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Ancestral Sin: The Orthodox Perspective 
 

Core Summary for Catechumens: 

 

In the West, the focus is often on Original Guilt (inheriting the legal guilt of Adam's transgression). In the East, 

the focus is on Ancestral Sin and its Consequences (inheriting a corrupted, mortal human nature prone to sin 

and death). We are not guilty of Adam's personal sin, but we are born into a world broken by it, and we share in 

its tragic outcomes. 

 

--- 

 

1. KEY TERMINOLOGY: "ANCESTRAL SIN" VS. "ORIGINAL SIN" 

 

· Ancestral Sin (Προπατορική Αμαρτία - Propatorki Amartia): This is the preferred term in Orthodoxy. It 

emphasizes that we are speaking of the sin of our "first parents" (Adam and Eve) and its effects on all their 

descendants (the human race). It does not mean we are born personally guilty of that specific act. 

 

· Original Sin: While this term is understood, it is often associated with the Augustinian/Latin theological 

development that speaks of inherited guilt and a damaged human nature that incurs divine wrath from the 

moment of conception. Orthodoxy nuances this significantly. 

 

 

2. THE BIBLICAL NARRATIVE: WHAT HAPPENED IN THE GARDEN? 

 

· The Focus is on Mortality, Not Just a Legal Transgression: The primary consequence of Adam and Eve's 

sin was separation from God, the Source of Life. God warned them, "in the day that you eat of it you shall 

surely die" (Genesis 2:17). This death was both spiritual (separation from God) and physical (the corruption of 

the body). 

 

· The "Garments of Skin": After the Fall, God clothes them in "garments of skin" (Genesis 3:21). The Fathers 

(like St. Gregory of Nyssa) saw this as God acting mercifully. Humanity had chosen the mortal, corruptible 

world over immortal life in God. So, God gave them mortal bodies ("garments of skin") as a containment vessel 

for their now-fallen nature, to prevent them from living forever in a state of sin. We inherit these "garments of 

skin"—a mortal, corruptible human nature. 

 

 

3. WHAT DO WE INHERIT? THE CONSEQUENCES OF ANCESTRAL SIN 

 

We are not born with the personal guilt of Adam's sin. An infant is innocent. However, we are born into a reality 

shaped by that sin. We inherit: 

 

1. Mortality (The Central Consequence): The primary inheritance is death. "Therefore, just as through one 

man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, because all sinned..." 

(Romans 5:12). The Greek phrase "ἐφ᾽ ᾧ" (ef ho) in this verse is understood in the East as "because all sinned," 

meaning we all personally confirm this state of mortality by our own personal sins. 

 

2. A Corrupted Human Nature (The "Passions"): Our human nature is wounded, sick, and prone to sin. The 

natural faculties of the soul (the will, the intellect, the desires) are misdirected. This inward inclination toward 
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sin is often called the "passions" (pathi)—such as anger, lust, envy, and pride. We are not born with a sinful 

nature in essence, but with a nature that is easily diseased by sin. 

 

3. A Spiritually Hostile Environment: We are born into a world subject to corruption, a cosmos under the 

dominion of the evil one (1 John 5:19), and a human society already structured by sin. 

 

Analogy for Catechumens: Think of humanity as a pure, fresh river flowing from a spring (God). Adam's sin 

is like a powerful poison poured into the spring. Every drop of water downstream is now poisoned. We are born 

into this poisoned river (a mortal, corrupt nature). We are not held guilty for the act of poisoning, but we suffer 

its effects and, tragically, we each add our own pollutants to the water through our personal sins. 

 

4. How Does This Differ from the Augustinian/Western View? 

 

This is a crucial point of clarity. You can present it as a comparison: 

 

Aspect Eastern Orthodox View Augustinian/Western View 

 

Primary Inheritance Mortality and Corruption Legal Guilt and Condemnation 

 

Human Nature After the Fall Wounded, Sick, but not utterly 

depraved. The Image of God is 

marred but not destroyed. We 

retain free will. 

Thoroughly corrupted or "totally 

depraved." The Image of God is 

severely damaged; free will is in 

bondage to sin. 

 

State of a Newborn Innocent, but mortal and subject to 

the consequences of the Fall. 

Guilty of Adam's sin and subject to 

God's wrath. 

 

The Transmission Understood as a mysterious 

spiritual reality—we are born into 

a fallen human nature. 

Often explained legally and 

biologically through seminal 

identity (we were "in Adam" 

seminally). 

The Focus of Salvation Healing from Mortality and Sin 

(Theosis) 

Forensic Justification and Pardon 

for Guilt 

 

 

 

5. THE ORTHODOX HOPE: CHRIST AS THE NEW ADAM 

 

The Gospel is the answer to the problem of Ancestral Sin. 

 

· Christ Assumes Our Fallen Nature: In the Incarnation, the Son of God assumed our full human nature—our 

mortal, corruptible "garments of skin"—but without sin. He unites His divine nature to our fallen human nature 

in His own person. 

 

· Healing from Within: By living a sinless life, He healed human nature from within. By His death, He entered 

into death itself, the ultimate consequence of sin. By His Resurrection, He trampled down death by death, and 

bestowed immortality upon human nature. 
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· Baptism as Incorporation into the New Adam: In Holy Baptism, we are grafted into Christ, the New Adam. 

We die to the old, mortal Adam and are raised in the new, immortal life of Christ (Romans 6:3-5). We are 

clothed with Christ (Galatians 3:27), receiving the "garments of salvation" to replace the "garments of skin." 

 

· The Lifelong Process of Healing (Theosis): Salvation is the process of being healed from the passions and 

mortality through participation in the life of Christ. This happens through the Church—the Mysteries 

(Sacraments), prayer, fasting, and the ascetic life. We are working out the healing that Christ has accomplished. 

 

 

PRACTICAL TEACHING POINTS FOR THE SESSION: 

 

· Emphasis is on Hope: The Orthodox view is fundamentally therapeutic and hopeful. We are not born guilty, 

but sick. Christ is the Physician who heals us. 

 

· Remember the River Analogy: It is very effective for visualizing the difference between inherited 

consequences and personal guilt. 

 

· Theosis: Frame the entire Christian life is a process of healing from the disease of sin and mortality, moving 

toward eternal life in communion with God. 

 

· Icons: The Icon of the Resurrection (the Harrowing of Hades) is the perfect visual. Christ is pulling Adam and 

Eve by the hand from their tombs, symbolizing His victory over the ancestral curse of death. 

 


