11 And yet tellingly, at the very close of this treatise, Tertullian, himself a baptized believer, requested prayer for himself: “remember Tertullian, a sinner [Tertulliani peccatoris memineritis].”12 This extremely personal aside reveals an ongoing awareness of the power of sin even in the lives of believers.13

      Another powerful depiction of the power of sin and the impotency of sinners occurs in The Letter to Diognetus. This anonymous letter has been well described by Avery Dulles as “the pearl of early Christian apologetics.”14 In nuce, this letter, which sought to persuade a pagan named Diognetus of the truth of the Christian religion, was the joyous expression of a man who stood utterly amazed at the gracious liberation of impotent sinners by God’s love through the death of his Son for those very men and women. The letter sought to answer a series of specific questions from Diognetus, one of which had its basis in Graeco-Roman reverence for antiquity.15 For Roman Hellenism, what was true had to be ancient; if it was recent, it was suspect.16 Thus, if Christianity was true, why had Graeco-Roman culture not known of it in the past? This question is answered in what is the theological core of the Letter to Diognetus, namely, chapters 7–9.17

      The author first affirmed unequivocally that Christian truth was ultimately not a matter of human reason or religious speculation. Rather, it was rooted in God’s revelation of himself.18 Unlike some of his Christian contemporaries, notably Justin Martyr (c. 100–c. 165), who regarded Greek philosophical thought as playing an important, albeit subordinate, role in preparing Graeco-Roman civilization for the gospel, the writer of this letter flatly asserted the opposite. In the words of H. G. Meecham, “All such strivings after God are discredited.”19 Christianity was ultimately founded on God’s revelation of himself, and that in a person, his Son. This discussion of the way in which God has revealed himself opened the way for the author to provide an answer to the query about the antiquity of Christianity. The standard approach among second-century Christian apologists like Justin Martyr or Theophilus of Antioch (fl. 180s) was to refer to the history of salvation in the OT that finds its fulfillment in Christian faith, or to engage in a typological exegesis of the OT, which was then seen to foreshadow the coming of Christianity. In the light of these approaches, Christianity had a much better claim to antiquity than either Greek or Roman thought, neither of which was over a millennium old.

      The Letter to Diognetus, however, took neither of these approaches. This was probably due to the fact that, earlier in the letter, in sections dealing with Judaism, the impression was given that Judaism was of little value as a forerunner of Christianity.20 Thus, the author was forced to argue that God’s design of sending his Son to redeem humanity was divulged at first to none but the Son. He waited until men and women had shown by their “unbridled passions . . . pleasures and lusts” that they were both “unworthy of life” and “incapable of entering into the kingdom of God by their own power.” Then, at the opportune time, God sent forth his Son.21 As this argument stands, without any hint of the OT period of preparation and the history prior to the incarnation, it was an inadequate response to the query about Christianity’s antiquity. A pagan respondent could easily ask for proof of these claims and, in the terms in which they had been given, none would be forthcoming. Moreover, although it was very evident that the author is not a Gnostic, this dismissal of history was characteristic of the various Gnostic systems on the second-century religious landscape.

      Yet, in the wake of this weak argument for the antiquity of Christianity, a powerful Pauline apologetic for Christianity was given. The author argued that God revealed his plan of salvation to none but his “beloved Son” until human beings realized their utter and complete inability to gain the kingdom of God by their own strength. It was then, and only then, that God

      did not hate or reject us or bear us ill-will. Rather, he was long-suffering, bore with us, and in mercy he took our sins upon himself [αὐτὸς τὰς ἡμετέρας ἁμαρτίας ἀνεδέξατο]. He himself gave his own Son as a ransom for us—the Holy One for the godless, the Innocent One for the wicked, the Righteous One for the unrighteous, the Incorruptible for the corruptible, the Immortal for the mortal. For what else was able to cover our sins except his righteousness? In whom could we, who were lawless and godless, have been justified, but in the Son of God alone? O the sweet exchange! O the inscrutable work of God! O blessings beyond all expectation!—that the wickedness of many should be hidden in the one Righteous Man, and the righteousness of the One should justify the many wicked!22

      In the Greek papyri, the verb ἀναδέχομαι is often used with a legal meaning, namely “to become surety for,” and G. W. H. Lampe has listed its usage with this meaning in patristic literature dealing with the atonement.23 Meecham thus rightly observes that here it “means that God in his concern for man acted as though man’s sin was his own and hence planned to do away with it by giving his own Son as ransom.”24 Five dialectical expressions then delineated this act of substitution, one of which—“the Righteous One for the unrighteous”—almost exactly reproduced a phrase from 1 Peter 3:18. What was highlighted in this dialectic were the twin soteriological themes of the Son’s utter sinlessness and humanity’s radical depravity.25 The author’s doxological expressions of amazement at the kindness of God bespeak the humility appropriate to thought about Christ’s death for sinners unable to free themselves: “O the sweet exchange! O the inscrutable work of God! O blessings beyond all expectation!”

      André Benoit has argued that the concept of original sin is essentially absent from the Greek patristic tradition of the second century.26 To be sure, this mini-apology to Diognetus did not discuss how it was that men and women came to be in the predicament of spiritual bondage to sin. Yet, Benoit did not take stock of another text from this era, namely, the sermon On the Pascha by Melito of Sardis (d. c. 190). Contemporaries regarded Melito as having lived a life remarkable for its spirituality, though knowledge of his career is scanty. Of his sixteen or so writings whose titles are known, only the sermon On the Pascha is extant in full. Of the rest only fragments exist.27 On the Pascha began with an explanation of the origins of the OT Passover and how it was a type of the redemption wrought by Christ. But why did Christ have to suffer? Melito’s answer was a delineation of Adam’s death-dealing “inheritance” (κληρονομία) to his progeny: lust, decay, dishonor, bondage, and finally destruction.28 Personifying sin as a tyrant (τῆς τυραννικῆς ἁμαρτίας), Melito listed in graphic detail the multitude of ways in which men and women do the bidding of this seemingly unstoppable ruler, including all types of sexual sin and perversions, along with murder and infanticide.29 No human being was free from sin’s footstep or presence (εἰς πᾶσαν δὲ ψυχὴν ἐτίθει ἡ ἁμαρτία ἴχνος): “all flesh has fallen under sin and every body under death.”30 As Pier Franco Beatrice has noted, Melito was drawing this delineation from Romans 5:12: sin has permeated the entirety of creation by means of Adam’s disobedience and brought in its train the overwhelming devastation of death.31

      Since Melito made no mention of the way in which Adam’s disobedience has let loose this devastating flood of sin, namely, through hereditary transmission by sexual conception, and given that the term κληρονομία is too general to convey this idea, Beatrice further concludes that Melito also had no concept of original sin.32 But such a conclusion seems unwarranted. The genre of this text needs to be taken into account—it is a homily and not a theological treatise per se. Moreover, Melito was clear on the solidarity of humanity with fallen Adam as well as the irresistible power of sin present in human life. And an anti-Gnostic orientation would discourage him from making any sort of statement that might potentially undermine human responsibility for sin.33

      Before we leave the second century, it is noteworthy that the NT pattern of listing various types of vice and sinners34 is continued in a number of second-century Christian texts.35 Collectively, these vices are designated as either the “way of death [τοῦ θανάτου ὁδός]” or the “way of blackness [τοῦ μέλανος ὁδός].”36 In the following century, a list of sinful occupations was drawn up to supplement these lists of sins and sinners, as in The Apostolic Tradition (c. early third century),37 which forbade Christians from being involved in such obviously sinful occupations as being a pimp or a prostitute, a sculptor of idols, a gladiator or anyone involved in the promotion of the gladiatorial games, “an enchanter, an astrologer, a diviner, a soothsayer . . . an amulet-maker,” or a magician.38 Other occupations—less immediately obvious as being sinful—that nonetheless brought a person potentially into contact with sin included being an actor (due to the nature of the plays in which he had to act), a school teacher (because of what he must teach by way of pagan Graeco-Roman literature), a soldier (in light of the idolatrous nature of military oaths of allegiance), or “a military commander or civic magistrate that wears the purple” (presumably because of the political decisions he must render).39

      “The Contagion of Ancient Death”: Cyprian and Sin

      Amid the chaos that plagued the Roman Imperium during the third century—the rapid and violent turnover of emperors, the constant warfare against the Sassanians in the east and the Germanic tribes to the north, the collapse of key aspects of the monetary system, the political eclipse of the Senate, and the significant decline in fresh architectural projects40—a North African rhetor from the curial class, Caecilius Cyprianus qui et Thascius (c. 200–258),41 better known as simply Cyprian of Carthage, suggested a radical solution to the anxieties and fears of the day: conversion to the one true God who had revealed himself in Jesus Christ. This was the “one sure means to peace and to calm,” Cyprian affirmed in a tract written for a Christian friend named Donatus,42 the only “genuine and steadfast place of security” amid “the storms of this restless age.”43 This tract, To Donatus, was the earliest of the authentic writings of the North African theologian and appears to have been written in the autumn of 246, not long after Cyprian’s conversion and baptism.44 Both Michael Sage, in his detailed theological biography of Cyprian, and Allen Brent, a translator of this work, have argued that it was intended to be an evangelistic tract that would lead Cyprian’s pagan contemporaries in Roman North Africa to see the folly and vanity of their entire culture, and so turn to Christ.45 In point of fact, both the military and political turmoil and the massive moral declension, which Cyprian scathingly details in To Donatus 6–13, may well have played a role in Cyprian’s own conversion.46

      What is so striking about Cyprian’s salvific solution to the problems of his day was his insistence that salvation was ultimately not attainable by human energy—it was a free gift of God by means of the Holy Spirit. Prior to launching into his overview of the breakdown of Roman society and moral order, Cyprian argued this point through an account of his own encounter with the message of Christianity. When Cyprian first heard the gospel, he was a man in the meridian of life, a patron with numerous clients and laden with the public honors that his social status brought. He was used to extravagance in food and dress, and, in a word, was so immersed in the privileges and pleasures of the Roman world that, although he disliked the man he had become and the way in which he lived, he could not envision how his lifestyle could ever be changed.47 And for a period of time after hearing the Christian message, Cyprian despaired of ever changing his life. He thus plunged back into his personal maelstrom of sin.48 But during this time he was befriended by one of the elders in the Carthaginian church, Caecilianus, who persuaded him to study the Scriptures,49 and in due course, Cyprian became a Christian.

      As Michael Sage has noted, Cyprian’s account of his conversion highlights the fact that “the major propulsion” toward the Christian “way of life came from God.”50 In Cyprian’s own words, “everything we are able to do is of God. From him we live, by him we are empowered.”51 In particular, Cyprian emphasized the role played by the Holy Spirit:

      When I drank in the Spirit from heaven a second birth made me into a new man. Immediately in a marvellous manner what was doubtful was confirmed, what was closed opened, what was shadowy shone with light, what before seemed difficult I was granted the means to do, [and] it was possible to practice what I had thought impossible.52

      Maurice Wiles has argued that this conversion account does not bespeak “a deep transformation of personal life or moral ideals.” It is that of a man who wishes to make a clean break with his past, but who did not have the capacity to “make that break effective at the deeper levels of his thinking.” The result is that Cyprian cannot really be reckoned as a “profound Christian theologian.”53 While Wiles definitely has a point regarding the depth of Cyprian as a Christian thinker, a close reading of the text cited above, alongside Cyprian’s earlier statements about his pagan past, actually conveys quite a different impression about his conversion. The change wrought by the Spirit in Cyprian’s life gave him a deep sense of the truth of the Christian faith. It illuminated key aspects of that faith that had hitherto been totally unclear. And, most significantly, it gave him a real measure of moral victory over his sins. Before, it seemed as if his sins and bent to sinning were insuperable. God’s power, as experienced through the Holy Spirit, proved otherwise. As Rowan A. Greer has rightly pointed out, Cyprian’s experience of deliverance, which gave him the “power to live in hope and freedom” and enabled him to have a life of true virtue, was actually an experience “central to early Christianity.”54

      Jaroslav Pelikan has argued that it was Cyprian who clearly pioneered the formulation of the doctrine of original sin, and that he did so as a way of undergirding his thinking about the necessity of infant baptism.55 The key text to which Pelikan points for this formulation is Cyprian’s Letter 64, which was written by Cyprian on behalf of a synod of sixty-six African bishops, probably in the spring of 252, to a certain Fidus, who occupied an episcopal see to the west of Carthage in the western regions of the province of Proconsularis.56 Fidus had written to Cyprian about a couple of concerns, one of which involved the baptism of infants. He objected to the baptism of infants immediately following their birth and indicated that he preferred to wait until the eighth day after birth to conduct their baptisms. He defended this practice on the basis of the fact that it corresponded to the OT practice of circumcision on the eighth day and that having to kiss the foot of a newly born infant—seemingly a part of the baptismal ceremony in the North African churches57—was simply repugnant.58

      Cyprian responded to Fidus’s two reasons for baptizing on the eighth day by stressing that the OT rite of circumcision on the eighth day prefigured Christ’s resurrection and the gift of the Spirit, both of which had taken place on the day after the Sabbath, that is, the eighth day, and as such, the OT eighth day had its fulfillment day.59 And rather than shrinking in repugnance from a new-born babe, Fidus must “think of the very hands of God from which that infant has so freshly come; in a sense, therefore, in a human being recently formed and newly born we are kissing . . . [the] hands of God” that created the child.60 “The divine Scriptures in which we put our trust” indicate that the Spirit is given equally to all—both adults and infants—and who then can refuse, or delay, baptism that, by implication, gives the heavenly grace of the Spirit.61 As Cyprian urged Fidus to remember,

      Even in the case of those who have sinned most grievously, offending many times in their past lives against God, they are granted remission of their sins, subsequently, on becoming believers. No one is denied access to baptism and grace. How much less reason is there then for denying it to an infant who, being newly born, can have committed no sins. The only thing that he has done is that, being born after the flesh as a descendant of Adam, he has contracted from that first birth the contagion of ancient death [contagium mortis antiquae]. And he is admitted to receive remission of his sins all the more readily in that what are being remitted to him are not his own sins but another’s.62

      Cyprian’s argument here is a maiori ad minus: if baptism was a crucial part of the way in which forgiveness was extended for actual sins, how much more would it convey grace to those whose only sin was that of another, namely, Adam.63 The contagium mortis antiquae has been transmitted to the infant by virtue of its physical descent from Adam. And from the context, which mentions the “remission of his sins,” the nature of the mortis is best construed as spiritual death.64 Of the importance of this text, Pelikan notes, “Cyprian would thus appear to have been the first teacher of the Church to connect an explicit argument for the baptism of infants with an explicit statement of the doctrine that, through their physical birth, children inherited the sins of Adam and the death that was the wages of sin.”65

      “Rivers of Dragons and Mouths of Lions and Dark Forces”: Macarius on Sin66

      The fourth century is usually remembered for its debates about the deity of Christ and the Holy Spirit, but at the close of the century, after the theological settlement at Constantinople (381), there was quite evidently a growing interest in theological anthropology. This can be seen, for example, in the profound reflections of Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–c. 395) on human spirituality and the somewhat different reasonings of Pelagius about innocence and sin. Now, the Eastern fathers like Nyssen have often been interpreted in such a way as to align them with Pelagius and his thought. As J. N. D. Kelly has pointed out, however, this is to do a serious injustice to their thinking. Nyssen, for instance, spoke of sin as being “innate [συναποτικτομένη] to human nature” and as proof of the assertion he adduced Psalm 51:5b.67 Again, this Cappadocian theologian stressed that “sin takes its rise in us as we are born; it grows with us and keeps us company till life’s end.”68 Just as plainly, Didymus the Blind (313–398) reasoned that Christ was free from sin by virtue of the fact that he was conceived and born of a virgin. But this is not so with the rest of humanity. Given that all other human beings are conceived in sexual union, Didymus reckoned that Adam’s ancient sin had became theirs “by transmission [κατὰ διαδοχὴν]” at conception.69

      Yet there were Eastern theologians like Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350–429) whose thought seems to place them comfortably within the Pelagian camp. Theodore took a purely volitional approach to sin and, as such, argued that “death is punishment for personal sins, not punishment for Adam’s sins.”70 It is no surprise that Theodore wrote a treatise with the provocative title Against Those Who Say Men Sin out of Nature and Not with Will. It may well be the case that Theodore had the Messalians in his sights when he wrote this work.71 Be this as it may, an author who is sometimes associated with this group of ascetics, namely, Macarius, does form quite a contrast to Theodore.

      Macarius appears to have been especially active between the 380s and the first decade of the fifth century.72 He had strong ties to Syrian Christianity, although his mother tongue was most likely Greek. He would thus have been very comfortable with the theological ambience of Greek Christian life and piety.73 His ministry seems to have been situated on the frontier of the Roman Empire in upper Syria and in southern Asia Minor, where he was the spiritual mentor of a number of monastic communities.74

      Four collections of Macarius’s homilies are extant.75 These homilies have been historically linked to Messalianism, an ascetic movement that was condemned at various councils, including the ecumenical Council of Ephesus in 431 as well as the earlier Synod of Side in Pamphylia (c. 395). According to those who condemned them, the Messalians argued that there was an indwelling demonic power in each human soul, and that only intense and ceaseless prayer could break the power that the demonic power held over the soul. Consequently, they were said to refuse to work so that they could devote their entire time to prayer. They were also said to affirm physical experiences of the Spirit, and to make light of the sacraments of the church as well as the ministry of those in official positions of power.76 Although there are a number of clear points of contact between the Messalians and Macarius, the burden of current scholarly opinion is that Macarius cannot be regarded as a Messalian.77

      The awful devastation caused by the fall of Adam and the experiential reality of the tyranny of sin that ensued for his progeny as a result of his disobedience regularly impressed themselves upon the mind of Macarius.78 Prior to the fall, Adam was clothed with the glory of the Holy Spirit,79 and thus knew the Spirit’s personal instruction as well as that of the word of God—the “Word was everything to him.”80 He lived in total purity, was pleasing to God in all areas of his life, and had sovereign control over his thoughts and actions.81 When he disobeyed God’s word of his own free will, though, his disobedience became the doorway through which all kinds of evil were sowed in the world, as well as being the vehicle for the entrance of “tumult, confusion, and battle” into the inner being of men and women.82 After the fall, Adam and his descendants lost both God and their God-given beauty. God, ever “the Lover of mankind,” wept over his fallen creation,83 for they were now marred by corruption, spiritual ugliness, and “a great stench” that emanated from their souls.84 Fallen men and women were now, in one of Macarius’s most trenchant descriptions, like “houses of prostitution and ill-fame in which all sorts of immoral debaucheries go on.”85 Dominating their lives was a love of this age and its passions and concerns.86 Instead of their Maker being their Lord, Satan himself became their prince and ruler, and filled their hearts with spiritual darkness.87 Ever true to his nature as a wicked tyrant, Satan did not spare any area of human existence from his deadly touch and control. The “evil prince corrupted” the human frame “completely, not sparing any of its members from its slavery, not its thoughts, neither the mind nor the body.”88 When men and women act under the impulse of these evils, they think that they are doing so on the basis of their “own determination [ἰδίας φρονήσεως].” But the reality is they are controlled by the power of sin.89 From Macarius’s vantage-point, every fallen human being is so under sin’s dominion that he or she can “no longer see freely but sees evilly, hears evilly, and has swift feet to perpetrate evil acts.”90

      Although this extremely realistic view of the fall and its impact would appear to commit Macarius to a strongly determinist perspective with regard to the human condition, Macarius vehemently maintained that men and women ultimately commit evil of their own free will. As he asserted on one occasion, “Our nature . . . is capable of both good and evil, either of divine grace or of the opposing power, but never through compulsion [ἀναγκαστική].”91 However, this ability to choose appears to extend solely to individual sinful acts.92 What human beings cannot do is remove the deeply rooted interiority of sin itself. Its dominion within the human heart is far too strong to be defeated by human energy alone.93 It is “impossible,” Macarius stated on one occasion, “to separate the soul from sin unless God should calm and turn back this evil wind, inhabiting both the soul and body.”94 Again, as he put it elsewhere, “without the Lord Jesus and the working of divine power,” that is, the Holy Spirit, “no one can . . . be a Christian.”95

      This situation can be changed for the better, in Macarius’s thinking, only through a person persistently crying out to God for help to transform him or her from “bitterness to sweetness.”96 So it is that Macarius can argue that “even the man confirmed in evil, or the one completely immersed in sin and making himself a vessel of the devil . . . still has freedom [ἐλευθερίαν] to become a chosen vessel.”97 Given Macarius’s views about the devastation that has resulted from the fall, some of which has been detailed above, this statement must be taken to mean that Macarius believes human beings have enough freedom to cry out to God for salvation.98 Without God’s aid through the gift of the Spirit, no one will ever “return to their senses from their intoxication with the material realm [τῆς μέθης τῆς ὕλης].”99 Without the life-giving power of the Spirit, one is dead “as far as the kingdom goes, being unable to do any of the things of God,” for “the Spirit is the life of the soul.”100 And so great is the plague of sin in the human heart, healing is found only through the medicine of the Holy Spirit.101

      Macarius also likens the conversion of a person to the taming of a horse. Prior to being tamed, an unconverted person is like a “wild and indomitable” horse. But once “he hears the Word of God and believes, he is bridled by the Spirit. He puts away his wild habits and carnal thoughts, being now guided by Christ, his rider.”102 The apostle Paul was, for Macarius, a prime example of such conversion. He had been living under the “tyrannical spirit of sin,” and as a persecutor of the church he can be rightly described as being “steeped in evil and turned back to a wild state.” But Christ arrested his progress in sin, and “flooding him with ineffable light,” liberated him from sin’s domination. Here, Macarius stated, we see Christ’s “goodness . . . and his power to change.”103 From another angle, the Spirit comes into the entirety of a person’s being to put it in order and beautify it just as “a house that has its master at home shows forth an abundance of orderliness, and beauty and harmony.”104

      This gift of the Spirit in conversion, though, is only the beginning of what formed a major aspect of Macarius’s theological reflections, namely, the remarkable nature of life in the Spirit. Sometimes the believer’s life is flooded with the joy of the Spirit and he is like “a spouse who enjoys conjugal union with her bridegroom.”105 On other occasions, he finds himself overwhelmed by grief as he prays in accordance with the “love of the Spirit towards mankind.”106 Other times there is “a burning of the Spirit” which enflames the heart with regard to the things of God.107 Then, just as “deep, conjugal love” between man and a woman lead them to marry and leave father and mother and all other earthly loves, so “true fellowship with the Holy Spirit, the heavenly and loving Spirit” ultimately brings freedom from the loves of this age.108

      It bears noting that the gift of the Spirit is dependent on the cross-work of Christ. Likening the cross to the work of a gardener, Macarius argued that through the cross Christ, “the heavenly and true gardener” removed from the barren soul “the thorns and thistles of evil spirits” as well as uprooting and burning with fire “the weeds of sin.” With the removal of these, he can now plant in the soul “the most beautiful paradise of the Spirit.”109 The gift of the Spirit is a fruit of the death of Christ.

      The gift of the indwelling Spirit, though, does not mean that the one whom he indwells is now exempt from spiritual warfare, for, “where the Holy Spirit is, there follows . . . persecution and struggle.”110 As Marcus Plested has noted, Macarius argued for “a profoundly militant Christianity.”111 There is persecution of the church by the powers of this age.112 The faithful believer is “nailed to the cross of Christ” and knows what it is to experience “the stigmata and wounds of the Lord.”113 And there is struggle within the heart of the Christian, such that even the most mature Christian can fall back into a life of sin.114 In part, Macarius argued, this is because of the malice of Satan, who is “without mercy and hates humans,” and thus never hesitates to attack Christians.115 In part, though, it is because Christians, even “those who are intoxicated with God” and “bound [δεδεμένοι] by the Holy Spirit,” are not under constraint to do that which pleases God, for they still have their free will [τὸ αὐτεξούσιον].116 Thus Macarius read Ephesians 4:30 to mean that it was up to the Christian’s “will and freedom of choice to honor the Holy Spirit and not to grieve him” through sin.117

      Macarius personally knew people who seemed to be making great progress in the Christian life and then, through yielding to sin, lost everything. One man, who was a Roman aristocrat, seeking to follow Christ, sold his possessions and freed all of his slaves. He soon gained a reputation for being a holy man. But pride entered in and eventually he “fell completely into debaucheries and a thousand evils.”118 Yet another suffered as a confessor in what was probably a period of persecution in the Sassanian Empire during the long rule of Shapur II (309–379). He was horribly tortured. While in prison, a Christian woman sought to minister to him, but, tempted by sexual lust, they “fell into fornication.”119 The Christian experience of life in the Spirit in this world was thus one of great struggle against evil powers, whom, in a memorable turn of phrase, Macarius likened to “rivers of dragons and mouths of lions and dark forces.”120

      Ultimately, though, it is not the human will that is the determinant factor in perseverance. It is “the power of the divine Spirit” that is the critical necessity for a person to attain to eternal life. True to the pneumatological focus in much of his thought, Macarius thus concluded, “if [a person] thinks he can effect a perfect work by himself without the help of the Spirit, he is totally in error. Such an attitude is unbecoming one who strives for heavenly places, for the kingdom.”121

      A Concluding Word

      One standard narrative regarding the development of the doctrine of sin in the ancient church is that the Latin tradition, from its inchoate origins in the thought of Cyprian to its mature expression in the corpus of Augustine, is the acme of patristic hamartiology. But Macarius’s deeply realistic approach to the human condition reveals him also to be a thinker worthy of attention in our day that is marked by both a passionate interest in what it means to be truly human as well as a failure to take seriously the dire reality of sin in framing such an anthropology. Macarius’s vision of the Christian life took seriously the fact that, prior to conversion, the human heart was dominated by evil, due to Adam’s disobedience, and was under the tyranny of sin. Conversion brought liberty from this dreadful state of affairs but also plunged the believer into a warfare with indwelling sin and external spiritual enemies. Ultimately it was the Spirit and his grace that spelled victory in this war with sin.122

      Later theological reflection on the inescapable bondage of sinners under the thralldom of sin, and thus the necessity of an insuperable work of the Spirit to free those held in this prison house—both so central to the Augustinian and Reformed understanding of the human condition—were not therefore without precedent in the early patristic era. Of course, the theological precision of how mankind ended up in this predicament, especially with respect to the imputation of Adam’s sin, is not present before Augustine. However, it would be wrong to say that Augustine’s theologico-anthropological concerns, which he was forced to develop in the light of Pelagius’s erroneous conceptions, arrived unheralded.
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      “Give What You Command, and Then Command Whatever You Will”

      Augustine, Pelagius, and the Question of Original Sin

      Bradley G. Green

      It is no wonder that [Augustine’s] version of the Fall-doctrine has stamped itself so deeply upon the imagination of his descendants that it is still very generally believed to be the only Fall-doctrine.1

      Introduction

      Original sin, in particular the relationship between Adam and the rest of humanity, is perhaps one of the most vexing doctrines in the history of Christian thought. Henri Blocher captures it well when he refers to the doctrine as a “riddle.”2 Often the best way to come to terms with a difficult theological issue is to come at it through a close study of a key historical controversy that surrounds the doctrine. With the doctrine of original sin, this would entail a study of the pitched theological struggle between Augustine and Pelagius (and the Pelagians). This was a literary battle, as Augustine never met Pelagius, although they both were in Rome at the same time.

      In this chapter I will aim to get at the heart of the theological issue which separated Augustine and Pelagius (and the Pelagians), especially on the question of original sin. Attempting to understand Augustine—in particular, to grasp how, in some ways, his thought developed over time; and how in other ways, it remained constant over time—requires a deep immersion in several of his writings, including more than a couple dozen works spanning from near the beginning of his ministry up until the time of his death. In this chapter we will look at a number of Augustine’s works,3 as well as the key works of Pelagius and the Pelagians.4 I will proceed along the following lines: First, I will offer some preliminary thoughts to orient our study and draw attention to the text in Confessions that appears to have triggered Pelagius’s concerns. Second, I will explore the thought of Pelagius in relation to Adam, sin, and Adam’s relationship to the rest of humanity. Third, I will proceed to explore the heart of Augustine’s concerns with, and responses to, Pelagius and the Pelagians. Fourth, I will offer some theological reflections on the significance of Pelagianism and why it is necessary to deal forthrightly with these lines of thought today.

      Pelagius and the Pelagians

      Pelagius was a British man who desired to see moral reform in the church of his day. He was an active layman, and perhaps a monk.5 He would eventually travel to Rome, and it is almost assuredly because of the protracted literary debate with Augustine (by Pelagius and those Pelagians who followed him) that he is today a “household name” in church history. He lived from (approximately) 360–420, close to Augustine’s own life span (354–430).

      Much of our knowledge of Pelagius’s thought comes by way of his main adversary—Augustine, which means one must work extra hard to be fair to Pelagius. Nonetheless, there are some extant writings from Pelagius, including a commentary on Romans and an intriguing letter to one Demetrius.6 With the Pelagians who followed Pelagius, we have at least some of their own writings. Of particular interest is Augustine’s second large anti-Julian writing, Unfinished Work in Answer to Julian, in which he quotes a lengthy work by Julian and offers his own response. One may assume that Augustine is quoting Julian accurately, since not to do so would have been easily called out by any number of persons, including Julian himself.7

      Origins of the Pelagian Controversy

      Pelagius’s opposition to Augustine’s teaching was triggered by a snippet he heard from the African doctor’s book of personal confessions. In his Confessions Augustine had written,

      On your exceedingly great mercy rests all my hope. Give what you command, and then command whatever you will. You order us to practice continence. . . . O Love, ever burning, never extinguished, O Charity, my God, set me on fire! You command continence: give what you command, and then command whatever you will.8

      It was Augustine’s maxim, “Give what you command, and then command whatever you will,” that gravely concerned Pelagius. For him, Augustine seemed to be saying that the ability to obey God must somehow come from God. That is, what animated (and agitated) Pelagius, was that Augustine appeared to be saying that if a sinner were to be able to obey God’s commands, God himself must be somehow intricately related to human obedience. This is, of course, exactly what Augustine would proceed to argue throughout a lifetime of writing. Indeed, in his anti-Pelagian writings (including his writings against the so-called “semi-Pelagians”) Augustine speaks clearly, and at length, about the priority of God’s grace, the efficacy of God’s grace, and the life-transforming nature of God’s grace. Given Pelagius’s commitment to the freedom of the will, in which a person could choose or not choose how to act, Augustine’s position was unacceptable. Behind Pelagius’s opposition lay commendable motives. As B. R. Rees comments,

      He was at heart a moral reformer who, as he became familiar with Christian society in Rome at the turn of the fourth century, became also more and more critical of its moral standards and responded to the general laxity and extravagance he saw around him by preaching the need for simple and virtuous living based on man’s freedom to choose for himself what he would, and would not, do.9

      For Pelagius, to wrest the responsibility from man and place it in God’s hands would lead only to more licentious living. That is, Pelagius thought Augustine’s notion that God must “grant” the ability to obey the Lord in effect was a denial of the importance of human agency in human obedience. Throughout his literary corpus Augustine circles back to this issue repeatedly (especially in his anti-Pelagian writings). In particular, Augustine often turns to key texts like Philippians 2:12–13 and Ezekiel 36:26–27 to show that God “granting” the ability to obey the Lord does not diminish human agency in obedience, but rather grounds human obedience.

      Pelagius (and fellow Pelagians) would criticize Augustine’s position in print, leading to an astonishing literary output on Augustine’s part. Interestingly, given the nature of literary exchange at the time, literary combatants would often “write past” one another, as their writings traveled from one interlocutor to the other. Augustine’s writing and thinking were honed as he responded to Pelagius and the Pelagian position, although it is probably correct to say that the essential seeds of his own position were present in 396 (the date of his writing To Simplicianus).

      The Thought of Pelagius

      We turn now to the writings of Pelagius himself, starting with his commentary on Romans, to understand the main contours of his thought on original sin.

      Pelagius’s Romans Commentary

      On the crucial text of Romans 5:12, Pelagius argues that when Paul wrote, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin,” he meant that sin entered the world “by example or by pattern.”10 That is, Adam was an “example” or a “pattern,” but this does not mean that we are truly and really bound up with Adam’s transgression. Pelagius makes this clear when he comments on the latter part of the verse: “and so death spread to all men because all sinned.” Pelagius writes, “As long as they sin the same way, they likewise die.” Strikingly, Pelagius even says, “For death did not pass on to Abraham and Isaac.”11

      Pelagius makes an interesting move at Romans 5:15: “But 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.” Pelagius interprets the verse to mean, “Righteousness had more power in bringing to life than sin in putting to death, because Adam killed only himself and his own descendants, but Christ freed both those who at that time were in the body and the following generations.”12 In other words, rather than speak in asymmetrical terms in order to highlight and magnify the superabundant and glorious and majestic nature of God’s grace, Pelagius does the opposite. He highlights the asymmetrical nature of the passage by downplaying the destructive and universal nature of Adam’s trespass. That is to say, Pelagius (rightly) picks up on Paul’s emphasis on the asymmetrical relationship of (1) Christ’s act of obedience—and accompanying life/righteousness to (2) Adam’s act of disobedience—and its consequence of death, corruption, and condemnation. But Pelagius uses the asymmetry to draw attention to the “lesser” nature of Adam’s transgression: Adam “killed only himself and his own [immediate] descendants,” but not the rest of the human race. Adam “became only the model for transgression” for the human race.13 Hence, Pelagius argues, “Just as by example of Adam’s disobedience many sinned, so also many are justified by Christ’s obedience.”14

      Pelagius’s commentary on Romans reveals a clear articulation of the tenets of classical Pelagianism, especially that of Pelagius’s denial that Adam’s progeny is in any meaningful way bound up with Adam’s transgression. In short, for Pelagius, Adam’s sin serves simply as an example for those persons who follow Adam.

      Pelagius’s “Letter to Demetrius”

      In his “Letter to Demetrius” (413), Pelagius writes to a certain Demetrius, who—on the verge of getting married—is considering pledging herself to virginity. Her mother, understandably concerned, had written to Pelagius for advice. In his communication to Demetrius, Pelagius says a number of interesting things, and consistently speaks of the goodness of man, his freedom, and his ability to choose, etc.15 From the letter it is clear that Pelagius rejects original sin. Sin, for him, is simply “habit” that has been ingrained due to repetition:

      Nor is there any reason why it is made difficult for us to do good other than that long habit of doing wrong which has infected us from childhood and corrupted us little by little over many years and ever after holds us in bondage and slavery to itself, so that it seems somehow to have acquired the force of nature. We now find ourselves being resisted and opposed by all that long period in which we were carelessly instructed, that is, educated in evil, in which we even strove to be evil, since, to add to the other incentives to evil, innocence itself was held to be folly. That old habit now attacks our new-found freedom of will, and, as we languish in ignorance through our sloth and idleness, unaccustomed to doing good after having for so long learned to do only evil, we wonder why sanctity is also conferred on us as if from an outside source.16

      It is important to note that when Pelagius writes here of the importance of “habit,” he is actually using the language of Augustine, even if his overall understanding of man and the human dilemma due to sin is different from Augustine’s. Augustine speaks of the importance of habit, and how we continue to tie ourselves into knots as we repeatedly engage in sin. But there is a clear difference. Augustine affirms, in his own words, both original sin and actual sin. For Augustine, as we engage in actual sin through habit, we—in a sense—reinforce and compound the problem of original sin with which we entered the world. By contrast, for Pelagius, there is no link between original sin and actual sin, for original sin—in the sense of someone being corrupted by or guilty of Adam’s sin—does not exist. According to Pelagius, Adam had original sin; we have only actual sin.

      Pelagius’s On the Christian Life17

      In this work, there is a striking section on Adam (13.2). Intriguingly, Pelagius says of Adam’s sin, “I find that there was no disbelief in him but only disobedience, which was the reason why he was condemned and why all are condemned for following his example.”18 Pelagius’s point is a straightforward one: Adam was condemned for his disobedience; all those after Adam are condemned for following his example.19 That is, those who follow Adam do in fact engage in disobedience, but the problem for those who are subsequent to Adam does not really lie in Adam’s transgression; the problem lies in their following Adam’s example. In other words, for Pelagius, the condemnation for sin is not for being guilty in Adam but for imitation of Adam. According to B. R. Rees, there is “no more explicit refutation in Pelagius of Augustine’s doctrine on the fall and original sin than this: Adam was condemned for disobedience and so are we ever after for our imitation of his example.”20

      Pelagius’s Little Book of Faith

      Around 417, Pelagius wrote a letter to Pope Innocent I, and included a statement of faith with it, which he called Little Book of Faith. On the whole, the statement is orthodox: Pelagius affirms the Trinity, condemns Arius and Apollinaris, and adheres to the full humanity and deity of Christ. However, he is critical of Augustine at points, the first of which occurs in section 21. Pelagius pushes back against the notion in Augustine’s Confessions that God is required to enable man toward obedience; he engages again the maxim that triggered the controversy in the first place: “Give what you command, and then command whatever you will.”21 In response, Pelagius writes,

      We do also abhor the blasphemy of those who say that any impossible thing is commanded to man by God; or that the commandments of God cannot be performed by any one man, but that by all men taken together they may.22

      In section 25, Pelagius has Augustine in view again when he writes,

      Free will we do so own, as to say that we always stand in need of God’s help; and that as well they are in an error who say with Manichaeus that a man cannot avoid sin, as they who affirm with Jovinian that a man cannot sin; for both of these take away the freedom of the will. But we say that a man always is in a state that he may sin, or may not sin, so as to own ourselves always to be of a free will.23

      The term “free will” is of course contested in Christian history. Some, like Augustine himself, can use the term, but define it in his own way—such that indeed man has “free will,” but that man (especially in his unregenerate state) is “free” to obey a will which is inextricably bound up with sinful desires. Pelagius can sound almost “Augustinian” when he says that “we always stand in need of God’s help.” But this statement must be interpreted in light of the context. Especially important is the end of this quotation, where Pelagius affirms, it seems, what is generally called a “libertarian” view of free will: “a man always is in a state that he may sin, or may not sin, so as to own ourselves always to be of a free will.” In short, “free will” really seems to mean for Pelagius that our act of the will (again, especially in an unregenerate state) is in no meaningful way connected to, hampered by, or bound up with a deep and intractable sin problem.

      On the Deeds of Pelagius

      Having surveyed a number of works from Pelagius, we turn now to the results of the Council of Carthage (411/412). The council offered a helpful seven-point summary of the views of one of the key Pelagians—Caelestius, a fourth-century, contemporary follower of Pelagius and one of the key proponents of his views. A certain Paulinus saw seven key errors in Caelestius, which were debated at the Council of Carthage. Augustine lists them in his On the Deeds of Pelagius:24

      1. “Adam was created mortal so that he would die whether he sinned or did not sin.”

      2. “The sin of Adam harmed him alone and not the human race.”

      3. “The law leads to the kingdom just as the gospel does.”

      4. “Before the coming of Christ there were human beings without sin.”

      5. “Newly born infants are in the same state in which Adam was before his transgression.”

      6. “The whole human race does not die through the death or transgression of Adam.”

      7. “. . . nor does the whole human race rise through the resurrection of Christ.”

      These seven axioms or principles reveal the inner logic and nature of Pelagianism.

      Summary

      It is perhaps worth summarizing some of the key tenets of Pelagius and the Pelagians before moving to Augustine’s response.

      First, Pelagius is quite clear that persons subsequent to Adam (i.e., Adam’s descendants) follow Adam by imitation rather than by propagation. This is central to understanding Pelagius: there is no real connection to Adam, in the sense that Adam’s act of disobedience fundamentally shapes or marks those who follow him.

      Second, Pelagius tends to emphasize that there is a fundamental continuity between pre-fall man (Adam before the fall) and post-fall man (all of Adam’s descendants). To grasp this is to begin truly to understand Pelagius’s theology and mindset. Pelagius can look at pre-fall man and post-fall man and see a real and fundamental continuity. There is no fundamental rupture as one moves from the pre-fall era of history to the post-fall era of history.

      Third, Pelagius has a lower view of what man was before the fall. This is tied to the previous point. Pelagius sees all man’s current failures and sins as not fundamentally a rupture in man. That is, since there is not a pre-fall realm from which Adam tragically fell—and with Adam, his progeny—there is in a sense a “lower” view of man in his very nature. Not to get too far ahead of things, but one might say that with Augustine there is a grandeur and a magnificence of man that is simply absent in Pelagius. When man—in the present—sins, it is as if Pelagius believes, “Well, this is simply what man does. Sometimes he obeys, sometimes he disobeys.”

      Fourth, Pelagius, in his attempt to secure man’s freedom or liberty, perhaps constructs his anthropology so as actually to render incomprehensible a meaningful understanding of human freedom and nature. On this point, B. B. Warfield makes a penetrating observation, suggesting that one of Pelagius’s chief errors was his emphasis on

      (1) each individual act of man over against, or at the expense of,

      (2) man’s character.

      As Warfield writes, “[Pelagius] looked upon freedom in its form only, and not in its matter.”25 Likewise, with Pelagius, “the will was isolated from its acts, and the acts from each other, and all organic connection or continuity of life was not only overlooked but denied.”26

      Fifth, Pelagius’s way of reading the old covenant and new covenant (only briefly touched on here) reveals a fundamental hermeneutical weakness. It appears that there was virtually no sense of a historical-redemptive reading of Scripture in Pelagius. The great biblical tensions of the already–not yet, and of the law’s holiness, righteousness, and goodness, combined with its pedagogical role which culminates in Christ, the end of the law, are strangely missing in Pelagius. The idea that the old covenant was good, but had a fading glory, while the new covenant is truly better, with an unfading glory, seems to have no purchase in Pelagius’s theologizing.

      Augustine’s Response to Pelagius and Pelagianism

      Augustine summarizes and critiques the thought of Pelagius in many places. We begin with his To Simplicianus, since this work is a turning point in his thought in the controversy with Pelagius.

      To Simplicianus

      Written around 396 to 398, this was Augustine’s first work as a bishop. Some consider it the “early” Augustine, but there appears to be a significant shift in this work to what becomes his fully developed thought in the last three decades or so of his life. There are some positions in his early work which Augustine later disavows. First, Augustine at this point affirms something like semi-Pelagianism (or, if one likes, semi-Augustinianism): Man has within himself the ability to turn to God for salvation, and then God’s grace enters the scene.27 Second, Augustine thinks that the classic struggle described in Romans 7 must be a struggle experienced by the non-Christian. Later, Augustine will come to see this as a Pelagian interpretation, for how could a non-Christian have such an extreme moral battle or struggle?28

      In section I.2.20, Augustine speaks of tradux peccati (the passing on of sin) and originalis reatus (original liability). Commenting on Sirach 33:11, he says that God made a “single mass” of those who had been separated from paradise: “Then a single mass was made of all of them, which came from the transmission of sin and the punishment of mortality, although, thanks to God’s forming and creating them, they are good.” It is striking how highly Augustine speaks of fallen mankind:

      For in all people there is a beauty and cohesion of body with such harmony among its members that the Apostle used this to illustrate how charity should be maintained; in all people there is also a vital spirit that gives life to their earthly members; and the whole nature of the human person is regulated in marvelous fashion by the mastery of the soul and the servitude of the body.

      However, Augustine then turns explicitly to sin: “But the fleshly desire that results from the punishment for sin has, because of the original guilt [or “liability”29], cast abiding confusion into everything, and now it presides over the whole human race as one complete lump.”30 While Augustine does not give a final interpretation of how sin is passed on, it is part of the matrix of this chapter to show that he clearly affirms that sin is passed on from Adam to all of his descendants. Augustine also affirms “original guilt” or “original liability”—originalis reatus: Adam was responsible for original liability or guilt, and Adam’s act “cast an abiding confusion onto everything.” When Augustine then says that “it presides over the whole human race,” the antecedent of “it” clearly seems to be this “original liability” or “original guilt,” which now pervades the entire human race. It seems clear that Pelagius never grasped a biblical anthropology: the whole human race is truly “in” Adam, and Adam truly represents all of his descendants. Because Pelagius did not seem to grasp such an anthropology, he did not seem to grasp the all-pervasive and radically universal nature of sin—a sin bound up with the first man, and which has been passed on (however mysteriously) to the entire human race.

      In short, To Simplicianus is a transitional work. The seeds sown in this early work of Augustine flower and blossom throughout the rest of his corpus.

      Confessions

      Augustine’s Confessions was written between 397 and 400. While there are many places in which Augustine reflects on the reality, allure, and experience of sin, we draw attention to Book V, where he explicitly speaks of original sin:

      For me too a scourge was waiting there, in the guise of a bodily illness that brought me to death’s door loaded with all the sins I had committed against you, against myself and against other people, evil deeds many and grievous over and above the original sin that binds all of us who die in Adam.31

      Here Augustine affirms actual sin that we commit “over and above” the original sin we have in Adam.

      The Punishment and Forgiveness of Sins and the Baptism of Little Ones

      Augustine wrote this volume in 412. It consists of an Introduction plus three “books” (essentially modern-day chapters). The work was a response to a certain Marcellinus, who had written to Augustine with questions about Pelagianism. One of the ways in which Augustine attempts to critique Pelagius and the Pelagians is by a discussion of infant baptism, and the Pelagian position on original sin in relationship to infant baptism. Augustine returns to this theme of infant baptism at a number of points in his writings. There are three key lines of (Pelagian) argument to which Augustine responds.32

      First Line of (Pelagian) Argument: Adam’s Death Was by Necessity of Nature

      The Pelagians essentially argued that death is a natural reality, and that Adam would have died whether he sinned or not.33 In contrast, for Augustine, death enters the world through the sin of Adam, and is not ultimately a “natural” reality. Augustine argues that if Adam had not sinned but had continued to obey the Lord, then he would have been eventually translated into an elevated existence, where temptation to sin would no longer exist and where death would not exist. Augustine does clarify that Adam could have been mortal by nature, but that does not mean that death is by nature. As he writes, “the body could be mortal without being destined to die, before being changed into that state of incorruption which is promised to the saints at the resurrection.”34

      Second Line of (Pelagian) Argument: There Are in This Life Those Who Have No Sin

      In Book II Augustine addresses the second of the three Pelagian arguments. He states the key question as follows: “Is there anyone now living, or has anyone ever lived, or will anyone ever live in this world without any sin whatever?”35 In response, Augustine points to the Lord’s Prayer and the line “lead us not into temptation,” which, he argues, would make little sense if combating sin was not a significantly challenging and difficult issue.36

      Third Line of (Pelagian) Argument: Another Way to Deny the Transmission of Sin

      In Book III of The Punishment and Forgiveness of Sins and the Baptism of Little Ones Augustine summarizes and responds to a third significant argument of Pelagius, summarized in his Romans commentary.37 “They say ‘If the sin of Adam did harm even to those who are not sinners, then the righteousness of Christ also benefits those who are not believers, because he says that human beings are saved through the one man in a similar way and in fact to a greater extent than they perished through the other.’”38 The Pelagian argument—against original sin being in any way passed on to Adam’s descendants—appears to be as follows: Since we know that Christ’s act of obedience does not (at least ultimately) benefit all persons (i.e., those who are not believers), we have to say that Adam’s sin does not affect all persons.39 In response, Augustine turns to both Scripture and two key early Christian leaders—Cyprian and Jerome—to try and show that Scripture and the historical Christian church have consistently taught the truth of original sin. There is, of course, Romans 5: sin entered the world through one man. But interestingly, Augustine is quite happy to say that even if one might contest the exact meaning of Romans 5, Scripture as a whole consistently teaches the universal sinfulness of man.40

      Augustine on Nature and Grace

      Augustine’s Nature and Grace (415) was written to answer certain questions posed by some persons perplexed by the thought of Pelagius. In it, Augustine seems to respond to Pelagius’s work Nature, which had been given to him by two former followers of Pelagius, men by the names of Timasius and James.41 It appears that, upon reading Pelagius’s Nature, Augustine shifts his stance significantly regarding Pelagius: from (1) criticizing a mistaken brother in the Lord, to (2) criticizing someone who was opposing the very gospel of Christ.42 Looking back at this work, Augustine wrote in his Retractations,

      There also came into my hands at that time a book of Pelagius in which he defended human nature, with as much argumentation as he could, in opposition to the grace of God by which the sinner is justified and by which we are Christians. I, therefore, called the book by which I answered him, Nature and Grace. In it I did not defend grace in opposition to nature, but the grace by which nature is set free and ruled.43

      It would be hard to find a better summary of at least a strand of Augustine’s understanding of grace, than this last line: “In it I did not defend grace in opposition to nature, but the grace by which nature is set free and ruled.” Pelagius had written an intriguing (if nefariously clever) work entitled Nature, in which he wrote along the following lines: (1) God by grace creates nature; (2) hence, nature is inherently “graced”; (3) thus, when one—out of one’s own “nature” —comes to saving faith, or obeys the Lord, one does so by “grace.” Augustine notes more than once that it took a while for him to grasp exactly what Pelagius was doing. But Augustine eventually came to see that what Pelagius was doing, in terms of grace, was thoroughly different from what he read in Scripture. One of the literary results of coming to terms with Pelagius’s thought was Nature and Grace. This final line by Augustine encapsulates a precious Augustinian insight: while grace need not be viewed in “opposition” to nature, yet it is the case that grace is needed to “set free” nature and to “rule” nature.

      As noted above, a key question in the debate is whether there are any who have never sinned.44 Augustine summarizes Pelagius (not mentioned by name) as follows: the Pelagian notion is that human nature is “capable by itself of fulfilling the law and attaining perfect righteousness.”45 But, if this is really possible, Augustine replies, Christ died in vain.46 He goes on to argue, “But if Christ has not died in vain, then the whole of human nature can be justified and redeemed from the perfectly just anger of God, that is, from punishment, in no other way than by faith and the mystery of Christ’s blood.”47

      Pelagius’s argument was based on the following:

      1. It is God by his grace who has created all things, including human nature.

      2. Man, by nature, can obey the Lord and fulfill God’s commands.

      3. Since man’s nature is provided by God’s grace, man can come to saving faith, or obey God with the “help” of God’s grace.

      Augustine finds (at least) two things questionable in Pelagius’s argument:

      (1) First, Pelagius ignores the distinction between pre-fall man and post-fall man (and a big part of Augustine’s subsequent response is to highlight that after the fall we all start with wounded natures in need of healing). That is, for Pelagius, post-fall man has all the powers and abilities that pre-fall man had. Indeed, the fall did not bring about any change in man’s fundamental situation.48

      (2) Second, Pelagius seems to argue that man at present needs no additional help or grace from God if he is going to obey God, which sounds essentially like saying that man really does not need help or grace if he is going to obey God.

      Augustine’s response is to say that,

      (1)   There is a significant difference between pre-fall and post-fall man in regard to his “nature.” Pre-fall man is innocent; post-fall man is corrupt and guilty.

      (2)   Even apart from this pre-fall/post-fall distinction, it is inadequate to say that since our created nature comes from God, somehow this “counts” as God “helping” us to live a sinless life:49 “He has attributed the ability not to sin to God’s grace, precisely because God is the author of the nature in which he claims that the ability not to sin is inseparably implanted.”50

      Augustine’s assessment is that Pelagius needs to admit that we need a savior. That is, we need a savior from outside of us to rescue us. We need something more than simply the “grace” given in nature to deliver us from the problem of sin.

      The City of God

      In his classic work The City of God (426) Augustine treats the question of sin, and especially original sin, in some detail. All the key elements of Augustine’s mature thought appear in two key books (books 13 and 14) of The City of God.51

      Augustine affirms that all of humanity was “in” Adam:

      But as man the parent is, such is man the offspring. In the first man, therefore, there existed the whole human nature, which was to be transmitted by the woman to posterity, when that conjugal union received the divine sentence of its own condemnation; and what man was made, not when created, but when he sinned and was punished, this he propagated, so far as the origin of sin and death are concerned.52

      A few lines later, Augustine continues to describe the way in which Adam’s posterity came into the world corrupted and changed by Adam’s transgression:

      [T]he first man did not fall by his lawless presumption and just sentence; but human nature was in his person vitiated and altered to such an extent, that he suffered in his members the warring of disobedient lust, and became subject to the necessity of dying. And what he himself had become by sin and punishment, such he generated those whom he begot; that is to say, subject to sin and death.53

      At points, Augustine says not only that all persons were in Adam in some sense, but that all persons are Adam: “For we were all in that one man, since we all were that one man who fell into sin through the woman who was made from him prior to sin.”54 Indeed, all persons after Adam come into the world with a vitiated nature: “And, once this nature was vitiated on account of sin, and bound by the chain of death, and justly condemned, man could not be born of man in any other condition.”55

      It should be noted that for Augustine, Adam and Eve, in a sense, sinned before they sinned. That is, there was a kind of “secret” turning of the will in on itself before the actual eating of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. As Augustine writes, “Thus, the evil act—that is, the transgression of eating the forbidden food—was committed by people who were already evil, and it would not have been committed if they had not already been evil.”56 He goes on: “The first evil, then, is this: when man is pleased with himself, as if he were himself light, he turns away from the light which, if it pleased him, would have made him light himself.”57

      For Augustine, human nature itself was changed due to Adam’s sin: “human nature was changed for the worse and was also transmitted to their posterity under the bondage of sin and the necessity of death.”58 He expands:

      For God, the author of natures, not vices, created man upright; but man, being of his own will corrupted, and justly condemned, begot corrupted and condemned children. For we all were in that one man, since we all were that one man who fell into sin by the woman who was made from him before the sin.59

      Thus, after Adam’s sin, Augustine describes Adam’s progeny as “the whole mass . . . condemned, so to speak, in its vitiated root.”60

      We now turn to some of Augustine’s final works, his responses to the Pelagian Julian of Eclanum.

      Augustine and Julian of Eclanum

      When we speak of Augustine and the Pelagian controversy, we are dealing with Pelagius and several people besides him who articulated a similar understanding of key issues related to man, sin, and grace. The “last of the Pelagians”—as far as Augustine was concerned—was Julian of Eclanum, whom Serge Lancel calls a “hotheaded youngster.”61 Augustine would be still dealing with Julian up to virtually his dying day. In fact, upon his death, Augustine would leave unfinished his lengthier response to Julian.62

      We will look at the following works of Augustine in which he is responding to Julian: Marriage and Desire; Answer to the Two Letters of the Pelagians; Against Julian; and Unfinished Work in Answer to Julian.

      Marriage and Desire

      In his work Marriage and Desire Augustine is responding to Julian of Eclanum’s criticism of him. Julian had accused Augustine of condemning marriage. Augustine responded to this criticism with Book I of Marriage and Desire (written in the winter of 418–419). Julian in turn responded to Augustine, leading Augustine to pen Book II of Marriage and Desire63 (written either in 420 or 421).

      Book I

      In the opening lines of Marriage and Desire Augustine gets right to the point about what is really at stake in the debate over original sin:

      The new heretics, my dear son, Valerius, maintain that the medicine of Christ which heals sins is not necessary for little ones born in the flesh, and they keep shouting in a most hateful manner that we condemn marriage and the divine work by which God creates human beings from men and women.64

      Why did these “new heretics” (Julian and those in agreement with him) view Augustine (and his position) as condemning marriage? Because since Augustine views the infant as already sinful and in need of grace, he in fact is condemning marriage (since the sexual union through which children come into being is simply part and parcel of the marriage relationship). Augustine clarifies the issue: “The aim, then of this book is to distinguish, insofar as the Lord grants us his help, [1] the goodness of marriage from [2] the evil of carnal desire on account of which a human being who is born through it contracts original sin.”65 Augustine appears to argue that sexual intercourse in and of itself is in no way bad or evil, for man and woman were created to procreate. After the entry of sin into the world, however, the sexual act seems inextricably bound up with “the evil of carnal desire.”66 And on account of this evil of carnal desire, “a human being is born,” and through such carnal desire the person “contracts original sin.”67

      Later in Marriage and Desire, Augustine turns more directly to the state of the newborn child, or children. Augustine turns again and again to variations of a certain phrase: “The child that is born from this concupiscence of the flesh is, of course, born for the world, not for God, but is born for God when it is reborn from water and the Spirit.”68 Indeed, even if the parents have been baptized, their offspring are still born with original sin: “That what has been forgiven in the parent is contracted by the child is a strange fact, but it is, nonetheless, a fact.”69

      Book II

      After Augustine wrote the first book of Marriage and Desire, Julian of Eclanum responded with a four-book work entitled To Turbantius. Book II of Marriage and Desire is Augustine’s response to those four books. Augustine apparently had access to excerpts from Julian’s To Turbantius, collected or collated by an unknown Pelagian.70

      As in so much of the exchange between Augustine and the various Pelagians over the years, one key stumbling block repeatedly asserts itself: the failure of the Pelagians to distinguish between (1) pre-fall reality and (2) post-fall reality. As with Pelagius, Julian denies that with Adam’s fall the world shifted on its axis. As Augustine states, “[W]e say, as the Catholics maintain, that the first evil of human beings was incurred by the first couple, and was passed on from them to all human beings.”71

      Augustine criticizes Julian for advocating the notion that persons are related to Adam only if they imitate Adam. Augustine, in contrast, emphasizes the agency of Adam in Romans 5:12, “Through one man sin entered this world”; similarly, verse 16, “after the one”—and what can this mean except after one sin? Augustine writes, “Let these people explain how condemnation followed after one sin, if it was not that even the one original sin sufficed for condemnation, because it was passed on to all human beings.”72

      Against Two Letters of the Pelagians

      In 421, Augustine wrote Against Two Letters of the Pelagians, a response to Julian of Eclanum’s two letters to Pope Boniface in Rome. In this work, Augustine returns to Pelagius’s view of baptism, putting a challenge to him: if original sin does not exist, then why believe in infant baptism? He quotes Pelagius as saying that baptism of infants was not necessary for forgiveness of sins, but it was necessary for entrance into the kingdom of heaven. Augustine responds,

      [I]n the Church of the savior little ones believe through others, just as from others they contracted those sins which are forgiven them in baptism. You do not bear in mind that they cannot have eternal life who have not partaken of the body and blood of Christ.73 

      In other words, just as children believe through their parents when they have them baptized, so children contract sin through others, that is, through their parents. Augustine’s line of argumentation here is a not-so-subtle affirmation of original sin.

      In the second book of Against Two Letters of the Pelagians, Augustine recounts or summarizes a saying by Caelestius: “[T]he sin of Adam harmed Adam alone and not the human race and that newborn infants are in the same state in which Adam was before the sin.”74 In response to this, Augustine gives a strident affirmation of original sin:

      [W]e read the letters of the pontiff I just mentioned in which he writes that unbaptized little ones cannot have eternal life. Who is going to deny that it follows that those who do not have life are dead? What, then, is the source of this terrible punishment in infants, if there is no original sin?75

      One need not follow Augustine on the necessity and importance of baptism to follow his argument: The reason infant baptism is so important is that there is an original sin that all contract, and this original sin must be dealt with. In Augustine’s thinking, baptism is that which cleanses one of original sin.

      In this same section Augustine elaborates on the inheritance of our sin from Adam:

      The Catholic faith, of course, does not say that the nature of human beings is evil insofar as human beings were originally made by the creator. Nor is what God now creates in that nature, when he produces human beings from human beings, an evil in it; rather, its evil is what it derives from that defect of the first human being.76

      Again, for Augustine, in contrast to the Pelagians, there is a fundamental difference between (1) pre-fall man and (2) post-fall man. According to Augustine, man, after the fall, is fundamentally damaged in a way that pre-fall man was not. Indeed, “[A]ll are born subject to sin on account of the defect they inherit and are, therefore, under the power of the devil until they are reborn in Christ.”77 This is not a question about whether pre-fall and post-fall man are both created beings who bear the image of God. Rather, it is a question of the moral ability or state of the person who comes into the world as corrupt and guilty due to Adam’s transgression.

      Against Julian

      In Against Julian (421) Augustine engages Julian most directly. The work was comprised of six books and engaged (again) the main fundamental criticism that Julian leveled against Augustine: that since Augustine believed that children come into the world already sinful, he must logically believe that marriage itself (instituted by God) is sinful or bad, since children are the result of the marriage relationship. In this respect, according to Julian, Augustine reveals his Manichean background, since he attributes sin or evil to something God has created.

      Against Julian, Book I

      In Book I of Against Julian Augustine’s purpose is, generally, to show that the church fathers have essentially affirmed the doctrine of original sin that he affirms. Augustine summarizes his position and Julian’s on original sin in relation to marriage and children: “I [Augustine] say that marriage should be praised in such a way that the fact that all human beings are born subject to the sin of those first human beings in no way involves blame or reproach for marriage.”78 What exactly is it, then, to which Julian objects? Julian’s point seems to be that Augustine cannot logically hold together (1) the notion that marriage can be praised as a good thing, alongside (2) the notion that “all human beings are born subject to sin.” In contrast, Augustine replies, “you [Julian] claim that marriage is undoubtedly condemned if what is born from it is not free from every debt of original sin.”79 Augustine affirms original sin hundreds of times in this book. Three will suffice. First, Augustine states what Pope Innocent believed along with others: “He [Pope Innocent] holds with them the one, true and Christian position that the poor little ones must be set free by the grace of Christ from the original evil which they contracted from Adam.”80 Likewise, “. . . original sin that entered the world through one man and is passed on to all human beings.”81 Second, Augustine cites fourteen bishops from the Council of Diospolis: “all are born subject to the sin of that first human being.”82 Third, Augustine quotes John Chrysostom, who can affirm with him that there is both original sin inherited from Adam, and personal sin that persons engage in throughout life: “Christ came once; he found our paternal debt that Adam had signed. Adam introduced the beginning of the debt; we have increased the interest by later sins.”83

      Against Julian, Book II

      In Book II of Against Julian, Augustine’s purpose is to critique Julian’s own particular arguments. Augustine summarizes Julian’s five chief arguments against him. As Julian sees it, Augustine and those like him: (1) believe that “the devil is author of newborn human beings”; (2) “condemn marriage”; (3) “deny that all sins are forgiven in marriage”; (4) “accuse God of the crime of injustice”; and (5) “inculcate a despair of attaining perfection.”84 In his defense, Augustine appeals to numerous persons: Ambrose, Cyprian of Carthage, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Hilary. As Augustine works through these figures, he makes multiple affirmations of original sin. For example, “From this law of the flesh that resists the law of the mind none failed to contract that same law by their first birth, for no woman conceived them except as a result of that law [i.e., the law of flesh].”85

      One of Julian’s most central, and potentially most effective, criticisms is that if someone is created, he or she cannot be sinful. There is a certain logic here that requires a response. And Augustine engages it:

      When we say that flesh comes from flesh and flesh comes from human beings, do we deny that it also comes from God? Hence, it comes from God because he creates it, and it comes from human beings because they beget it, and it comes from sin because sin corrupts it.86

      For Augustine, our natures have been damaged by original sin and need to be healed: “Our nature, then, was damaged by the transgression of the first human being; it does not need to be separated from another nature by any divines, but to be healed.”87 In summarizing the argument of Book II Augustine writes, “human beings are born subject to the damaged origin which they inherit from the first human being and that for this reason they face condemnation unless they are reborn in Christ.”88

      Against Julian, Book III

      In Book III of Against Julian, Augustine engages Book I of Julian’s To Turbantius. We see Pelagian arguments similar to those noted above. The first key issue relates to the Pelagian (here Julian’s) understanding of the baptism of infants. Julian happily admits that infants ought to be baptized, but Augustine presses him: Why ought they to be baptized? Are they bound up in Adam’s transgression, and therefore need their sin washed away? That would make sense, says Augustine. But why, on Julian’s own grounds, ought infants to be baptized? Augustine writes,

      You do not deny that they should be baptized, but in your great wisdom you say these astounding things: They are baptized in the sacrament of the savior, but they are not saved; they are redeemed, but they are not set free; they are washed, but they are not cleansed; they undergo exorcism and exsufflation, but they are not rescued from the power of the devil.89

      Against Julian, Book IV

      Augustine continues his response to Julian in Book IV, and we draw attention to one main insight from this book: the question of the “virtuous unbeliever,” or what some have called, the “virtuous pagan.” Given the nature of his debate with Julian, it is not surprising that the question arises in the context of a discussion about marriage. Augustine poses the issue as follows: “what one should say when some unbelievers are also seen to live chastely with their wives.”90 Should such chaste persons be considered virtuous? We quickly get a sense of Augustine’s response, which he develops at some length: “one lives rightly only on the basis of faith in Jesus Christ our Lord, the one mediator between God and human beings . . .”91 Augustine also goes on to quote himself from Marriage and Desire:

      After all, chastity is a virtue, whose contrary vice is unchasteness. Since all the virtues, even those whose actions are carried out by the body, reside in the mind, how can the body truly be called chaste, when the mind itself turns away from its God in fornication?92

      In short, “true chastity cannot exist in the mind of one without faith.”93 While Augustine will work out this line of reasoning at some length, he will suggest that Julian would have been more consistent to attribute any “virtues” in unbelievers to the gift of God: “How much more acceptable it would be for you to attribute those virtues, which you claim exist in unbelievers, to the gift of God rather than merely to their will.”94 But he quickly turns to his main line of argument: only those with faith can be righteous (referencing, understandably, Rom. 1:17).95 Hence, “if unbelievers do not have true righteousness, then, even if they have some virtues, they will not have any true virtues, which are its companions and colleagues.” Thus, for Augustine: “the continence or the chastity of unbelievers is not true virtue.”96 Augustine affirms Cicero’s definition of virtue, but he also argues that Cicero did not have the resources or insights to bring about such virtue—for ultimately virtue can exist only where there is faith in Christ: “Because of this faith they live prudently, courageously, temperately, and justly, and thus they live correctly and wisely with all the true virtues, because they live with faith.” Indeed, “If, then, virtues are of no use to human beings for obtaining the true happiness which true faith in Christ promises will be immortal, they can in no sense be true virtues.”97

      As Augustine works through his argument, he raises the issue of “ends.” He writes, “the virtues are to be distinguished from the vices, not by the actions, but by their ends.”98 And the end which should motivate one’s actions ought to be God and his service: “When persons do some action in which they seem not to sin, if they do not do the action on account of that for which they ought to do it, they are found to be guilty of sinning.”99 Augustine continues, “True virtues in human beings serve God who gives them to human beings.”100

      In sum, for Augustine, all virtuous behavior comes about by faith in Christ and not by any willpower in the person, since that person, being a descendant of Adam, has inherited his corrupt nature. Augustine closes Book IV with a pointed assertion of original sin:

      But since God is neither unjust nor weak, there remains the view you do not want, but are forced to admit, namely, that the heavy yoke upon the children of Adam from the day they leave the womb of their mother until the day of their burial in the mother of all would not have existed if original sin had not come first and merited it.101

      Against Julian, Book V

      In Book V Augustine insists on linking the transmission of original sin with the reality of concupiscence, or sexual desire. Augustine contends, “With regard to the transmission of original sin to all human beings, since it is passed on by concupiscence of the flesh, it could not be passed on to that flesh [i.e., Jesus’s flesh] which the Virgin did not conceive by it.”102 He goes on:

      Adam did not, therefore, infect the flesh which was conceived without this corruption. The flesh of Christ, then, contracted mortality from the mortality of his mother’s body, because it encountered in her a mortal body, but it did not contract the infection of original sin, because it did not encounter in her the concupiscence of sexual union.103

      A little later Augustine writes, “one who is born of morally good intercourse [i.e., intercourse engaged in for the purpose of having children] contracts what is removed by being reborn, because even in morally good intercourse there is present the evil [i.e., concupiscence] of which the goodness of marriage makes good use.”104

      Against Julian, Book VI

      The sixth and final book of Augustine’s Against Julian is a response to the fourth and final book of Julian’s To Turbantius. One of Julian’s chief accusations is that Augustine is, in fact, a Manichee (i.e., Julian claims that with his doctrine of original sin, Augustine affirms that God creates, or brings into being, a world that is inherently evil or sinful). But, as Augustine has said many times, man does not have an evil nature, per se: “God is good, God is just; there is, of course, no foreign evil nature which, as the Manichees believe, is mixed in with our nature.” So where is the problem, exactly? The first problem one has is original sin: “From where do such great evils of human beings come, unless our human origin is corrupted and the human mass condemned?”105 Augustine returns to a common theme: a person is created, yet sinful: “The whole world, then, is guilty because of Adam, and yet God does not hold back his hand from the work he forms, for he made the seeds, though they have been corrupted by the transgression of their father.”106

      One of Julian’s objections is, how can one be held responsible for an act that occurred before one was even alive? In response, Augustine, as he often does, makes a distinction between original sin and personal sin. He points to 2 Corinthians 5:14: “one has died for all; all have, therefore, died.”107 Augustine admits that in one sense the sins of our parents are indeed the sins of others. But in another sense the sins of our parents are also our sins: “they [the sins of our parents] are ours because their offspring have been infected.”108

      Augustine offers a helpful summary of this thought, but it includes a note not heard as often in Augustine, of a mother and father passing on unbelief to a child:

      And so in a believing woman a child without faith is created, and the parents pass on to it a state of unbelief which they did not have when their child was born, but which they had when they themselves were born. They passed on, then, what was no longer present in them on account of the spiritual seed by which they were reborn, but it was in the carnal seed by which they begot the child.109

      Augustine also addresses Julian’s understanding of Romans 5:12: “Through one man sin entered the world, and through sin death, and in that way it was passed on to all human beings, in whom all have sinned.” Whereas Julian seemed to posit that persons (you and I) simply imitate Adam (but that we are in no way tainted or infected by Adam’s transgression), Augustine held that all persons somehow sinned in Adam:

      In that way [i.e., in Julian’s understanding] all human beings are not understood to have sinned at their origin in the one man and in common as in a single mass; rather, they sinned because that first man sinned, that is, because they imitate him, not because they are his offspring.110

      This is an important section of Against Julian, for in it Augustine explicitly deals with the key Latin phrase which has been so essential in how later centuries of Christians have accepted, or rejected, or modified Augustine’s understanding of original sin. It is the controversial prepositional phrase “in quo” in Romans 5:12: “In quo omnes peccaverunt.” Augustine follows the Latin and takes Paul to be saying, “in whom all sinned.” Julian interprets Paul to be saying something different: “because of which all sinned.” One should give credit where credit is due. Julian’s interpretation concurs with the Greek text (ἐφ᾿ ᾧ πάντες ἥμαρτον), which most agree should be translated “because of whom all sinned.” However, Julian does not appear to be driven by the Greek, but by a principled opposition to any notion that all persons might somehow have sinned in Adam.

      Augustine’s initial response to Julian is intriguing. For Augustine, it is strange to suggest that when someone sins, they are somehow reflecting upon Adam’s first sin. For example, when someone engages in murder, is it really because they somehow have Adam as an example to be imitated? Augustine argues that the Pelagian (Julian’s) position is the real logical oddity: Can it be the case that the person who is sinning today somehow looks back at Adam as an example to be imitated?

      Augustine believes that Paul presents us with two Adams in Romans—the first and second Adam: “the anger of God came upon the human race through one man and . . . reconciliation with God comes through one man for those who are gratuitously set free from the condemnation of the whole race.”111 Augustine then lines up a number of Scriptures to argue that all persons are under the wrath of God, and this first comes about “through one man.”112 Of particular interest, Augustine turns to Romans 5:16: “For after the one [sin] there came judgment leading to condemnation, but after many sins there came grace leading to justification.” Augustine’s query: “Why does grace lead to justification after many sins unless besides that one sin at the origin it found many additional sins to destroy?”113 In other words, there is “one sin” at first, but this one sin is then followed by many sins.

      Augustine also ties his argument to infant baptism. He contends that if a child is affected by the sin of the first Adam, then a child can experience the grace of the second Adam. If Julian truly wants to sever infants from the sin of the first Adam, he is—in principle—severing infants from the possibility of receiving the grace of the second Adam:

      But if you want them [infants] to be separate from the sin of the first human being, because they have not imitated him by their own will, you will by this same argument also keep them separate from the righteousness of Christ, because they have not imitated him either by their own will.114

      Unfinished Work in Answer to Julian

      Augustine’s Unfinished Work in Answer to Julian is some 700 pages long. It was written in Augustine’s final years before his death and was uncompleted when he died on August 28, 430. Augustine wrote his Unfinished Work in response to Julian’s Ad Florum, which is a response to the second book of Augustine’s Marriage and Desire.115 Augustine’s Unfinished Work appears to quote the first six books of Julian’s Ad Florum in their entirety: Augustine provides the text of Julian, with interspersed responses after quotations.

      Unfinished Work, Book I

      A key component of Book I (there are many) is whether infants can rightly be said to possess sin; or, whether one can call infants sinful. Related to this, if infants are not sinful, why baptize infants? Augustine also returns to a common theme: to reject the notion that one can be somehow bound up with Adam’s sin is (at least theoretically) to reject the notion that one can benefit from Christ’s obedience or righteousness.

      One of Julian’s arguments is that there cannot be sin in infants because in order to sin, one must have a will, and an infant does not have a will—at least in the sense that one usually means when speaking of a will. In reply, Augustine is happy to say, “all who were going to be born from Adam through concupiscence of the flesh were present in his loins.”116 Augustine also returns to a key point in relation to infant baptism: Why should infants be baptized, on Julian’s view, if infants have no sin with which to deal? Augustine writes, “you do not want that gift which you put first to pertain to little ones, namely, that it gives pardon to the guilty, for you deny that little ones contract any guilt from Adam.”117 Julian’s “answer” is that the grace of baptism, while it does provide pardon to the guilty, works differently with infants, who are innocent (in his view):

      This grace, which gives pardon to the guilty [e.g., an adult who is baptized], gives to other mortals [e.g., an infant] spiritual enlightenment, adoption as children of God, citizenship in the heavenly Jerusalem, sanctification, transformation into members of Christ, and possession of the kingdom of heaven.”118

      Augustine at times points to the inextricable link between what Adam did in relation to us, and what Christ has done in relation to us. He argues that to deny a real link to Adam entails that one deny (logically, at least) a real link to Christ. Thus, “the sin of Adam harmed those who do not yet have a will able to sin, just as the righteousness of Christ benefits those who do not yet have a will able to believe.”119

      Unfinished Work, Book II

      Some of the key components of Book II (again, there are many) is that all persons are truly “in” Adam. Indeed, Adam sins in our place, but, Augustine argues, Adam’s sin is our sin. Augustine even goes on to say that each person—in a sense—is Adam. Augustine returns at numerous points in this book to a common theme: that central to the Bible are two key men—Adam and Christ—and one’s primary identity is either in Adam or in Christ.

      Augustine is clear that all persons are, in some sense, “in” Adam:

      He did, after all, create Adam as such a human being, and we were all in that man. But by sinning he destroyed himself and all of us in himself. As a result, it is not now in the power of his descendants to be set free from evil unless the grace of God gives them the power to become children of God.120

      In contrast, “the Pelagians refuse to believe that in the one human being the lump of clay was damaged as a whole and condemned as a whole, and from that damage and condemnation only grace heals and sets anyone free.”121

      For Augustine, Adam’s sin is in one sense the sin of another, and in another sense my sin too:

      The disobedience of the one human being is, of course, not absurdly said to be the sin of someone else, because when we were not yet born, we did no action of our own, whether good or bad, but we all were in that one who committed this sin when he committed it, and that sin was so great and so powerful that the whole of human nature was damaged by it.122

      Augustine, of course, recognizes that the woman sinned first. He understands Paul to have emphasized the man for perhaps a couple of reasons:

      But because the apostle wanted us to understand generation and not imitation, he said, “Through one man sin entered the world” (Rom. 5:12). He either included them both under the singular term, for which reason scripture said, “They are, therefore, no longer two, but one flesh” (Matt. 19:6), or he mentioned the man as the more important one, since generation begins with him when the seed is sown so that conception follows.123

      Augustine offers a helpful summary in which he contrasts the sin of Adam to the sin of the devil: “The apostle [Paul in Rom. 5], then, quite appropriately spoke of one man by whom there entered the world the sin which is contracted by generation rather than of the devil by whom there entered the world that sin which is followed by imitation.”124 Augustine contends not only that all persons were in Adam, but that, in some sense, all persons are Adam. Julian accuses Augustine of being a traducianist, and in response Augustine simply reaffirms his point that all persons are Adam: “And I said about all their offspring that, when the sin was committed, they all were that one [man].”125

      In numerous places, Augustine points out the relationship between Adam and Christ. For example, “The apostle, however, knew what he was saying and set forth Adam as the author of sin and Christ as the author of righteousness, because he knew that the first [Adam] was the origin of our birth and the latter [Christ] the origin of our rebirth.”126 Augustine also writes, “All sinned in him in whom all died. That is Adam. And if the little ones do not die in him, they will certainly not be brought to life in Christ.”127 For Augustine, Adam and Christ rise or fall together: “If Adam did not pass on sin to human beings who are born, Christ does not give righteousness to the little ones who are reborn, because neither as born nor as reborn did the little ones use their own will.”128 He goes on: “And for this reason it is clear that everyone who is born through that series of generations belongs to that first man, just as everyone belongs to the second man who is reborn in him by the gift of grace. As a result, two men, the first and the second, are in a sense the whole human race.”129

      Unfinished Work, Book III

      Book III covers several key themes: (1) the question of justice, and the vexing question of how a just God could ever condemn an infant; (2) the relation of nature itself to nature as corrupted by sin; (3) the uniqueness of Adam (in comparison to other parents); (4) the question of free choice.

      Augustine spends time responding to Julian’s concerns about justice, especially the notion that a just God would never condemn an infant, since an infant has not matured to the level where he or she could exercise a truly free will.130 Augustine’s general response is that of course God always acts with justice, including God’s actions toward infants. But God is just to condemn Adam’s descendants, for they possess Adam’s transgression: “not even an infant who has lived one day on earth is free from the filth of sin, and for that reason we recognize in the evils which the infant suffers not an unjust, but a just God.”131

      In his presentation, Augustine returns to a familiar theme over and over: the difference between (1) nature itself and (2) nature as corrupted by sin. Augustine writes, “our nature was created good, but corrupted by sin, and from the infants to the elderly it needs Christ as a physician, ‘because he has died for all; all have, therefore, died’ (2 Cor. 5:14).”132 For Augustine,

      Human nature that was created good by the good God was injured by the great sin of disobedience so that even their descendants contracted from it the merit and punishment of death, but . . . the good God does not deny to those descendants his good workmanship.133

      He goes on: “so we do not say that God is the author of evil, and yet we can correctly say that human beings are born evil as a result of the bond of original sin with God alone as their creator, because he alone creates human beings.”134 And again: “But nature has not remained as it was created. Therefore, it is proved to be subject to sin, and it has made the rest of the human race subject to this sin as if it were its heritage. Insofar as it is created by God, this nature is, nonetheless, good.”135 And similarly: “human beings, insofar as they are creatures, are good, but insofar as they are born from a damaged origin, they are not good and, for this reason, need to be reborn.”136

      Augustine is also clear, contra Julian, that a distinction must be made between (1) the unique nature of the parenthood of Adam and (2) other parents: “That one sin, however, by which human nature was changed so that it had to die, even if there were no other sins, is sufficient for condemnation unless the bonds of birth are untied by rebirth.”137

      One thing Augustine repeatedly emphasizes is that Paul spoke of sin entering the world through one man (Rom. 5:12) for a reason. According to Augustine, Paul was trying to emphasize that Adam was the first “in the process of generation.”138 Likewise, Paul spoke this way “so that we would understand in those words the beginning of generation which comes from the man, not an example to imitate which in the human race entered the world through one woman rather than through one man.”139

      As in other works, in his battle with Julian one of the issues to which Augustine repeatedly returns is the radical and fundamental difference between (1) pre-fall man and (2) post-fall man. We see this on the question of “free choice.” Augustine writes,

      You, though a human being, do not consider in what condition you are [i.e., now as fallen], and you are as blindly proud in evil days as if these were the good days [i.e., before the fall] when there existed the sort of free choice which you describe; then human beings had not yet become like a vanity so that their days passed like a shadow.140

      That is to say, things were different before the fall: “This evil [i.e., sin] was not present in Adam when he was created upright, because human nature was not yet corrupted; he had a ruler whom he abandoned by free choice and did not as yet look for a deliverer by whom he might become free from sin.”141

      In holding these views, Augustine does not deny “free choice.” For him, man retains “free choice” throughout his existence (including fallen man before conversion), in the sense of having the capacity to choose. For example, commenting on 2 Corinthians 13:7, Augustine writes, “The apostle prayed for this help for the faithful, but he did not remove from human nature free choice.”142 However, in another sense, Augustine does hold that certain conditions must be present if there is to be free choice. That is, to have (true) free choice, Christ must be present with the person. As Augustine asserts, “No one can have the free choice of the will to do the good which one wills or not to do the evil which one hates except by the grace of Christ.”143

      Unfinished Work, Book IV

      In Book IV Augustine returns to a common theme, that of created human nature and its fallenness. How can God create persons who are fundamentally good yet who also come into the world sinful? Augustine wishes to distinguish between God as creator of life (which he is) and as author of sin (which he is not): “there is inborn in human beings a defect from their origin of which God is not the author, though God alone is the creator of human beings.”144 At times, Augustine speaks of fallen mankind as the “mass of perdition” (massa perditionis). In commenting on what “nature” means in Ephesians 2:3 (“For we too were once by nature children of anger, just as the rest”), he writes, “But when he [Paul] says, ‘Just as the rest,’ he shows that all are by nature children of anger unless the grace of God separates some of them from the mass of perdition.”145 In reflecting on what Paul means by “nature” here, Augustine offers a helpful summary of the implications of denying original sin. When Julian denies original sin, Augustine asserts, he is left unable to explain coherently why infants come into the world so often with so many problems: “feeblemindedness,” physical deformity, etc. By denying original sin, and by insisting on a certain understanding of what it means to say God creates all things, Julian is left (at least logically, according to Augustine) having to say that God creates “feeblemindedness,” deformity, suffering, etc.

      One of Julian’s common criticisms of Augustine on original sin is that there must be an act of the will if there is to be sin. That is, how can a child or infant be seen as sinful if there is not really a will that has acted? Augustine’s response is to agree with the basic principle: a will must be present if there is really to be sin present. But Augustine points to the will of Adam as central:

      We, however, also say that sin cannot exist without free will, and our teaching, nonetheless, is not destroyed on this account, as you say, when we say that there is original sin. For this kind of sin also came about as a result of free will, not as a result of the personal free will of the one who is born, but as a result of the will of Adam in whom we all originally existed when he damaged our common nature by his evil will.146

      In other words, the will is necessary if there is to be sin.

      Unfinished Work, Book V

      In Book V Augustine develops a line of argument only somewhat developed in the first four books: the evidence from human experience over time. He asks, if people are naturally good, why do we see such an overwhelming pattern of human evil and cowardice and laziness, etc.? “Why does this race of mortals fall into the depths of ignorance and softness of cowardice, as if some burden or other were pushing it downhill?”147

      As he does often, Augustine asserts that Julian’s denial of original sin leaves him with no way of explaining why infants suffer various things, including physical deformity. To make things worse, Augustine argues, Julian is then guilty of what he accuses Augustine of, of making God unjust: “you are forced to praise all natural defects to the point that you say that not only physically deformed, sick, and monstrous babies, but even feeble-minded ones would have come into existence in paradise, even if no one had sinned.”148

      Augustine is generally careful not to try and “get behind” the first sin to speculate about why Adam originally sinned. Rather, Augustine is generally happy to say that Adam sinned because he wanted to sin. Thus, he says,

      But the angel or the human being from which and in which sins first arose were not compelled to sin by anything; rather, they sinned by free will. And they could have willed not to, because they were not compelled to will to sin, and yet they could not have willed to sin if they had the nature of God and were not made out of nothing.149

      Unfinished Work, Book VI

      In Book VI Augustine continues with a treatment of human nature. Using different imagery, Augustine argues that human nature has been corrupted or tainted or wounded or scarred due to original sin. But for him there has also been a change to our nature. It is not that nature qua nature (nature as nature) is sinful or evil, but it is the case that there has been a change in, or to, our nature. So, he writes, “This defect by which the flesh has desires opposed to the spirit was turned into our nature by the transgression of the first human being.”150 In other words, due to the first sin, “the nature, not of the one human being, but of the whole human race, was changed.151

      Summary of Augustine on Original Sin

      This survey of Augustine’s doctrine of original sin has covered a dozen or so works by the Bishop of Hippo, written over some 35 years from around 396 to his death in 430. Before offering a few theological reflections and conclusions, it may be helpful to briefly summarize what we have learned thus far.

      First, Augustine affirms the goodness of creation, including—even after the fall—the goodness of man, rightly considered. That is, man as creature (i.e., as one who continues to possess “createdness” even after the fall), can be said—again, in a sense—to be “good.” Augustine thinks this way because, especially after his departure from Manichaeism, Augustine has a robust doctrine of the goodness of creation. This is not to deny radical sinfulness. Rather, if man lost all trace of goodness as a creature, he would—on Augustine’s view—cease to exist (given Augustine’s understanding of evil as a “privatio boni”—a privation of good).

      Second, and following from above, there has been a radical and real rupture in the universe—especially in terms of mankind—with Adam’s sin. Something has radically shifted or changed with Adam’s sin. Man (both Adam and his descendants) is still human, but there is a deep deformity in post-fall Adam and his descendants.

      Third, Augustine—contra Pelagius and the Pelagians—sees a strong relationship or continuity between Adam and his descendants or progeny. Augustine may not have worked this out in detail in ways we would prefer, but there is no doubt that Augustine saw all of mankind subsequent to the fall of humanity as wrapped up in, or bound up in, Adam’s transgression. Indeed, Adam’s sin is transmitted, somehow, to all of his progeny. Later Christian theology, especially among the covenantal emphases of the Reformed tradition, will speak more explicitly about Adam’s covenantal or federal headship. Augustine is not as explicit with this kind of terminology, but he certainly lays the groundwork in such a way that later Protestants might be seen as developing strands of thought found in the Bishop of Hippo.

      Fourth, Augustine takes seriously that death enters the world through sin, and that therefore death does not preexist the fall. Pelagius indeed has to deny this, and Augustine’s awareness of Pelagius’s thought at this point heightens Augustine’s concerns about the theology of Pelagius and the Pelagians.

      Fifth, for Augustine fallen sinners (especially before salvation) act out of who they are, and who they are is radically fallen beings. Augustine speaks of the fallen person, in a sense, as “free,” but it is a fallen freedom, a limited freedom, and indeed a “freedom” in need of redemption. The unconverted person is indeed free to do what he wants, but he is not free, really, to choose his wants. Thus, Augustine talks of the unconverted person as “free,” but it is a freedom to act in accord with who he is, and the unconverted person is thus also “bound” to act in accord with his will—which is a will bound up with Adam’s sin. Augustine employs the language of being sinful originaliter and being sinful actualiter. All persons after Adam come into the world sinful originally, and add to this predicament by their actual sin—in the course of their lifespan.

      Theological Reflections

      In summarizing the key tenets of Augustine’s doctrine of original sin, I present the following theological reflections.

      First, Augustine and Pelagius fundamentally disagree on whether there is a true difference between pre-fall man and post-fall man. This almost seems too basic to state, but it is important to note that this fundamental difference runs through much of the Augustine-Pelagius debate. Is creation good? Of course, says Pelagius, and hence man does have the ability to obey God by his nature (a good nature given by grace). Of course, says Augustine, creation (and man’s nature, ultimately) is good, but one must remember that there is a radical and fundamental fracture which runs through the heart of creation because of the fall, and this radical and fundamental fracture runs especially through the heart of man. Man is different after the fall from what he was before the fall. That is, post-fall Adam and his heirs are all guilty, corrupted, and have a proclivity to sin. Pre-fall man possesses neither guilt, nor corruption, nor a proclivity to sin. It is here that we face squarely the importance of a historical Adam and a pre-fall era in which man was originally righteous. If an affirmation of a historical Adam is lost, it seems that the rejection of a pre-fall era is certain to follow, and thus too the original innocence of the first man.

      Second, Pelagius has a lower view than Augustine of what man was before the fall. Pelagius sees all man’s current failures and sins as not fundamentally due to a rupture in man. That is, since there is no pre-fall realm or era from which Adam tragically fell—and with Adam his progeny—there is in a sense a “lower” view of man in his very nature. That is, when man, in the present, sins, it is as if Pelagius believes, “Well, this is simply what man does. Sometimes he obeys, sometimes he disobeys.” Because Pelagius has a lower view of who or what man is before the fall, it makes sense that Pelagius would see man’s plight after the fall to be less desperate and less significant. Man does not fall from any great height, so to speak. Indeed, since there is no serious link (in terms of sin, etc.) between Adam and the rest of mankind, the Pelagian theological substructure seems to sit nicely with both (1) a lower view of man before the fall—persons after Adam are in essentially the same situation as Adam himself; and (2) a higher view of man after the fall—man is in a less desperate situation than envisaged in the traditional Augustinian framework.

      Third, if one posits that one follows Adam only by imitation rather than by generation or propagation, then one could easily begin to posit that we “follow” Christ only by imitation, and not by a more profound and intimate and significant connection. Augustine repeatedly drew attention to this: to the extent that one denies that someone can be caught in the transgression of Adam, one denies, at least in principle, that someone can also benefit from the obedience of Christ.

      Fourth, Pelagius, in his attempt to secure man’s “freedom” or “liberty,” has perhaps constructed his anthropology so as to render incomprehensible a meaningful understanding of human freedom and nature. B. B. Warfield offers a perceptive insight on Pelagius in this regard. Warfield suggests that one of Pelagius’s chief errors is his emphasis on each individual act of man over against, or at the expense of, man’s character. As Warfield writes, “[Pelagius] looked upon freedom in its form only, and not in its matter . . . the will was isolated from its acts, and the acts from each other, and all organic connection or continuity of life was not only overlooked but denied.”152 If Warfield is correct, in Pelagius’s attempt to safeguard or defend the free individual—by emphasizing the free individual acts of the person’s will, he is actually engaged in a kind of deracination of what it means to be human. That is, in emphasizing the freedom of each individual act of the will, Pelagius does not give attention to how our various acts as persons can shape us over time, whether in a more- or a less-moral direction. As Warfield notes, “After each act of the will, man stood exactly where he did before: indeed, this conception scarcely allows for the existence of a ‘man’—only a willing machine is left, at each click of the action of which the spring regains its original position, and is equally ready as before to reperform its function.”153 In short, while trying to secure the freedom of man, Pelagius may have been helping, conceptually, at least, to destroy the freedom of man.154

      Warfield notes that lurking in the background of Pelagius’s error is a failure to grasp the fundamental unity of the human race in Adam. He writes, “the type of [Pelagian] thought which thus dissolved the organism of the man into a congeries of disconnected voluntary acts, failed to comprehend the solidarity of the race.”155 Thus, while traditional Christianity has affirmed that man is a fundamental unity—we are all in Adam—Pelagius severed the link between mankind and Adam. Warfield notes, “The same alembic [here, “chemical”] that dissolved the individual into a succession of voluntary acts, could not fail to separate the race into a heap of unconnected units.”156 Warfield continues: “If sin, as Julian declared, is nothing but will, and the will itself remained intact after each act, how could the individual act of an individual will condition the acts of men as yet unborn?”157 Or, we might ask, If the act of one’s own will—that is, a particular act of the will—does not affect oneself, ultimately, how could one man’s (Adam’s) act affect the rest of the human race? Thus, a certain kind of philosophical commitment by Pelagius to the notion of the radical disjunction of a person’s individual acts makes it conceptually impossible for Pelagius to consider that an actual person (and his acts) could be somehow meaningfully tied to the rest of the race.158

      Fifth, a comment on Romans 5:12 is necessary. It is important to recognize that rarely is a theological construct so built on one or two words, such that a difference of interpretation on that word or words will render the whole theological construct suspect. As we have noted, Augustine was at least happy to surrender this passage, and to argue for his position on the basis of other Scriptures and biblical and theological reasoning. As John Rist has asserted, “if Augustine were deprived of the use of it [Romans 5:12], his theology would not be affected.”159 Especially as one reads through Against Julian and An Unfinished Work, it becomes clear that Augustine’s position on original sin is not tied only or simply to a certain way of reading Romans 5:12, and it certainly does not necessarily hinge on the Latin in quo or the Greek ἐφ᾿ ᾧ. Rather, Augustine’s position is a biblical-theological construct built on a more general reading of Scripture.

      Sixth, Pelagius’s way of reading the old covenant and new covenant (only briefly touched on here) reveals a fundamental hermeneutical weakness. There is virtually no sense of a redemptive-historical reading of Scripture in Pelagius, as far as I can tell. The great biblical tensions of the already–not yet, of the law’s goodness and righteousness, combined with its pedagogical role which culminates in Christ, the end of the law, is strangely missing in Pelagius. The idea that the old covenant was good, but had a fading glory, while the new covenant is truly better, with an unfading glory, gets no purchase in Pelagius’s theologizing. In Pelagius, the Bible is essentially a very flat book. Pelagius has no problem saying that surely at least some OT saints would have lived perfectly holy and righteous lives. Whereas the Christian church has wrestled with the realities of old and new covenant, the ways in which we have moved from shadow to reality, from type to antitype, these fundamental biblical categories and hermeneutical queries are strangely lacking in Pelagius’s theologizing. Did his hermeneutic lead him astray? Or did fundamental theological commitments keep him from attending to Scripture as he ought? 

      Conclusion

      The debate between Augustine and Pelagius (and the Pelagians) on the question of original sin is one of the most important and intriguing in all of church history. To be an “Augustinian” on this issue is—almost—shorthand simply for being a traditional Christian. Reflection and study of this debate is also a reminder of how much hinges on key theological decisions. With this central debate, we see the importance of grasping the distinction between a pre-fall era and a post-fall era. When this distinction is lost it is impossible to affirm and propagate the remainder of the traditional Christian theological structure: death coming into the world through sin; the last Adam (Christ)—of whom the first Adam was a type —overcoming death in his own death, burial, and resurrection; the fundamental distinction between a pre-fall world (including mankind) and a post-fall world; the fundamental unity of the race as contained in, and derived from, the first couple; and the necessity of radical grace if sinners are going to be rescued and brought to saving faith. I suspect that the extent to which the Christian church remains faithful over time will depend in large part on how faithfully the church understands and perpetuates key truths found in the works of Augustine, Bishop of Hippo.
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      Ruined Sinners in a
Pseudo-Augustinian Treatise on Predestination

      Francis X. Gumerlock

      Introduction

      From the controversies about grace, free will, and predestination in the fifth and sixth centuries, at least six treatises devoted to the topic of predestination have survived. Of these, all written in Latin, the authors of three are known with certainty: Augustine, Arnobius the Younger, and Fulgentius of Ruspe. These three texts have been published in English translation.1 The authors of the three other texts on predestination are uncertain, and none has been published in English.2 One of them, which circulated in the name of Augustine throughout the Middle Ages, entitled On Predestination, is the subject of the present essay. In particular, the essay examines its teaching on the inability of humans, who are ruined by sin, to choose Christ apart from a special work of divine grace.

      After discussing the title, date, provenance, probable authorship, purpose, and content of the text of On Predestination, this essay focuses on its teaching on the effects of sin on the human will. The essay then draws a few conclusions, summarizes the findings, and adds two appendices, one of which is a translation of a significant portion of the text.

      On Predestination

      Title, Date, and Authorship

      The short treatise On Predestination is actually part of a larger work, the pseudo-Augustinian Hypomnesticon contra Pelagianos et Caelestianos (Response against the Pelagians and Celestians).3 On Predestination makes up Book VI of the work, or more precisely Response Six: On Predestination (Responsio VI: De praedestinatione). In the preface to the Hypomnesticon the author reveals his intention to write responses to five Pelagian errors, which he does.4 Later, however, the same author feels it necessary to add a sixth response in answer to accusations against predestination.5 This response, On Predestination, covering more than fifty medieval manuscripts, circulated as a text by itself apart from the other five books of the Hypomnesticon.6

      Written between the years 430 and 435, the Hypomnesticon in the early Middle Ages was often attributed to Augustine (d. 430).7 However, in the ninth century Prudentius of Troyes and Florus of Lyons challenged that attribution, noting that it was not contained in the list of writings that Augustine published at the end of his life in his Retractationes, nor was it mentioned in the list of Augustine’s writings by Possidius (d. after 437). However, after the ninth century it continued to be ascribed to Augustine; and in the sixteenth century the Lutheran author of the 1530 Confession of Augsburg, in a discussion on free will, quoted from it as a work of Augustine. According to John Chisholm, by the end of the seventeenth century Augustine’s authorship of it “was decisively disproved, and almost universally abandoned.” However, between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries searches for its true author, among whom Marius Mercator and Sixtus of Rome had been suggested, were unsuccessful.8

      In 1967, Chisholm presented a lengthy case of more than fifty pages claiming that the author of On Predestination was the defender of Augustine, Prosper of Aquitaine. In the late 420s and early 430s Prosper was living in Provence in southern Gaul, where monastic luminaries like John Cassian and Vincent of Lerins were opposing Augustine’s view of predestination. Chisholm noted the similarity between the Hypomnesticon and Prosper’s works with respect to titles, doctrine, quotations of Scripture, style, and vocabulary.9 While I am convinced by Chisholm’s arguments and accept Prosper as the author of the Hypomnesticon, as does Guido Stucco, in 1983 Jean de Savignac rejected Chisholm’s attribution of the Hypomnesticon to Prosper and concluded that its author was probably someone from Africa.10 Alexander Hwang, who wrote on Prosper’s life and thought in 2009, also did not think that Prosper was the author of the Hypomnesticon. Listing it under “Works Falsely Attributed to Prosper,” he did concede that it was written “probably by a member of Prosper’s Augustinian faction in Marseilles.”11

      Chisholm’s critical edition of the Latin text of the Hypomnesticon was published in 1980. Up to the present time, no English translation of the Hypomnesticon has been published. A five-page English summary of its sixth response, On Predestination, is in Stucco’s Not without Us.12 Zachary Maxcey, formerly a graduate student at Providence Theological Seminary, translated the entire sixth response On Predestination in a 2011 paper for one of his courses. For this essay, Maxcey has graciously permitted me to use his translation, a portion of which is provided in appendix 2 at the end of this chapter.13

      Purpose and Overall Content

      The purpose for writing On Predestination, which is subdivided into eight chapters, was to respond to false accusations about what the author and those who thought similarly to him were believing and preaching about predestination. This reason for his writing is set forth in its first chapter. They are accused of saying that God predestines certain people to eternal life in such a way that even if they do not want to pray or fast or be vigilant, they have nothing to worry about because they are not able to perish. They are also accused of saying that God predestined certain people to hell, and that even if those predestined to hell wanted to believe and obey God’s will, eternal life cannot be granted to them. Finally, they are accused of teaching that God is an “acceptor” of persons, meaning that God shows partiality, a concept that directly contradicts passages of Scripture such as Acts 10:34, Romans 2:11, and Colossians 3:25.

      In the second chapter, the author explains that God does in fact both predestine and foreknow. While he foreknows and predestines good things, however, in the case of moral evils he only foreknows them but does not predestine them.14 God is not an acceptor of persons, but from the mass of the condemned human race he predestined some to eternal life and deservedly punishes the rest. The third and fourth chapters repeat that God is not an acceptor of persons. However, if the accuser wants to know why God punishes some with justice and frees others with mercy, it is a mystery, according to the apostle Paul (Rom. 9:20–21). Humans cannot know God’s unsearchable ways nor comprehend his inscrutable decisions (Rom. 11:34–35). Turning the tables on his accusers, the author writes that they, even more so than the fearless apostle Paul, claim to be able to comprehend the judgments of God, for example, when they say that the reason God forbade Paul and Barnabas to preach in Asia (Acts 16:6–7) was that God foreknew that the Asian people were not going to believe.

      Chapters 5 and 6 of On Predestination focus on those who will perish out of the mass of condemned humanity. God foreknew them in their impious works, but did not impel them to commit evil deeds. However, their punishment was predestined. Judas Iscariot is a prime example of this. His evil deed of betrayal of Jesus was foreknown, but God did not cause it. Otherwise, it would have been a work of God and not of Judas, who would then be without fault and whose condemnation would be unjust. Rather, by a just judgment God handed Judas over to a reprobate mind (Rom. 1:18) and permitted his evil deed. Judas’s punishment, however, was predestined. To support his teaching that merited punishment for the wicked has been predestined, the author quotes Acts 1:25, 2 Peter 2:3, Jude 4, and Matthew 25:41. For those predestined to life, salvation is entirely a gift and not dependent on one’s merits. This is supported with an extended quotation and commentary on passages from the first and second chapters of Ephesians.

      The seventh chapter of On Predestination counters the accusation that the author and those in agreement with him preach that, even if some want to believe, God refuses to bestow salvation to them. He also addresses other accusations, not mentioned in the first chapter, that his teaching of predestination excludes free will and that he does not think it is necessary for people to be devout in good works. He answers the latter with passages from the Gospels that tell people to watch and pray and do what the Savior commands. The predestined do these things because God has enabled them. Concerning those without the grace of predestination, God is not responsible for their evil behavior, for God does not will iniquity nor command anyone to act wickedly (Ps. 5:5; Sir. 15:20). Predestination is not done out of any malice in God nor out of an accepting of persons by him, but rather the cause is secret.

      In the last chapter the author asks his interlocutors to stop making false accusations, and challenges them, saying that if they want to be argumentative, they should argue with the Lord Jesus himself, who said things like, “No one is able to come to me unless the Father, who sent me, will have drawn him” (John 6:44). The author addresses one last accusation: that he believes that what the apostle said, that God “wants all people to be saved” (1 Tim. 2:4), is false. In response, he shows from the Gospels that God does blind and harden the hearts of some (Mark 4:11–12; John 12:39–40), and states that not everyone will be saved. The author also teaches that God’s will is not impeded by man’s will. He then interprets the Pauline passage to mean that all who are saved, are saved by God’s will, which corresponds with one of the interpretations of Augustine.15 He concludes the treatise by declaring that it is blasphemy to deny predestination, an undeserved grace that imparts desperation to none and encourages all to engage in good works.

      Ruined Sinners in This Text

      Besides the topic of predestination, the treatise On Predestination discusses the fall and its consequences for all humans. Those consequences include mortality, condemnation, and an inability of the human will to choose righteousness. Chapter 2 teaches that “in the transgression of Adam and Eve” the human race was made “mortal and worthy of condemnation.”16 According to the sixth chapter, the sin of Adam “passes down to those who are born.”17 Accordingly, death and condemnation come to all humans through the sin of our first parents. This makes predestination and election necessary for people to be saved. From this mass of people, who are justly under a sentence of condemnation, God mercifully predestines some to eternal life, but justly punishes the rest.

      In the case of the elect, according to the fourth, fifth, and sixth chapters, the merit of a right choice plays no role. In the sixth and eighth chapters this is shown in the election of infants who have not yet grown to use their faculty of choice. Through an inscrutable decision, God gives baptismal grace to one infant, while allowing another infant to die before being born of water and Spirit (John 3:5), which the author understands as taking place in infant baptism. Those latter infants are guilty of “the sin of Adam only” but “are liable to punishment,” which is in accordance with divine justice.18 In the case of those chosen for salvation who are old enough to use their faculty of choice, the human will does not go before God, but rather God himself “precedes the will of man with his mercy. For it says, ‘My God will precede me with his mercy’ (Ps. 59:10).”19 This is because humans, according to chapters 6 and 7, “are able to do absolutely nothing without him,” a clear statement of their inability.20 Only “through him,” that is, through Christ, are they able to do what he commands.

      Chapter 5 teaches that, in the case of those who are perishing (excluding unbaptized infants), they perish because of their own vices and works of impiety. In the case of Judas, these included the sins of greed, betrayal, and using his office of apostleship wickedly. God did not cause these evil deeds of Judas, but foreknew them and permitted them. Two additional teachings about ruined sinners are gleaned from the fifth chapter. The first concerns God handing one over to a reprobate mind (Rom. 1:18), which the author says that God did in the case of Judas by a “just judgment.”21 In other words, handing one over to a reprobate mind is not an act in which God makes a person a sinner. Rather, it is a just punishment for one who has previously sinned and is deserving of punishment. This distinction is important so that God is not thought to be the author of sin. The fifth chapter also reveals that there are degrees of culpability that depend upon the severity of the sin. The author ended the chapter, which focused largely on the deeds of Judas, acknowledging that the fault or blame of one may be dissimilar from that of another. In other words, some sins, because of their severity, carry more culpability than others.
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