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CHAPTER II:  TOTAL DEPRAVITY 

One of the most important things to establish is 

the clear teaching of scripture on human nature. It is 

often misunderstood, for example, when people 

who are entirely without a biblical view of things 

assert that it is wrong or harmful to physically 

discipline children; that if left to just be themselves 

they will inevitably turn out alright. Of course, they 

base this on the absurd notion that human nature is 

not fatally flawed by sin and that it is capable of 

being perfected through the right social conditions. 

The Bible, on the other hand, uniformly teaches that 

man is a fallen creature who is so 

marred by our inherited sin that if left 

to ourselves we would deteriorate. 

Ignorance in this matter is to be 

expected from the Christ rejecting 

world but throughout history, this 

false view of human nature has crept 

into the church resulting in damaging heresies that 

can be prevented only by teaching the biblical 

doctrine of human nature, sometimes known as total 

depravity.  

It has been said that there are two religions in all 

the world- biblical 

Christianity, and all the 

others. Biblical 

Christianity is different 

from everything else in 

that religion is basically man reaching up to God whereas biblical 

Christianity is God reaching down to man. The religion of the Bible is 

unlike anything else in that it alone teaches that man is so unable to 

save himself or 

contribute in any way 

to his salvation that 

God had to take the 

initiative and do 

everything himself, 

unassisted by man, in order to save his fallen 

creatures. This is unique to Christianity.   
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The doctrine of total depravity is sometimes called total inability and I confess that I prefer 

the latter for a more vivid descriptive term as it gets straight to the heart of the matter and points 

out our total inability to save ourselves.  Moreover, not only to save ourselves but also to 

contribute in any way to our salvation. The scriptures teach that there is no part of the natural 

man to which sin does not reach. Man in his unregenerate state is not 50% sinner or 80% sinner 

or even 99% sinner; he is 100% sinner. "...Verily every man at his best state is altogether vanity." 

(Psalms 39:5) 

Every worldview or philosophy has an underlying belief about human nature that motivates it. 

For example the Marxist worldview was to a great extent based on the notion that humans are 

capable of being perfected through outward means such as their economic conditions; that if the 

working classes (proletariat) would rise up and overthrow the ruling class (bourgeoisie) of the 

factory owners and landowners who exploited the labor of the proletariat, then a universal 

equality would prevail and all mankind would move into a golden age of universal brotherhood 

and share the prosperity of the world. 

Of course, this whole fantasy was based on Marx's rejection of the biblical teaching that man 

is a sinner and his belief that human nature was not fatally flawed by the sin nature. This belief 

was allowed to pass unchallenged and was imbibed by subsequent generations of Marxists. The 

most powerful of the Marxist states, the old Soviet Union, built their government on the idea that 

people could trust their rulers whereas the founding fathers of the United States built their system 

of government on the accepted Christian idea that human nature, especially in those in positions 

of power, tends to be corrupted and therefore we need a system of checks and balances to 

prevent abuses of power. 

The constitution specifically provides for these based on the Christian teaching that human 

nature is sinful and can be corrupted and the culture out of which the constitution grew was a 

Christian culture, known at the time as Christendom. 

An old pulpit story has it that Abraham Lincoln had a friend with whom he had an ongoing 

disagreement about human nature. This friend held that human nature could not be all bad, that 

there had to be some spark of good left in us while Mr. Lincoln (who after all had taught himself 

to read by reading the Bible) believed that there is absolutely nothing good that can come out of 

our sinful nature. One day these two friends were driving along and saw an animal caught in a 

fence. The poor creature's piteous cries touched Mr. Lincoln so that he stopped the wagon, got 

out and went over and freed the beast at great risk of being scratched up himself. As the two men 

were driving along afterwards his friend smiled broadly at Mr. Lincoln and said, " There now 

you've just proven me right in the question of man's nature." 

"How do you figure that?" asked Mr. Lincoln. 

"Well, what you did was a purely unselfish act thereby proving that there is some good in 

human nature after all. It was an act of disinterested benevolence that you cannot possibly derive 

any selfish benefit from" 

"Oh nonsense," said Mr. Lincoln, "If I hadn't freed that creature I wouldn't have been able to 

sleep tonight thinking about him crying and suffering so." 

I don't know whether or not that ever actually happened but it illustrates well the scripture-

man at his best state, at his most selfless is not without selfish motives; at his most disinterested 

is still colored by self love and seeking his own good more than his neighbor's, and at his best 

state is altogether vanity. Psalms 14:2-3 is the apostle's starting point for his discourse on man's 

total depravity in Romans 3 in which he teaches that unregenerate natural man is without God, 

does not understand the things of God and doesn't even seek to find God. In this, Paul is 
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asserting that man is in either one or the other of these two legal categories before God - either 

he is righteous or he is under the dominion of sin. There are no degrees of righteousness or sin in 

the writings of the apostles, one is righteous or one is a sinner. 

"They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable; there is none that 

doeth good, no, not one." (Romans 3:12) 

And a little later on he says that the scripture has concluded-all are under sin. (Galatians 3:22, 

Romans 11:32) This is similar to the apostle James in James 2:10. 

"For whosever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all."  

So the Bible never recognizes partial sinners but only sinners, and that mythological creature, 

the 99% sinner 1% good enough to acquire God through his own effort vanishes back into the 

imagination of those who cannot stand that God should get all the glory and man none. Even the 

most rigid Pharisee can't answer James when he shows the vanity of trying to earn God's favor 

through keeping the law - offend in one point and you are guilty of all. That would make the 

legalist's religion of doing good works to earn God's favor superfluous and a useless exercise. It 

says to the Pharisee that his prayers, fasts, and all his traditions avail him not to find God's favor 

while the sincere repentance of a prostitute or a publican does. 

JESUS' INTERPRETATION OF THE TEN COMMANDMENTS 
What made Jesus so revolutionary to the religious leaders of his day was the way in which he 

overthrew the rabbinical interpretation of the commandments. The Pharisees believed that where 

scripture said "thou shalt not" then it was enough 

simply to refrain from committing that sin. 

They failed to perceive that the outward keeping of 

the commandments couldn't keep us from sin but only 

when we inwardly keep the commandments are we 

without sin. Thus, Jesus' revolutionary teaching that  

"Ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old 

time, Thou shalt not commit adultery: But I say unto 

you, that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after 

her hath committed adultery with her already in his 

heart." (Matthew 5:27-28)  

It's one thing to say we're guilty of sin if we sleep 

with our neighbor's wife, we can accept that, but to 

say we 

are 

guilty if we even look lustfully, that's cutting 

pretty close. That would make all us Pharisees as 

bad as the person who lives in sin with no thought 

for church or religion. That will never do for 

religious men like us. Moreover, in this way does 

the flesh always reject the stark truth that man is 

sinful from the depths of his heart. The Pharisees 

couldn't accept it. But Jesus' teaching condemns 

not merely the outward act of sin, but also the 

very thoughts and intentions of our hearts.   
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He goes even further than that. When one of the scribes asked Jesus, which is the first or most 

important commandment of all he replied without hesitation:  

"The first of all the commandments is: Hear O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and thou 

shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and 

with all thy strength: this is the first commandment.  In addition, the second is this: Thou shalt 

love thy neighbor as thyself. There is no other commandment greater than these." (Mark 12:29-

31)  

These commandments (and they are 

commandments) are the sum of the entire law in 

that they comprehend in themselves all that the 

law of God can ever require of us. For example, 

we don't need a commandment to not steal if we 

could love God and our neighbor perfectly. We 

would never have to be told that we should have 

no other gods before Him if we loved Him, as we 

ought. No prohibition of adultery is needful to men 

who perfectly love their neighbor for if we 

perfectly loved our neighbor then we 

would never think of committing adultery 

with his wife. Paul teaches the very same 

thing in Romans 13:8-10. 

"Owe no man anything, but to love one 

another; for he that loveth another hath 

fulfilled the law. For this, Thou shalt not 

commit adultery, Thou shalt not steal, 

Thou shalt not bear false witness, Thou 

shalt not covet; and if there were any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this 

saying, namely, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. Love worketh no ill to its neighbor; 

therefore love is the fulfilling of the law." 

Do you now see what the law requires (and what should be just as obvious) that we can never 

perform? Again in Galatians 5:14: 

"For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself."  

Surely says one, God will not hold us to such an impossibly high standard. Yes, he will and he 

does for what saith the apostle in 1 John 3:4?   

"Whosoever committeth sin transgresseth the law; for sin is transgression of the law." 

In the clearest definition of sin in the scriptures we see here that sin simply means to 

transgress the law; and since the law requires that we love God perfectly at all times and love our 

neighbor as much as we love ourselves who cannot see that a failure to love God perfectly at all 

times and our neighbor as ourself is to commit sin? 
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WITHOUT TOTAL DEPRAVITY NO NEED FOR GRACE 

As the scripture hath concluded that all are under sin, we might take some time to explain why 

it was so necessary for the apostle to establish this point. To get right to it unless man is very 

helpless against his own overpowering sin then man can contribute to his own salvation. 

I recently came across a tract, which perfectly expresses the beliefs of those who do not hold 

the doctrine of total depravity. It challenged the idea that salvation is by grace alone, which is not 

surprising since it came from a salvation by works cult, of which we have a great many these 

days. The writer of this tract began by blasting those preachers who say that salvation is by grace 

plus nothing. 

Salvation, he went on to say, is by grace plus faith as it says in Ephesians 2:8; so far he was 

correct but then he went on to prove (or so he thought) that salvation was not only by grace 

through faith but also through obedience. That sounds like a reasonable assertion to make in light 

of the fact that faith without works is dead, but in truth it is a subtle and damnable heresy which 

totally undercuts all that Jesus did for us on the cross and ends in salvation by works, which is 

necessarily a denial of salvation by grace. Therefore, in the end he had a picture of salvation that 

could be drawn up like this: 

 What it takes to be saved  

 The natural result of being saved 

 The Bible-Grace plus faith = obedience 

 The tract-Grace plus faith plus obedience 

Obedience is necessarily a work, something we do ourselves.  Therefore when you make 

obedience a cause of salvation rather than a result of it you take away all the glory from God and 

give some of it to man. Yet what does the scripture say?  "That no flesh should glory in his 

presence." (1 Corinthians 29) 

In addition, what is it to glory in his presence but to ascribe part of the credit for salvation to 

your own works? Pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps may be admirable in the business 

world but when it comes to your eternal destiny, 

you can only pull yourself down to hell. That's why 

the four and twenty elders of Revelation 4:10 cast 

their crowns at the feet of him who liveth forever 

and give him all the glory, that no flesh nor even 

spirits such as angels should glory in his presence.   

When we give God the glory we mean that all 

credit arising from an action properly belongs to 

him; not simply because we are being 

magnanimous but because he truly did it and truly 

deserves all the praise. Our salvation, for instance 

is entirely the work of God from start to finish, as it is written in Hebrews 12:2 to look to Jesus 

the author and finisher of our faith, or in Philippians 1:6 where we are assured that he that hath 

begun a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Jesus Christ. Do you see that he who 

began the work is Jesus, not ourselves?  Moreover, that he who will finish and perfect the work 

he started is Jesus, not ourselves? This is not just unique to the New Testament either for when 

Ezekiel prophesies of the glorious day when the Spirit of God would dwell in men he says thus, 
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"A new heart will I give you and a new spirit will I put within you: and I will take away the 

stony heart out of your flesh, and will give you a new heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit 

within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes, and ye shall keep my judgments, and do them." 

To keep his statutes and to do them means to fulfill the law and this is done by loving our 

neighbor as ourself as it is written in Romans 13:10 "Love worketh no ill toward its neighbor, 

therefore love is the fulfilling 

of the law."Or Galatians 5:14 

"For all the law is fulfilled in 

one word, even in this; thou 

shalt love thy neighbor as 

thyself." This is possible only 

to a Christian enlightened by 

God's spirit. In addition, how 

can we love our neighbor and 

so fulfill the law? Because he 

will cause us to walk in his 

statutes and judgments! He will 

cause us, not we will cause ourselves! He will cause us; he will perfect us, and he is the author 

and finisher of our faith. As Augustine says "What do you have of yourself but your sin? "Too 

much glory to God for you?  I'm not finished. Even the power to repent is ascribed wholly to 

God in the Bible. 

Listen to Acts 11:18 "When they heard these things they held their peace, and glorified God, 

saying, then hath God also to the gentiles granted repentance unto life."  

If God granted you even repentance what do you have to boast of before God? Nothing! As 

Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:6 "For who 

maketh thee to differ from another? And 

what hast thou that thou didst not receive? 

Now if thou didst receive it, why dost thou 

glory, as if thou had not received it?" 

In other words if you have faith in Christ 

unto salvation you have nothing to glory in, 

for even that faith is a gift of God. It sure 

didn't come from your sinful flesh or what 

means the apostle in Ephesians 2:8? "For by 

grace are ye saved through faith; and that 

(the faith) not of yourselves: it is the gift of 

God." 

Boast of your obedience now blind 

Pharisee; dare to ascribe the cause of thy salvation to thyself and make God a liar for his word 

allows you no such belief. The end of all this is that the sinner cannot be reformed but must be 

destroyed, nailed to the cross and born all over again. As Jesus told Nicodemus, “You must be 

born again.” John 3:3 
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THE LEPROUS HOUSE 
In the book of Leviticus, we read of the 

strange case of what to do when a house 

contracts the disease of leprosy. Evidently, it 

was a leprous like mold or perhaps houses 

could actually catch a disease, it matters not. 

What does matter is the spiritual application of 

it. After inspecting the house and confirming 

the report of the leprosy: 

"Then the priest shall go out of the house to 

the door of the house, and shut up the house 

seven days: And the priest shall come again 

the seventh day and look: and, behold, if the 

plague be spread in the walls of the house; 

Then the priest shall command that they take away the 

stones in which the plague is, and they shall cast them into 

an unclean place without (or outside of) the city. And he 

shall cause the house to be scraped within round about, and 

they shall pour out the dust that they scrape off without the 

city into an unclean place. Moreover, they shall take other 

stones, and put them in the place of those stones; and he 

shall take other mortar, and shall plaster the house. And if 

the plague come again, and break out in the house, after 

that he hath taken away the stones, and after he hath 

scraped the house, and after it is plastered; Then the priest 

shall come and look, and, behold, if the plague be spread in 

the house, it is a fretting leprosy in the house: it is unclean. 

And he shall break down the house, and the stones of it, 

and the timber thereof, and all the mortar of the house; and 

he shall carry them forth out of the city into an unclean 

place." (Leviticus 14:38-45)  

Leprosy in the Bible is symbolic of sin. What this leprosy was is not as important as what it 

represented and the people could not possibly miss the meaning that sin spreads; in fact, that is 

why this particular phenomenon was chosen to symbolize sin, because it spreads and therefore is 

a fitting type of sin in a person. Nevertheless, even more than that, look at the prescribed 

treatment for leprosy. 

Can you imagine your pastor coming to examine your house and sealing it up for seven days, 

then if the leprosy spread in your wall, taking a huge chunk out of the wall of your house and 

replacing it with new brick and mortar? In addition, all the while you had to stay with relatives or 

in a hotel? This was a costly and inconvenient operation. Another seven days go by and if it did 

not come back it was not leprosy, therefore not sin and after a time consuming ceremony you can 

move back. That is more than 14 days of hotel expenses or inconveniencing your friends or 

relatives, and if that were not enough look what happened if the contagion spread. He shall break 

down the house! 
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The priest would have your house torn down to the last stone and then would have even the 

dust of it scraped up. He would in fact, have every last trace of the house infected with leprosy 

completely removed and taken out of the city to an unclean place. No ancient Israelite could fail 

to see that.  In the case of sin, God demands that we remove every trace of it from our homes and 

our lives but few penetrated to the deeper truth that we are the house infected with the fretting 

leprosy of sin and must be removed from the city wherein holiness dwells and taken without the 

gate to an unclean place. 

The sin nature cannot be reformed, just as if the fretting leprosy could not be removed from 

the house by the mere removal of a few bricks. No, the entire structure infected by sin is 

completely contaminated and must be utterly destroyed and removed outside the gate of the city 

to an unclean place and a new one built in it's place. This sounds similar to the way in which 

Christ suffered unto the death. Moreover, where did he suffer?  "Wherefore Jesus also, that he 

might sanctify the people with his own blood, suffered without (outside) the gate." (Hebrews 

13:12)  

God made him to be our sin offering and as our sin offering he was removed outside the city 

to an unclean place where they executed criminals. By such ceremonies as the leprous house 

people in Old Testament times were constantly reminded that sin must be removed from the 

midst of the church because in the midst of the people is where the holy God dwells. However, 

spiritually speaking the destruction of your fretting leprosy can only be brought about by the 

destruction of your earthly house, your sinful 

body. 

This begins when you come to Jesus and 

repent of your sins and receive his forgiveness 

and his righteousness. Strange as it may seem, 

when that happens a transfer is made whereby 

you are given his righteousness and he is 

given all of your sins. Thus, you profit and he 

suffers.  Nevertheless, when this happens you 

actually experience death because you die to 

your sins and at the same time the old you 

dies a new you is born again, recreated in 

Jesus Christ's perfect image rather than sinful 

Adam's. Your old leprous house is taken 

without the city and nailed to the cross and 

you receive in exchange an incomparably beautiful temple of God's own Holy Spirit. 

"Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the spirit of God dwelleth in you?" (1 

Corinthians 3:16) And also "What? Know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost 

which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own? (1 Corinthians 6:19) 

So then the house infected with the fretting leprosy of sin cannot be reformed and cured of the 

disease but must be utterly destroyed so that, like the house in the Old Testament, not so much as 

a trace of it remains to pollute the holy people among whom God dwells. It cannot be reformed 

because it is very unclean as we by our sin nature are totally depraved and incapable of 

reformation but instead must be born all over again.  Then we can say with the apostle Paul: 

"For we know that if our earthly house of this tabernacle were dissolved, we have a building 

of God, an house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this we groan, earnestly 

desiring to be clothed upon with our house which is from heaven." (2 Corinthians 5:1-2) 
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To trade an old shack infested with the fretting leprosy of sin for a mansion built in glory is a 

good exchange by anyone's standards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


