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Introduction 

The doctrine of total depravity is among the most widely misunderstood in the entire Reformed theological 
tradition. It is also among the most essential. It is misunderstood because its name, “total depravity”, sounds like 
an extreme claim that every person is as wicked as it is possible to be, that every human being is incapable of any 
good, and that human beings are morally equivalent to demons. This is emphatically not what the doctrine 
teaches. Total depravity is not a claim about the intensity of human wickedness in every individual but about the 
extension of sin’s corruption through every faculty and dimension of human nature. It is not “utmost depravity” 
or “absolute depravity”; it is the doctrine that the corruption of sin has touched every part of the human person, 
that no faculty remains unaffected, uncontaminated, or available as a morally neutral resource for genuine 
spiritual good. 

The doctrine is essential because it is the anthropological foundation of the entire Reformed soteriology. The five 
points of Calvinism, Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and the 
Perseverance of the Saints, are not five independent theological propositions that could in principle be affirmed 
or denied independently of each other. They are a logical chain in which each point follows from the one before 
it. Total depravity explains why election must be unconditional: if human beings are totally depraved, then there 
is nothing in them that could serve as the basis for a conditional election. Total depravity explains why grace must 
be irresistible in its sovereign operation: if the human will is enslaved and the human mind is darkened, then no 
amount of persuasion alone will produce saving faith. Total depravity is the doctrinal premise without which the 
rest of the Reformed soteriology is suspended in mid-air. 

This lesson examines the doctrine of total depravity with the thoroughness it deserves: its precise definition and 
common misunderstandings (Section I), its biblical foundations across both Testaments (Section II), its effects on 
each faculty of the human person, mind, will, affections, and conscience (Section III), the doctrine of common 
grace and the question of genuine natural goodness in fallen humanity (Section IV), the apologetic significance of 
the noetic effects for the Christian engagement with unbelief (Section V), and the gospel’s comprehensive 
provision for the comprehensive corruption that total depravity describes (Section VI). 

The pastoral stakes of getting this doctrine right are immense. The pastor or counselor who underestimates the 
depth of human corruption will underestimate the necessity of regeneration and will therefore be prone to the 
therapeutic error of treating spiritual problems with natural means: better habits, improved environments, 
stronger motivation, more education. The pastor who rightly understands total depravity will understand why the 
only adequate response to the human condition is the sovereign, life-giving work of the Holy Spirit that renews 
the very faculties that sin has corrupted. And the congregation that has been formed by a right understanding of 
total depravity will bring to every aspect of Christian life, prayer, the reading of Scripture, the reception of the 
sacraments, the practice of church discipline, the engagement in evangelism, the appropriate desperation and the 
appropriate dependence on the grace that alone is sufficient to address the depth of the need. 

A brief note about the series structure: this lesson (Lesson 11) treats total depravity as the comprehensive 
corruption of every human faculty. The following lesson (Lesson 12) will treat total inability, the specific incapacity 
of the unregenerate person to seek God or do genuine spiritual good apart from the Spirit’s sovereign work. Total 
inability is the soteriological implication of total depravity applied specifically to the question of conversion: if 
every faculty is corrupted, then the capacity for saving faith is also corrupted, and the only source of saving faith 
is the sovereign, regenerating grace of God. Together, Lessons 11 and 12 complete the picture of what original 
corruption has done to the human race, establishing the absolute necessity of the sovereign grace that the 
subsequent units of this series will examine from the angles of sanctification, divine discipline, and ultimate 
glorification. 
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I.    What Total Depravity Is and Is Not 

Defining the Doctrine Against Its Common Misrepresentations 

A.   What Total Depravity Is Not 

The precision of the doctrine of total depravity requires that we begin with an equally precise account of what it 
does not claim, because the most common objections to it are objections to positions the doctrine does not hold. 
Total depravity does not claim that every human being is as wicked as it is possible for a human being to be. The 
person who has not committed murder, who has not engaged in the worst forms of sexual immorality, who 
maintains genuine love for her family and genuine honesty in her dealings with others, is not a counterexample 
to the doctrine of total depravity. The doctrine never claimed that every individual is maximally wicked; it claims 
that every faculty of every individual has been affected by sin’s corruption. There is an enormous difference 
between these two claims. 

Total depravity does not claim that unregenerate human beings are incapable of any good. The doctrine of 
common grace, which is inseparable from the doctrine of total depravity as its necessary complement, specifically 
affirms that unregenerate persons are capable of genuine natural goods: genuine love for their families, genuine 
civic virtue, genuine intellectual and artistic excellence, genuine moral behavior in many spheres of life. The farmer 
who works faithfully, the parent who sacrifices for her children, the physician who labors with skill and compassion 
for the sick, all are doing genuine good, and the Reformed tradition does not require one to say otherwise. What 
the doctrine of total depravity claims is that these natural goods are not spiritual goods in the specific sense that 
matters for the creature’s standing before God: they do not constitute genuine love for God, genuine obedience 
from the heart to the divine standard, or genuine spiritual good in the sense that the first great commandment 
requires. 

Total depravity does not claim that the image of God in human beings has been entirely destroyed. The Reformed 
tradition has consistently distinguished between the structural image (the features of personhood that distinguish 
humanity from the animals: rationality, self-awareness, moral consciousness, linguistic capacity) and the moral 
image (the original righteousness and holiness in which Adam was created). The structural image has been 
damaged but not destroyed; fallen human beings are still genuinely rational, genuinely self-aware, genuinely 
morally conscious. It is this retained structural image that grounds human dignity, moral accountability, and the 
prohibition of murder (Genesis 9:6). The moral image, the original righteousness and knowledge of God, has been 
lost and is being restored through regeneration and progressive sanctification (Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:10). 
Total depravity is the doctrine that sin has corrupted every part of the image that remains, not that the image has 
been entirely obliterated. 

B.   What Total Depravity Is 

Positively stated, total depravity is the doctrine that the corruption of original sin has affected every faculty of the 
human person without exception, so that no faculty operates in relation to God with the spiritual soundness and 
moral integrity that the law requires. The mind is darkened; the will is enslaved; the affections are disordered; the 
conscience is defiled; the imagination is oriented toward evil; the body participates in the corruption of the soul 
through its susceptibility to physical death and its tendency to provide the instruments of sinful expression. Not 
one of these faculties is morally neutral, uncontaminated, or available as an unaffected resource for genuine 
spiritual good. The corruption is total in its extension even if it is not absolute in its intensity in any given individual. 

The most helpful way to understand the “total” in total depravity is through the image of a well that has been 
poisoned. The poisoning of the well does not mean that the water has been entirely eliminated or that nothing 
remains in the well; it means that the water that remains is contaminated throughout. Every cup drawn from the 
well will contain the contamination, even if different cups contain different concentrations of it, and even if the 
water retains some qualities of genuine water (it will still quench thirst, for instance) alongside the poisoning. 
Total depravity is the doctrine that the well of human nature has been poisoned throughout by sin, that every cup 
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drawn from it, every faculty deployed in every area of life, will bear the contamination of the original corruption, 
even when it retains genuine natural capacities alongside the corruption. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith (VI.2–4) provides the most comprehensive confessional statement of the 
doctrine: Adam and Eve became “dead in sin, and wholly defiled in all the faculties and parts of soul and body. 
They being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed; and the same death in sin and corrupted 
nature, conveyed to all their posterity descending from them by ordinary generation. From this original 
corruption, whereby we are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all 
evil, do proceed all actual transgressions.” Four phrases in this formulation carry particular theological weight: 
“wholly defiled in all the faculties” (total extension); “utterly indisposed” (comprehensive spiritual incapacitation); 
“disabled” (inability for spiritual good); “made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all evil” (the 
constitutional misdirection of the whole person’s orientation). These four phrases together define total depravity 
with confessional precision. 

“The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it? I, the Lord, 
search the heart, I test the mind, even to give to each man according to his ways, according to the results 

of his deeds.” 

Jeremiah 17:9–10, NASB 1995 

II.    The Biblical Foundations of Total Depravity 

The Comprehensive Testimony of Both Testaments 

A.   The Old Testament Testimony 

The Old Testament evidence for total depravity is extensive, spanning the narrative, prophetic, and wisdom 
literature with remarkable consistency. The narrative foundation was established in the lessons on the fall and 
the spread of sin: Genesis 6:5’s comprehensive assessment (“every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only 
evil continually”) and Genesis 8:21’s post-flood confirmation (“the intent of man’s heart is evil from his youth”) 
establish the comprehensive and pre-personal character of human corruption with the authority of the divine 
omniscient judgment. These are not merely narrative observations about exceptionally wicked generations; they 
are the Creator’s own authoritative assessment of the universal human condition. 

The prophetic literature adds the dimension of the heart’s active resistance to God. Jeremiah 17:9, the governing 
text of this lesson, is the Old Testament’s most concentrated statement of the depth of the heart’s corruption: 
“The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it?” (NASB 1995). The 
Hebrew adjective translated “desperate sick” is the word anush, which in its most intense usage describes a wound 
or condition that is incurable by human means, the condition of someone who is “desperate,” beyond the reach 
of ordinary remedies. The heart’s deceitfulness, its capacity to deceive its own owner about the true character of 
its condition and motivation, is the specific dimension of depravity that Jeremiah foregrounds: the fallen heart 
not only is corrupted but actively conceals its own corruption, producing in the person who possesses it the 
consistent illusion that its motives are purer and its spiritual condition is better than they actually are. 

Isaiah’s comprehensive indictment of human sinfulness in the opening chapters of his prophecy (Isaiah 1:4–6) 
employs the most vivid physiological metaphor in the Old Testament: “From the sole of the foot even to the head 
there is nothing sound in it, only bruises, welts and raw wounds, not pressed out or bandaged, nor softened with 
oil” (Isaiah 1:6, NASB 1995). The head-to-foot metaphor is the Old Testament’s most explicit statement of the 
comprehensive extension of sin’s damage: there is no unaffected part, no healthy region to which the physician 
can appeal as a foundation for healing. The entire patient is wounded, which means the cure must be equally 
comprehensive and must come entirely from outside, since there is no healthy tissue within the patient on which 
the healing process can build. 
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The Psalms contribute the subjective dimension, the first-person acknowledgment of moral corruption from 
within the believing community. Psalm 51:5 (“In sin my mother conceived me”) establishes the pre-personal, 
constitutional character of the corruption; Psalm 14:1–3 (“There is no one who does good, not even one”) 
establishes its universal scope; and the repeated confessions of the psalmists throughout the Psalter, confessing 
not merely specific sinful acts but the deep condition of the heart from which they flow, model the honest self-
knowledge under the Spirit’s illumination that the doctrine of total depravity is designed to produce. The wisdom 
literature’s consistent portrayal of the foolishness of the natural human heart, its preference for flattering illusions 
over painful truths, its susceptibility to the seductions of pride and pleasure, its resistance to the wisdom that the 
fear of God provides, is the literary expression of the same reality that the prophetic literature addresses with 
more direct diagnostic language. 

B.   The New Testament Testimony 

The New Testament evidence for total depravity reaches its fullest development in the Pauline letters, particularly 
Romans 1–3 and 8, Ephesians 2 and 4, and the Corinthian correspondence. Romans 3:10–18, the catena of Old 
Testament quotations that Paul assembles to establish the universal scope of human sinfulness, provides the most 
comprehensive New Testament catalogue of total depravity’s effects: there is none righteous (character), none 
who understands (mind), none who seeks God (will), all turned aside (orientation), none who does good (conduct), 
throat an open grave (speech), tongue deceitful (speech), poison of asps under lips (speech), mouth full of cursing 
(speech), feet swift to shed blood (action), destruction in their paths (consequence), no fear of God (foundational 
disposition). The catena moves systematically through every dimension of human moral life and pronounces the 
same verdict on each: total corruption. 

Paul’s description of unregenerate humanity in Ephesians 2:1–3 provides the New Testament’s most concentrated 
statement of total depravity in its fullest existential dimensions: “dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you 
formerly walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit 
that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, 
indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest” (NASB 
1995). The passage identifies three sources of the unregenerate person’s bondage: the world (the organizing 
framework of fallen human culture), the devil (the spiritual power that energizes and directs the world’s rebellion 
against God), and the flesh (the corrupted human nature itself with its lusts and desires). The combination of these 
three sources of bondage, external cultural pressure, satanic direction, and internal constitutional corruption, 
establishes the comprehensive character of the unregenerate person’s moral captivity. 

The Corinthian correspondence contributes the epistemological dimension: “A natural man does not accept the 
things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are 
spiritually appraised” (1 Corinthians 2:14, NASB 1995). The “natural man” (psuchikos anthrōpos, the person living 
according to the unregenerate soul) not only does not receive the things of God but “cannot”, the language of 
constitutive inability, understand them. The gospel is not merely unpersuasive to the unregenerate mind; it is 
constitutively unintelligible to it, because its proper reception requires a spiritual apprehension that only the 
illuminating work of the Spirit can provide. John 6:44 confirms this from the side of efficacious calling: “No one 
can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him” (NASB 1995). The “cannot come” is not a statement 
about physical capacity but about spiritual incapacity: the mind that has not been illumined, the will that has not 
been freed, the affections that have not been reordered by the Spirit’s work cannot generate the saving faith that 
coming to Christ requires. 

“A natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he 
cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.” 

1 Corinthians 2:14, NASB 1995 

 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Hamartiology  |  Lesson 13  |  © 2026 

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 6 

III.    The Effects of Total Depravity on Each Faculty 

Mind, Will, Affections, Conscience, and Body 

A.   The Darkened Mind: Noetic Effects 

The corruption of the mind by original sin, the noetic effects of the fall, is one of the most pastorally and 
apologetically significant dimensions of total depravity. Paul describes this corruption with particular care in 
Ephesians 4:17–18: the Gentiles walk “in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded 
from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart.” The 
sequence is revealing: the futility of the mind leads to the darkening of the understanding, which produces the 
ignorance of God, which is traced to the hardness of the heart. The noetic effects of sin are not primarily 
intellectual failures in the narrow sense; they are moral failures, the direct consequence of the hardened heart’s 
refusal to receive the knowledge of God that both creation and conscience make available. 

The darkening of the mind does not eliminate rational capacity; fallen human beings reason with extraordinary 
sophistication in every domain of human inquiry. What it does is introduce a systematic bias into the reasoning 
process, a consistent orientation of the mind toward conclusions that serve self-interest, that avoid genuine 
accountability to God, and that rationalize the specific sins to which the fallen will is drawn. This bias is not random 
or uniform; it is specifically directed against the knowledge of God. In every area of inquiry that does not directly 
challenge the creature’s self-sufficiency or moral accountability, fallen human beings can reason with remarkable 
accuracy. But in every area of inquiry that does challenge these, the existence and character of God, the moral 
demands of the law, the need for redemption, the darkened mind consistently produces conclusions that serve 
the fallen will’s desire to be its own god rather than conclusions that correspond to the truth that God’s revelation 
makes available. 

Calvin’s doctrine of the sensus divinitatis is the Reformed tradition’s account of how total depravity and the 
natural knowledge of God coexist. Every human being possesses an ineradicable awareness of God’s existence 
and moral claims, inscribed in the human constitution by the Creator. The noetic effects of sin do not eliminate 
this sensus divinitatis; they suppress it, distort it, and deploy the natural human cognitive capacity in the 
systematic project of constructing alternative accounts of reality that allow the creature to live as though the God 
whose existence and claims she knows are not the ultimate facts about her situation. Romans 1:18–20’s account 
of the suppression of truth in unrighteousness is the exegetical basis for this Calvinian analysis: the problem is not 
the absence of knowledge but the willful, energetic, morally motivated suppression of a knowledge that is 
genuinely present. 

The apologetic implication of the noetic effects of sin is one of the most practically significant in the entire 
Reformed theological system. If the unregenerate person’s resistance to the gospel is not primarily an intellectual 
problem requiring a better argument but a moral and spiritual problem requiring the illuminating and 
regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, then the fundamental task of Christian apologetics is not the construction of 
irresistible rational proofs but the proclamation of the Word of God in the power of the Spirit, trusting that the 
Spirit who illumines will do what no amount of human argumentation can do: open the blind eyes, unstop the 
deaf ears, and give the spiritually dead person the capacity to see and receive the truth that the fallen mind 
systematically suppresses. This does not render careful theological argument useless, it remains a legitimate tool 
of the Spirit’s illuminating work, but it locates its function correctly: as an instrument in the Spirit’s hands rather 
than as the autonomous generator of saving conviction. 

B.   The Enslaved Will: Volitional Effects 

The corruption of the will by original sin is the dimension of total depravity that has been most directly contested 
throughout the history of the doctrine, precisely because it strikes most directly at the human self-understanding 
of moral freedom and self-determination. The Reformed doctrine of the enslaved will, developed most powerfully 
by Augustine in his anti-Pelagian writings and by Luther in The Bondage of the Will, does not deny that human 
beings make genuine choices or that they are genuine moral agents responsible for their choices. What it denies 
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is that the unregenerate will possesses the libertarian freedom to choose between genuinely godly and genuinely 
ungodly options with equal probability in a given situation. The unregenerate will chooses according to its nature, 
and its nature is constitutively directed away from God and toward self. 

Paul’s formulations in Romans 8:7–8 and Ephesians 2:3 provide the biblical basis for the enslaved will doctrine. 
Romans 8:7–8: “the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for 
it is not even able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (NASB 1995). The “not even able” 
(oud dunatai) and “cannot” (ou dunantai) are statements of constitutive incapacity: the mind set on the flesh is 
not merely disinclined to subject itself to God’s law; it is constitutively incapable of doing so. Ephesians 2:3 
describes the unregenerate person as “living in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the 
mind”, an orientation of the will that is not the product of deliberate, considered choice but of the constitutive 
condition of the fallen nature. John 8:34 provides the most vivid formulation: “Every one who commits sin is the 
slave of sin.” The slavery metaphor is not accidental; it describes a condition in which the will is not free in the 
libertarian sense but is bound to the master it has chosen, capable of acting freely within the conditions of its 
bondage but not free to choose a different master. 

The pastoral consequence of the enslaved will doctrine is the absolute necessity of the sovereign, regenerating 
work of the Spirit as the source of saving faith. If the will is enslaved to sin, then willpower, moral effort, and the 
persuasive presentation of the gospel are all genuinely necessary and genuinely valuable, but none of them is 
sufficient to produce the radical reorientation of the will that saving faith requires. Only the Spirit’s work of new 
birth, the creation of a new nature with a new dispositional orientation, can free the will from its bondage to sin 
and redirect it toward God as the proper object of its love, trust, and obedience. This is not the elimination of free 
will but its restoration: the regenerate will is freer than the unregenerate will, because it has been freed from the 
bondage that sin had imposed upon it, not freed from its own nature but freed from the corruption of its nature. 

C.   Disordered Affections and the Defiled Conscience 

The corruption of the affections, the loves, desires, and emotional orientations of the human person, is what 
Augustine identified as the most fundamental dimension of total depravity. Before the fall, the human affections 
were properly ordered: God was loved supremely, and all other loves were ordered in proportion to their proper 
relationship to God. After the fall, this order has been inverted: the self and creaturely goods are loved with the 
intensity that belongs to God, and God is loved, when He is “loved” at all, instrumentally, as a means to the ends 
that the disordered self has established. Paul’s description of this inversion in Romans 1:21–25, the progression 
from the refusal to honor God to the darkening of the heart to the worship of creatures, is the most analytically 
precise account of affective depravity in the entire New Testament. The idolatry that Paul diagnoses as the 
universal human condition is not primarily a religious practice; it is an affective disorder, the captivation of the 
human heart by objects it was not designed to love supremely. 

The defilement of the conscience adds a further dimension to the comprehensive picture of total depravity. Titus 
1:15 states the principle with stark brevity: “To the pure, all things are pure; but to those who are defiled and 
unbelieving, nothing is pure, but both their mind and their conscience are defiled” (NASB 1995). The conscience 
of the fallen person is not simply less sensitive than that of the regenerate; it is defiled, contaminated by the 
corruption of the nature in which it operates. This means that the fallen conscience, while retaining the structure 
of moral consciousness (the capacity to accuse or excuse, to recognize right and wrong), does so in a context of 
consistent bias, motivated rationalization, and the progressive suppression of its own deliverances when they 
challenge the dominant orientation of the fallen will. The conscience is not an uncontaminated moral compass 
pointing toward true north; it is a compass that has been placed in proximity to the iron of sin’s corruption and 
therefore consistently points in the direction that the corrupted nature wants to go rather than the direction that 
the divine law requires. 

The corruption of the affections and the conscience together produce the condition that Paul describes in Romans 
7:14–23, the condition that every honest believer recognizes as a description of his own experience: “I am of flesh, 
sold into bondage to sin. For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, 
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but I am doing the very thing I hate” (Romans 7:15, NASB 1995). The specific experience Paul describes is the 
experience of the regenerate person who discovers the residual power of original corruption in her own life, the 
discovery that the mind can know what is right while the affections still desire what is wrong, and that the 
conscience can condemn what the will still chooses. This incoherence within the regenerate person is the echo of 
the total incoherence of the unregenerate person, in whom the mind, will, affections, and conscience all 
cooperate in the same direction of God-avoidance rather than being in the partial conflict that the new birth 
introduces. 

IV.    Total Depravity and Common Grace 

How the World Is Better Than It Has Any Right to Be 

A.   The Necessity of Common Grace as the Complement of Total Depravity 

Any theologically complete account of total depravity must grapple with an obvious empirical observation: the 
world is not as bad as the doctrine might seem to suggest. Unregenerate human beings love their families with 
genuine tenderness, create works of extraordinary beauty, develop institutions of genuine justice, extend 
compassion to strangers, and maintain personal integrity in ways that command genuine admiration. If every 
faculty is corrupted and every person is constitutively incapable of genuine spiritual good, why is the world so 
much better than a world of total depravity, unrestrained, would produce? 

The Reformed tradition’s answer is the doctrine of common grace: the non-saving grace of God by which He 
restrains the full expression of human sinfulness, maintains a degree of moral order in human society, and enables 
genuine natural goods in fallen human beings without renewing their nature or producing saving faith. Common 
grace is “common” in two senses: it is common to all people (believers and unbelievers alike receive its benefits) 
and it produces goods that are common to the natural order rather than specifically spiritual. The biblical basis for 
common grace includes the Noahic covenant’s commitment to the regular ordering of nature and the institution 
of civil government as a restraint on violence (Genesis 9), Paul’s affirmation that civil authorities are 
“Goddoinistrators of God” restraining evil (Romans 13:1–4), and Jesus’ statement that God causes the rain to fall 
on both the just and the unjust (Matthew 5:45). Together, these texts establish that God’s governance of the 
fallen world includes specific, providential restraints on the expression of total depravity that enable human 
civilization to function with a degree of moral order that the unrestrained operation of fallen nature could not 
produce. 

The relationship between total depravity and common grace is not a contradiction but a complementarity: total 
depravity describes what human nature is without the restraint of divine grace; common grace describes the 
restraint that God’s sovereign governance imposes on that nature within the framework of the fallen world’s 
continuing existence. The same God who allows the full expression of human sinfulness in specific individuals and 
communities where He withdraws His restraining grace (Romans 1:24–28’s “gave them over”) also restrains the 
full expression of that sinfulness in others and in society as a whole for the sake of His own purposes in redemptive 
history. The world’s relative goodness is not evidence that total depravity is an overstatement; it is evidence of 
the generosity of the God whose common grace prevents the full realization of the catastrophic potential that 
total depravity describes. 

B.   The Limit of Common Grace: What It Produces and What It Cannot 

The precision of the doctrine requires a clear understanding of what common grace produces and what it cannot. 
Common grace produces genuine natural goods: genuine love, genuine justice, genuine intellectual and artistic 
excellence, genuine moral behavior in many spheres of natural life. It restrains the most catastrophic expressions 
of human sinfulness and maintains the framework of social order within which human life is possible. It gives fallen 
human beings genuine capacities for natural virtue, civic responsibility, and cultural achievement. All of these are 
genuinely good; the Reformed tradition does not require the denial of their genuineness. 
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What common grace cannot produce is spiritual good in the sense that the first great commandment requires: 
the whole-hearted love of God with all the heart, soul, mind, and strength from which all genuine spiritual 
obedience flows. The person who loves his neighbor genuinely, who is honest in her business dealings, who is 
courageous in defense of the innocent, is doing genuine good that the Reformed tradition acknowledges and 
honors. But if this love, honesty, and courage do not flow from the love of God as their foundational motivation, 
if they are exercises of natural virtue for natural ends rather than expressions of the creature’s response to the 
Creator’s prior love and claim, they are not spiritual goods in the sense that the law ultimately requires. Romans 
14:23’s principle applies: whatever is not from faith is sin. The civil virtue of the unregenerate person is genuinely 
good in the horizontal dimension of human social life; it is not the spiritual good that the vertical dimension of the 
law, love God with all your heart, requires. 

Calvin’s distinction between natural and spiritual gifts is the classical Reformed formulation of this limit. Natural 
gifts, rational capacity, civic sense, artistic ability, practical wisdom, remain after the fall and are enhanced by 
common grace, enabling unregenerate persons to achieve genuine excellence in the natural realm. Spiritual gifts, 
the love of God, saving faith, genuine repentance, genuine spiritual obedience, were lost at the fall and can only 
be restored through the sovereign work of the Holy Spirit in regeneration. The confusion of these two categories 
is one of the most persistent errors in the history of Christian thought: the assumption that natural excellence in 
the horizontal dimension, moral seriousness, intellectual sophistication, cultural achievement, constitutes 
evidence of spiritual health in the vertical dimension. The Pharisees were, by the standards of their culture, 
morally excellent; Jesus’ verdict on them was the sternest in the Gospels. The whitewashed tomb may be spotless 
on the outside and full of dead men’s bones within (Matthew 23:27), and the failure to maintain this distinction 
is the pastoral error that common grace must not be allowed to produce. 

“For the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is 
not even able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” 

Romans 8:7–8, NASB 1995 

V.    The Apologetic Significance of Total Depravity 

How the Noetic Effects Shape Christian Engagement with Unbelief 

A.   Presuppositional Apologetics and the Noetic Effects 

The doctrine of total depravity, applied to the human capacity for knowledge, has produced one of the most 
distinctively Reformed contributions to Christian apologetics: the presuppositional method associated especially 
with the Dutch-American Reformed theologian Cornelius Van Til (1895–1987). Van Til’s apologetic insight, 
grounded in the Reformed doctrine of the noetic effects of sin, is that the unregenerate person’s resistance to the 
gospel is not ultimately a matter of insufficient evidence but of the suppression of evidence that is already 
available and already, at some level, known. The apologist who attempts to demonstrate the truth of the Christian 
worldview to the unregenerate person by meeting her on the assumed neutral ground of uncommitted human 
reason is laboring under a theological illusion: there is no neutral ground, because the human mind is never neutral 
in its orientation toward God. It is either the mind illumined by the Spirit and submitted to the authority of 
Scripture, or it is the mind governed by the fallen will’s project of self-sufficiency and God-avoidance. The choice 
of apologetic method is not a tactical question; it is a theological one. 

Van Til’s method, drawing directly on Romans 1:18–21 and Calvin’s doctrine of the suppressed sensus divinitatis, 
proceeds on the basis that the unregenerate person already knows God, in the minimal but genuine sense that 
the sensus divinitatis and the natural moral law have made God’s existence and moral claims genuinely available 
to every human mind. The apologetic task, on this view, is not to introduce knowledge of God’s existence into a 
mind that has none, but to challenge the unregenerate person’s systematic suppression of the knowledge she 
already has, to expose the incoherence of the worldview she has constructed to evade the implications of that 
knowledge, and to demonstrate that the Christian theistic worldview is the only one that can account for the 
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features of human experience (rationality, moral consciousness, the intelligibility of the world) that the 
unregenerate person relies upon in constructing her God-evading alternatives. 

The apologetic implication of total depravity is not the abandonment of rational argument but its proper location 
within the framework of spiritual warfare. The Spirit’s work of illumination is the sufficient cause of genuine 
spiritual understanding; careful theological argument is one of the instruments the Spirit uses in that work, but it 
is not the sufficient cause. The evangelist and apologist who understand this will engage with the unregenerate 
person’s questions with genuine intellectual rigor while maintaining the prayerful dependence on the Spirit that 
the doctrine of the noetic effects requires: the light that illumines has to come from outside the darkened mind, 
and it comes through the sovereign, gracious, Spirit-empowered proclamation of the Word of God. 

B.   The Pastoral Significance: Why People Do Not Repent 

The doctrine of total depravity also provides the most theologically precise answer to one of the most pastorally 
perplexing questions in ministry: why do people who have heard the gospel clearly, who have been exposed to 
faithful preaching and genuine Christian witness, who are surrounded by believing family and friends, nonetheless 
fail to repent and believe? The answer that natural human psychology provides is always some version of 
environmental, social, or experiential explanation: they were not exposed to the right kind of presentation, their 
emotional wounds have made them resistant, their cultural conditioning has not been overcome. These factors 
are real and should not be dismissed; the circumstances of a person’s exposure to the gospel genuinely matter 
for how it is received. 

But the doctrine of total depravity establishes that none of these factors is the final explanation. The final 
explanation for the failure to repent in the face of clear gospel proclamation is the noetic and volitional depravity 
of the fallen person: the darkened mind that cannot receive the gospel as truth, the enslaved will that cannot 
choose God freely, the disordered affections that are captivated by the idols that the gospel calls the person to 
abandon. This is not a comfortable answer, it strips away the pastor’s ability to attribute non-repentance to 
anything correctable by human means and places the decisive power of conversion entirely in the hands of the 
sovereign Spirit. But it is the theologically honest answer, and it is the answer that drives the pastor who 
understands it to the only place where the power of conversion actually resides: to her knees in prayer for the 
Spirit’s sovereign, life-giving work in the hearts of those she loves and labors for. 

The pastoral application of total depravity to the question of non-repentance is not fatalism but is precisely the 
opposite: it is the foundation of the most urgent, most specific, most theologically grounded intercessory prayer. 
If the failure to repent is ultimately a spiritual problem, the darkened mind, the enslaved will, the disordered 
affections, then the prayer for the Spirit’s work in specific people’s hearts is not a secondary pastoral resort after 
the human means have been exhausted; it is the primary pastoral act, the engagement with the specific spiritual 
need at the level at which it actually exists. The pastor who knows total depravity prays differently than the pastor 
who does not: she prays specifically, urgently, and with a precise understanding of exactly what she is asking the 
Spirit to do, to illuminate the darkened mind, to free the enslaved will, to reorder the disordered affections, to 
bring the dead person to life. And she prays with the confidence that these are precisely the works the Spirit has 
been sent to accomplish. 

VI.    The Gospel’s Answer to Total Depravity 

Comprehensive Corruption, Comprehensive Grace 

A.   Regeneration as the Specific Answer to Comprehensive Corruption 

The doctrine of total depravity makes regeneration not merely helpful but absolutely necessary: if every faculty 
of the human person has been corrupted, then the remedy must address every faculty. The Reformed doctrine of 
regeneration, the sovereign, creative work of the Holy Spirit that creates a new nature within the believer, 
redirecting the fundamental orientation of the whole person toward God as the proper object of love, trust, and 
obedience, is the specific theological provision that corresponds to the specific theological diagnosis of total 
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depravity. It is not merely the forgiveness of specific acts (though it produces that), not merely the infusion of 
supernatural virtues over an otherwise intact natural foundation (as the Catholic tradition has sometimes 
conceived it), but the renewal of the very root of human nature from which all acts flow. 

The biblical account of regeneration in John 3:3–8, the new birth as the work of the Spirit, mysterious in its 
operation and sovereign in its bestowal, corresponds exactly to the diagnosis of total depravity. Jesus tells 
Nicodemus that one must be “born again”, not improved, not educated, not incrementally developed, but born 
again. The metaphor of birth is the metaphor of the creation of a new existence, not the improvement of an 
existing one. And the specificity of the metaphor corresponds to the specificity of the diagnosis: a dead person 
does not need physical therapy; she needs a resurrection. A person whose faculties are comprehensively 
corrupted does not need to be helped to use those faculties better; she needs her faculties renewed at their roots. 
The new birth is the specifically appropriate answer to the total corruption of the old birth. 

The progressive character of sanctification, the Spirit’s work of renewing each faculty over the course of the 
believer’s lifetime, corresponds to the comprehensive character of total depravity’s effects. Total depravity says: 
every faculty is corrupted. The Spirit’s sanctifying work says: every faculty will be renewed. The mind is renewed 
through the transformation of the mind (Romans 12:2), the Spirit of Christ illumining the Scriptures and applying 
their truth to the believer’s specific situation. The will is progressively freed through the Spirit’s indwelling and 
empowering work (Romans 8:13; Philippians 2:12–13), enabling the believer to do what the unregenerate will 
cannot: to choose God’s way with genuine spiritual motivation. The affections are progressively reordered 
through the love of God shed abroad in the heart by the Spirit (Romans 5:5), gradually displacing the idolatrous 
loves of the old nature with the genuine love for God that the renewed nature makes possible. The conscience is 
progressively cleansed through the blood of Christ (Hebrews 9:14), its deliverances becoming progressively more 
accurate as the Spirit’s sanctifying work reduces the noise of the corrupted nature. 

B.   Glorification as the Final Answer: The Complete Removal of Total Depravity 

The final answer to total depravity is glorification, the completion of the Spirit’s work of renewal at the 
resurrection of the body, in which every trace of original corruption is definitively and permanently removed and 
the whole person, soul and body, is conformed to the image of the risen Christ. Augustine’s formulation captures 
the eschatological hope precisely: in the state of glorification, the redeemed will possess the non posse peccare, 
the inability to sin, not because their freedom is removed but because their nature has been perfectly and 
permanently renewed so that the desire to sin is simply absent. The battle with remaining sin that occupies every 
genuine believer in the present life, the mortification and vivification of Romans 8, the ongoing conflict of Romans 
7, the disciplines of the Christian life described throughout the Pauline epistles, will have been permanently 
resolved. There will be no darkened mind, no enslaved will, no disordered affections, no defiled conscience, no 
corrupted body. The comprehensive corruption of total depravity will have been answered, faculty by faculty, 
person by person, with the comprehensive renewal of glorification. 

This eschatological hope is not a distant consolation prize that makes the present struggle bearable; it is the 
guarantee of the final sufficiency of the grace that total depravity requires. The God who said “Where sin 
increased, grace abounded all the more” (Romans 5:20, NASB 1995) has not merely promised a grace that keeps 
pace with total depravity but a grace that will ultimately and entirely overcome it. The Spirit who has begun the 
work of renewing each corrupted faculty will not abandon that work midway: “He who began a good work in you 
will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6, NASB 1995). Total depravity is the description of what 
sin has done to every human faculty from Adam’s fall to the present; the progressive sanctification of the present 
life and the complete glorification of the resurrection are the description of what grace will have done to every 
human faculty from the moment of new birth to the day of Christ. The same comprehensiveness that characterizes 
the problem characterizes the solution, and the solution is certain, because the One who provides it is the same 
sovereign God who appointed both the covenant of works that Adam broke and the covenant of grace that Christ 
has secured for all those who are His. 
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“For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that 
He would be the firstborn among many brethren; and these whom He predestined, He also called; and 

these whom He called, He also justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified.” 

Romans 8:29–30, NASB 1995 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 

Term Definition 

Total Depravity The Reformed doctrine that the corruption introduced by original sin extends to every faculty 
of the human person, mind, will, affections, conscience, imagination, and body, so that no 
faculty remains unaffected by sin’s pollution. Total depravity is a doctrine about the extension 
of corruption (it reaches every part) rather than about the intensity of corruption (not every 
person is as wicked as possible). It affirms that fallen humanity retains the structural image of 
God (reason, will, moral consciousness) and is capable of genuine natural goods through 
common grace, but insists that no faculty of the unregenerate person is morally neutral or 
spiritually sound in its orientation toward God. The primary biblical supports are Romans 
3:10–18; Ephesians 2:1–3; Jeremiah 17:9; and Genesis 6:5. The doctrine is the “T” of the five 
points of Calvinism (TULIP) and provides the indispensable anthropological foundation for the 
doctrines of unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and the 
perseverance of the saints. 

The Noetic Effects 
of Sin 

The specific effects of original corruption on the mind (Greek: nous), its capacity for true 
knowledge, especially knowledge of God, and its orientation toward truth rather than self-
justifying rationalization. Paul describes these effects in Ephesians 4:17–18: the Gentiles walk 
“in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of 
God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart.” The 
darkening is not the annihilation of rational capacity; fallen human beings continue to reason 
with impressive sophistication. It is the systematic bias of fallen reasoning toward conclusions 
that serve self-interest, avoid genuine accountability to God, and rationalize the specific sins 
to which the fallen will is drawn. The noetic effects of sin have profound apologetic 
implications: the unregenerate person’s resistance to the gospel is not primarily an intellectual 
problem requiring a better argument but a moral and spiritual problem requiring the 
illuminating and regenerating work of the Holy Spirit. 

The Volitional 
Effects of Sin 

The specific effects of original corruption on the will (Greek: boulē, thelēma), its capacity for 
genuine freedom and its orientation toward the good. The Reformed tradition, following 
Paul’s analysis in Romans 8:7–8 (“the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does 
not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so”) and John 8:34 (“Every one 
who commits sin is the slave of sin”), affirms that the fall has enslaved the will to sin, not in 
the sense of external compulsion (no one is forced to sin by an outside power) but in the sense 
of internal constitution: the unregenerate will always chooses according to its nature, and its 
nature is constitutively directed away from God and toward self. The will remains free in the 
sense of choosing without external compulsion, but it is not free in the libertarian sense of 
being genuinely neutral between godly and ungodly choices. It is free to do what it desires; it 
cannot desire the good in its true spiritual dimension apart from the regenerating work of the 
Spirit. 

Affective 
Depravity 

The specific effects of original corruption on the affections, the loves, desires, emotions, and 
motivational orientations of the human person. Augustine’s analysis of the fall as 
fundamentally a disorder of love, the misdirection of amor from God as the supreme object 
of devotion to the self and creaturely goods as substitute objects, identifies affective depravity 
as the most fundamental dimension of total depravity. Paul describes this in Romans 1:21–25: 
the refusal to honor God produces futile thinking and a darkened heart, which produces 
idolatry, which is the worship of creatures rather than the Creator. The affections of the fallen 
person are not neutral but disordered: genuinely captivated by objects that the law of God 
forbids, genuinely indifferent to objects that the law of God commands. This is not a deficiency 
of knowledge (the fallen person may know perfectly well what should be loved) but a 
deficiency of desire: the knowing does not produce the wanting, because the corruption runs 
deeper than the intellect into the springs of motivation and desire. 
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Term Definition 

Common Grace 
and Its Restraint 
of Total Depravity 

The non-saving grace of God that restrains the full expression of human sinfulness, enabling a 
degree of moral order, civic virtue, and cultural achievement in the fallen world. Common 
grace explains why the world is not as bad as the doctrine of total depravity might otherwise 
suggest: unregenerate human beings are capable of genuine love for their families, genuine 
civic virtue, genuine cultural achievement, and genuine natural moral goodness, not because 
these things emerge from a morally unaffected part of their nature (total depravity affirms 
that no part is unaffected) but because God mercifully restrains the full expression of the 
corruption that pervades every part. The biblical basis includes the Noahic covenant’s 
institutional restraints (Genesis 9), Paul’s treatment of civil government in Romans 13:1–4, 
and the general observation of Matthew 5:45 that God causes rain to fall on the just and the 
unjust. Common grace does not produce saving faith, genuine love for God, or any meritorious 
spiritual good; it produces the natural goods that make human civilization possible within the 
framework of the continuing fallen world. 

The Image of God 
After the Fall 

The theological question of what remains of the imago Dei (Genesis 1:26–27) in fallen human 
beings, and in what sense the fall’s corruption of the image should be understood. The 
Reformed tradition has generally distinguished between the broader image (the structural 
features of human personhood that distinguish humanity from the animals: rationality, moral 
consciousness, self-awareness, linguistic capacity, creativity) and the narrower image (the 
original righteousness, holiness, and knowledge in which Adam was created, described in 
Ephesians 4:24 and Colossians 3:10). The broader image has been damaged but not destroyed 
by the fall: fallen human beings retain rationality, moral consciousness, and the capacity for 
cultural achievement, which is why they are still image-bearers in a sense that grounds human 
dignity and moral accountability (Genesis 9:6). The narrower image, the original righteousness 
and holiness, has been lost and must be restored through regeneration and progressive 
sanctification. Total depravity does not mean the destruction of the image but the 
comprehensive corruption of a nature that still bears the image in its structural features. 

Civic Virtue The genuine moral achievements of unregenerate persons within the sphere of natural and 
social life: genuine love for family and friends, honest dealing in commerce, courageous 
service in defense of others, artistic and intellectual excellence, and the maintenance of social 
institutions that protect human flourishing. The Reformed tradition affirms civic virtue as a 
genuine good produced by common grace in fallen human beings without implying that it 
represents genuine spiritual righteousness before God or that it contributes anything to 
salvation. Calvin’s treatment in the Institutes (II.2.12–17) is the most nuanced Reformed 
account: fallen human beings retain a “seed of civic order” implanted in the human mind by 
divine beneficence, which produces genuine natural goods, while insisting that these natural 
goods are not spiritual goods and do not alter the fundamental moral and spiritual condition 
of the person who performs them. The Puritans extended this analysis in their treatments of 
“common honesty” and “moral righteousness,” which they distinguished sharply from the 
saving righteousness that comes through Christ alone. 

The Hardened 
Heart 
(Sklērokardia) 

The condition of a person whose conscience has been progressively deadened by the 
consistent suppression of the Spirit’s conviction through habitual, unrepented sin, resulting in 
a spiritual state of near-complete insensitivity to the claims of God. Paul describes the 
endpoint of this process in Ephesians 4:18–19: “being darkened in their understanding, 
excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the 
hardness of their heart; and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to 
sensuality.” Jesus uses the same term (sklērokardia, hardness of heart) in Matthew 19:8 to 
describe the moral condition that necessitated the concession of the Mosaic divorce 
regulation. The hardened heart is not the permanent, irrevocable condition of every 
unregenerate person; it is the endpoint of a trajectory of progressive hardening that habitual, 
unrepented sin produces. The doctrine is pastorally significant as a warning against the delay 
of repentance: the longer specific sins are practiced without repentance, the more resistant 
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Term Definition 

the heart becomes to the Spirit’s convicting work, making subsequent repentance 
progressively more difficult. 

Radical Depravity An alternative formulation sometimes preferred by some Reformed theologians (notably R.C. 
Sproul) to “total depravity,” chosen to avoid the common misunderstanding that total 
depravity means every person is as wicked as possible. The word “radical” (from the Latin 
radix, root) points to the depth of the corruption: sin has reached to the root of human nature, 
pervading its deepest level rather than merely affecting its surface behaviors. Radical 
depravity affirms the same content as total depravity, the comprehensive extension of 
corruption to every faculty, while emphasizing the depth dimension (sin has reached to the 
root) rather than the breadth dimension (sin has reached every part). The two terms are 
complementary: the corruption is both total (reaching every part) and radical (reaching the 
deepest level of each part). The doctrine’s pastoral import is the same under either 
formulation: no faculty of the unregenerate person is available as an uncontaminated 
resource for spiritual good, and the reform of surface behaviors without the renewal of the 
root produces only the whitewashed tombs that Jesus denounced in Matthew 23:27. 

The Total 
Incapacity for 
Spiritual Good 

The specific implication of total depravity most directly relevant to the doctrine of salvation: 
that the unregenerate person is constitutively incapable of any action that is genuinely 
spiritually good in God’s sight, incapable of truly seeking God, truly pleasing God, or 
contributing anything to his own salvation. This does not mean incapacity for natural good 
(civic virtue, family love, intellectual achievement) but incapacity for the spiritual good that 
the law ultimately requires: the whole-hearted love of God that Jesus identifies as the great 
commandment (Matthew 22:37). Paul grounds this in Romans 8:7–8: “the mind set on the 
flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even 
able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” The word “unable” (ou 
dunatai) is the language of incapacity, it describes not a choice not to please God but a 
constitutional inability to do so. This incapacity is the specific basis for the Reformed doctrine 
of total inability (Lesson 12), which extends the implication of total depravity to the 
soteriological context: if the unregenerate are constitutively incapable of any spiritual good, 
they are constitutively incapable of generating the faith that salvation requires apart from the 
sovereign, regenerating work of the Spirit. 

 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Hamartiology  |  Lesson 13  |  © 2026 

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 16 

Practical Application 

A.   For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that total depravity is a doctrine about extension, not intensity, about how far the corruption of 
sin reaches (every faculty) rather than about how deep it runs in every person (not every person is as wicked as 
possible). This distinction is crucial for the intellectual integrity of the doctrine, because the most common 
objection to total depravity, “but unregenerate people do genuinely good things!”, is an objection to a position 
the doctrine does not hold. The doctrine is not refuted by the genuine goodness of the unregenerate person’s 
natural virtues; it is confirmed by the observation that even those virtues, genuine as they are in the natural 
dimension, do not constitute the whole-hearted love of God that the first great commandment requires. The 
doctor who treats cancer patients with skill and compassion, the teacher who inspires students with genuine 
intellectual passion, the parent who sacrifices consistently for her children, all are doing genuine good that the 
doctrine of common grace affirms. But none of them, in the exercise of those natural gifts, is fulfilling the law’s 
deepest demand. And the doctrine of total depravity is a doctrine about the deepest demand, not merely about 
the natural goods. 

We must also believe that total depravity, the comprehensive corruption of every faculty, makes the sovereign, 
regenerating work of the Holy Spirit not merely helpful but absolutely necessary for salvation. If the mind is 
darkened, the will enslaved, the affections disordered, and the conscience defiled, then no amount of human 
persuasion, moral instruction, or religious performance can produce the genuine spiritual good that the gospel’s 
remedy addresses. The necessity of the Spirit’s sovereign work is not a theological supplement to the human 
means of gospel proclamation; it is the theological foundation upon which the entire effort of evangelism and 
discipleship rests. The church that does not believe in total depravity will tend toward confidence in human means 
and human strategies; the church that does will be driven, repeatedly and urgently, to the sovereign grace that 
alone is sufficient to address the depth of the need. 

B.   For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

The doctrine of total depravity, rightly received, should produce in the believing heart a combination of honest 
self-assessment and profound gratitude. The honest self-assessment is the recognition that the same corruption 
that is described in Romans 3:10–18 and Ephesians 2:1–3 describes what you were before grace intervened, and 
what you remain in your unregenerate parts, in your remaining sin, in the ongoing pull of the disordered affections 
and the darkened mind that every honest believer knows from experience. The Apostle Paul, the most 
theologically sophisticated Christian who ever lived, described his own post-conversion experience in language 
that sounds like the experience of total depravity from within: “I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin” (Romans 
7:14). Total depravity is not merely the description of the unregenerate world; it is the description of what the 
regenerate believer is still struggling against in the depths of his own remaining corruption. 

Desire, above all, the kind of specific, persistent, Spirit-dependent prayer for the renewal of your own corrupted 
faculties that the doctrine of total depravity makes necessary and the gospel makes possible. Pray for the renewal 
of the darkened mind: that the Spirit’s illumination of the Word would displace the systematic rationalizations of 
the fallen mind with the clear-eyed truth of the divine revelation. Pray for the freeing of the enslaved will: that 
the Spirit’s indwelling power would produce in you the genuine desire to do what God’s law requires rather than 
merely the guilty awareness that you should want to do it. Pray for the reordering of the disordered affections: 
that the love of God shed abroad by the Spirit would gradually, specifically, practically displace the idolatrous loves 
that the fallen affections have generated. This is not pietistic introspection for its own sake; it is the Spirit-
dependent engagement with the specific dimensions of the human problem that total depravity has identified. 

C.   For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

• Read the Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter VI (“Of the Fall of Man, of Sin, and of the Punishment 
Thereof”) in its entirety. Pay particular attention to paragraphs 2–4, which describe the comprehensive 
effects of original corruption on “all the faculties and parts of soul and body.” Note the four key phrases: 
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“wholly defiled,” “otterly indisposed,” “disabled,” and “made opposite to all good.” Then read the Canons 
of Dort, Third and Fourth Heads of Doctrine (on Corruption of Man, Conversion to God, and the Manner 
Thereof), which provide the most comprehensive conciliar statement of total depravity and total inability. 
The Canons are especially careful to maintain the distinction between total depravity (comprehensive 
corruption) and absolute depravity (maximum wickedness in every individual), and their careful 
formulations model the kind of precision the doctrine requires. 

• Apply the faculty-by-faculty analysis of total depravity to your own ongoing experience of the Christian life. 
Identify: (a) a specific pattern of darkened thinking, a systematic rationalization, a persistent blind spot, an 
area of life where you consistently reason toward conclusions that serve your own interest rather than the 
truth of God’s Word; (b) a specific pattern of enslaved willing, a habitual choice of the flesh over the Spirit 
in a specific area of life, despite repeated conviction and repeated resolution; (c) a specific pattern of 
disordered affection, an idolatrous love that competes with or displaces the love of God in a specific area of 
your experience. For each pattern identified, bring to the exercise the specific gospel resource that 
addresses it: illumination, Spirit-empowerment, and the love of God shed abroad by the Spirit. 

• Study Calvin’s treatment of the remnants of the image of God in fallen humanity in Institutes II.2.12–17. 
Note Calvin’s careful balance: he acknowledges the genuine natural gifts that the image of God retains in 
fallen persons (reason, civic sense, artistic and technical ability) while insisting that these gifts, however 
genuine in the natural sphere, do not constitute spiritual health in the vertical dimension. Identify three 
specific examples from your own cultural context of the kind of natural excellence that Calvin’s framework 
affirms as genuinely good while insisting on the distinction between natural and spiritual goods. Then 
practice articulating this distinction clearly, affirming the genuine good of natural virtues while insisting that 
they are not the spiritual good that the first great commandment requires. 

• Develop your apologetic approach in light of the noetic effects of total depravity. The next time you have a 
sustained conversation with a genuinely thoughtful unbeliever who is resisting the gospel, attend carefully 
to the specific form that the resistance takes: Is it primarily intellectual (“I don’t find the arguments 
convincing”)? Moral (“I don’t want to be accountable to a God who makes these demands”)? Affective (“I 
am genuinely captivated by the things the gospel calls me to surrender”)? Each form of resistance 
corresponds to a specific dimension of total depravity (noetic, volitional, affective respectively), and 
identifying the specific form will help you engage more precisely with the specific spiritual need rather than 
offering a generic apologetic response. 

• Pray specifically and persistently for the Spirit’s sovereign, regenerating work in the life of one person who 
is currently not a believer but who is regularly within your sphere of gospel influence. Make the prayer as 
specific as the doctrine of total depravity suggests: pray for the illumination of her darkened mind (that the 
Spirit would open her eyes to see the truth of the gospel), for the freeing of her enslaved will (that the Spirit 
would produce in her the desire for God that her fallen nature is constitutively unable to generate), and for 
the reordering of her disordered affections (that the Spirit would displace the specific idols that are 
competing with the gospel’s call to her heart). Pray this way consistently for thirty days and observe what 
the Spirit does, in her life and in yours, in response to the specific, theologically grounded intercession that 
the doctrine of total depravity equips you to make. 

Key Texts:  Romans 3:10–18; 7:14–23; 8:7–8; Ephesians 2:1–3; 4:17–18; Jeremiah 17:9; Genesis 6:5; 8:21; 1 
Corinthians 2:14; John 3:3–8; 6:44; 8:34; Titus 1:15; Matthew 23:27; Romans 5:5; 8:29–30; 12:2; Philippians 
1:6 
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Study and Discussion Questions 

Opening Question 

1. Before studying this lesson, how did you understand total depravity? Did you understand it primarily as a 
claim about the intensity of human wickedness (“people are as bad as they can be”) or as a claim about the 
extension of corruption (“every faculty has been affected”)? How has the lesson’s careful definition of the 
doctrine against its common misrepresentations altered, confirmed, or nuanced your prior understanding? 
And what is the most practically significant implication of the doctrine for your own spiritual life and ministry 
that the lesson has identified? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

2. Read Romans 3:10–18 carefully and identify each dimension of human moral life that Paul’s catena of Old 
Testament quotations addresses. How many distinct dimensions can you identify (character, mind, spiritual 
direction, behavior, speech, conduct, foundational orientation)? For each dimension, identify the specific 
Old Testament source from which Paul draws and note any differences between Paul’s quotation and the 
original context. What does the cumulative effect of this multi-dimensional, multi-source indictment 
establish about the scope of total depravity that no single text could establish on its own? 

3. Read Ephesians 4:17–19 and trace the logical progression Paul describes: from the futility of the mind (verse 
17) through the darkening of understanding, to exclusion from God’s life, to ignorance, to hardness of heart 
(verse 18), to callousness, to sensuality (verse 19). What does the movement from mind to heart to behavior 
in this passage reveal about the relationship between the noetic effects, the volitional effects, and the 
behavioral expressions of total depravity? What is described as the root cause (“because of the hardness of 
their heart”, verse 18), and what does this tell us about the order of the faculties’ corruption? 

4. Read Romans 8:5–8 carefully. What is the contrast Paul draws between “the mind set on the flesh” and “the 
mind set on the Spirit”? What does verse 7’s statement that the mind set on the flesh “is not even able” to 
subject itself to God’s law establish about the character of the volitional effects of total depravity, is this 
language of deficiency (the will is weakened), of disclination (the will chooses not to), or of incapacity (the 
will is constitutively unable to)? How does the use of “ou dunatai” (is not even able) bear on the distinction 
between total depravity and total inability? 

5. Read 1 Corinthians 2:14 and John 6:44 together. What does each text contribute to the description of the 
noetic and volitional effects of total depravity? What specifically does “a natural man does not accept the 
things of the Spirit of God” (1 Corinthians 2:14) add beyond merely saying he does not understand them? 
And what does “no one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him” (John 6:44) establish 
about the relationship between total depravity and the sovereign work of the Spirit in regeneration? How 
do these two texts together establish the theological necessity of the Spirit’s work rather than merely its 
helpfulness? 

6. Read Titus 1:15 and then read Hebrews 9:14 as the gospel’s answer to it. Titus 1:15 describes the defilement 
of the conscience in the unregenerate: “both their mind and their conscience are defiled.” Hebrews 9:14 
describes the cleansing of the conscience through the blood of Christ: “how much more will the blood of 
Christ… cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God.” What does the correspondence 
between these two texts reveal about the comprehensive character of the gospel’s provision, that it 
addresses the specific corruption of the specific faculty (the conscience) that total depravity has identified? 
What other faculty-by-faculty correspondences can you identify between the diagnosis of total depravity 
and the provision of the gospel? 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

7. The lesson argues that total depravity is a doctrine about extension (every faculty is affected) rather than 
intensity (every person is maximally wicked), and that the genuine natural goodness of unregenerate 
persons (civic virtue, family love, cultural achievement) is not a counterexample to the doctrine but is 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Hamartiology  |  Lesson 13  |  © 2026 

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 19 

explained by the doctrine of common grace as its complement. Evaluate this argument. Does the distinction 
between extension and intensity adequately address the objection that unregenerate people do genuinely 
good things? Is there a way in which the objector could grant the extension/intensity distinction and yet still 
resist the doctrine? If so, what specifically would that remaining objection be, and how would the Reformed 
tradition address it? 

8. The lesson argues that the noetic effects of sin mean that the unregenerate person’s resistance to the gospel 
is not primarily an intellectual problem but a moral and spiritual one, and that this shapes the fundamental 
task of Christian apologetics toward the proclamation of the Word in the power of the Spirit rather than the 
construction of irresistible rational proofs. Evaluate this argument. Does it render rational argument 
irrelevant to the apologetic task, or does it merely relocate it within a broader theological framework? How 
does Van Til’s presuppositional approach attempt to engage rational argument in a way that is consistent 
with the doctrine of the noetic effects? And what specifically is lost if the apologetic method ignores the 
noetic effects of sin? 

9. The lesson draws a distinction between natural goods (civic virtue, family love, intellectual achievement) 
and spiritual goods (the whole-hearted love of God that the first great commandment requires), and argues 
that common grace enables the former while only the Spirit’s regenerating work enables the latter. Is this 
distinction clearly grounded in specific biblical texts? What are the primary texts that establish it? And how 
does the application of Romans 14:23’s principle (“whatever is not from faith is sin”) to the natural goods 
of the unregenerate person work, does it mean that all natural virtues in the unregenerate are in some 
sense sinful, or is this an over-application of the verse’s principle? 

10. The lesson connects the faculty-by-faculty effects of total depravity (darkened mind, enslaved will, 
disordered affections, defiled conscience) to the faculty-by-faculty provisions of the gospel (illumination, 
Spirit-empowerment, the love of God by the Spirit, the cleansing of the conscience by Christ’s blood). 
Evaluate the exegetical basis for each correspondence. Are all of these correspondences explicitly drawn in 
Scripture, or are some of them theological inferences from the structure of the doctrines? And is the faculty-
by-faculty structure of the analysis itself a biblically supported way of organizing the doctrine, or is it a 
theological framework imposed on the biblical data? 

11. The lesson concludes with glorification as the final and complete answer to total depravity, using 
Augustine’s fourfold stage analysis (before the fall: posse non peccare; after the fall: non posse non peccare; 
regenerate in this life: posse non peccare with remaining sin; glorified: non posse peccare). Evaluate this 
analysis as a framework for understanding the relationship between total depravity, regeneration, 
sanctification, and glorification. Is it consistent with the full range of biblical data? Does it adequately 
account for the genuine reality of remaining sin in the regenerate? And how does the eschatological 
dimension, the final complete removal of total depravity in glorification, function as a source of pastoral 
hope and practical motivation for the present life’s battle against remaining sin? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

12. The lesson identifies three specific effects of total depravity that every honest believer can recognize in her 
own remaining sin: the darkened mind (systematic rationalizations and blind spots), the enslaved will 
(habitual patterns of choosing the flesh over the Spirit), and the disordered affections (idolatrous loves that 
compete with the love of God). Which of these three is most personally recognizable in your own experience 
of the Christian life? What specific dimension of the Spirit’s sanctifying work, illumination, empowerment, 
the reordering of love, do you most urgently need? And what specific practices of spiritual discipline, 
Scripture meditation, intercessory prayer, accountability, fasting, corporate worship, would most directly 
engage the specific form of remaining corruption you identify? 

13. The doctrine of total depravity, applied to the question of why people do not repent, establishes that the 
final explanation for non-repentance is spiritual incapacity rather than insufficient information or 
inadequate presentation. How does this understanding change the way you pray for unbelievers? Does it 
produce fatalism (“there is nothing I can do”) or does it produce the specific, urgent, theologically informed 
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intercession that the lesson describes? What is the difference between fatalism and the Reformed doctrine 
of divine sovereignty in salvation, and how does the doctrine of total depravity, properly understood, push 
toward intercession rather than passivity? 

14. Calvin’s distinction between natural gifts (retained after the fall, enhanced by common grace) and spiritual 
gifts (lost at the fall, restored only by the Spirit’s regenerating work) has direct implications for the way the 
church evaluates the cultural and moral achievements of the surrounding world. How does your 
congregation currently engage with the genuine natural goods that unregenerate persons and institutions 
produce, with appreciation that affirms their genuine goodness, with critique that maintains the distinction 
between natural and spiritual goods, or with indiscriminate either affirmation or condemnation? What 
specific aspects of the total depravity / common grace framework would help your congregation engage 
more precisely with the culture’s genuine goods without confusing them with spiritual health? 

15. The lesson describes the apologetic implication of total depravity as reshaping the fundamental task from 
constructing irresistible proofs to proclaiming the Word in the power of the Spirit while deploying careful 
argument as one of the Spirit’s instruments. Reflect on your own practice of sharing the gospel with 
unbelievers. Does your evangelistic approach reflect the conviction that the Spirit’s sovereign work is the 
necessary and sufficient cause of genuine conversion, with human proclamation as its instrument rather 
than its replacement? What specific adjustments to your evangelistic approach, in the content you 
emphasize, the manner of your engagement, the prayer that accompanies and underlies it, would bring it 
into closer alignment with the theological realities that the doctrine of total depravity identifies? 

16. The lesson connects the eschatological hope of glorification, the complete and final removal of total 
depravity at the resurrection, to the present life’s battle against remaining sin as a source of motivation and 
confidence. Does this eschatological dimension function in your own spiritual experience as a live source of 
motivation and hope, or has it become a remote theological proposition that has little practical bearing on 
the daily battle? What would it mean to live with the genuine, active, motivating awareness that the 
corruptions you are currently fighting are not permanent features of your existence but temporary enemies 
that the Spirit’s work of glorification will definitively defeat? How does Romans 8:29–30’s golden chain, 
foreknown, predestined, called, justified, glorified, function as the guarantee of the ultimate sufficiency of 
the grace that is currently addressing your total depravity in its partial, progressive, daily form? 
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Prayer Focus 

Open this lesson’s time of prayer with a reading of Ephesians 2:1–10, the passage that most comprehensively 
captures both the diagnosis of total depravity (verses 1–3) and the gospel’s specific provision for it (verses 4–10). 
Read verses 1–3 slowly and personally: “You were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked 
according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now 
working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the 
desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath.” Allow the specificity of the diagnosis 
to land with its full personal force: dead (not weakened, not wounded, but dead), walking according to the course 
of this world (the noetic effects shaping the mind’s framework of reality), according to the prince of the power of 
the air (satanic direction of the enslaved will), living in the lusts of the flesh and of the mind (the disordered 
affections directing both bodily and intellectual desires), by nature children of wrath (the constitutional condition 
preceding all personal choice). This is what you were. This is what, in your remaining sin, you still partly are. 
Receive the diagnosis without flinching. 

Then read the “But God” of verse 4 as the pivot of the entire human story, not merely the pivot of the passage 
but the pivot of history. “But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even 
when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ.” Four specific acts of divine 
provision in verses 4–5: He is rich in mercy (the resource is infinite), He loved with a great love (the motivation is 
prior and unconditional), He made us alive (the regenerating work that addresses spiritual death), together with 
Christ (the union with the Second Adam that is the mechanism of the new birth). Pray in the light of each provision: 
gratitude for the mercy that addressed the condition of death, gratitude for the love that preceded any response 
on your part, gratitude for the life that the Spirit’s work of new birth has created where there was nothing but 
death, and gratitude for the union with Christ that is the specific mechanism by which the comprehensive 
corruption of total depravity has been addressed in your own case. 

Pray together in three specific directions shaped by the faculty-by-faculty analysis of total depravity. First, pray 
for the renewal of the darkened mind: that the Spirit of God who “searches all things, even the depths of God” (1 
Corinthians 2:10) would search your mind as well, illuminating the specific systematic rationalizations, the specific 
blind spots, the specific areas of life where the fallen mind’s bias toward self-serving conclusions has been 
operating most powerfully, and displacing those rationalizations with the clear, Spirit-illumined apprehension of 
the truth of God’s Word. Pray specifically for the members of your congregation whose darkened minds are most 
visibly resisting the Spirit’s illumination, whose consistent patterns of thought reveal the noetic effects of total 
depravity in their specific forms. Second, pray for the freeing of the enslaved will: that the same Spirit who gives 
“both the willing and the working for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13) would produce in you and in those you 
minister to the genuine desire for the things of God that the enslaved will is constitutively unable to generate. 
Third, pray for the reordering of the disordered affections: that the love of God, shed abroad in the heart by the 
Spirit (Romans 5:5), would specifically and practically displace the specific idols that are competing with the love 
of God in the hearts of those in your care, naming them specifically before God in intercessory prayer, asking the 
Spirit to do what no human persuasion can accomplish. 

Close with a reading of Romans 8:29–30 as the eschatological guarantee of the sufficiency of the grace that is 
currently addressing total depravity. “For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed 
to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren; and these whom He predestined, 
He also called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified.” The 
golden chain is a chain of certainty: every link is a past tense, even the glorification that has not yet been 
experienced, because in the divine purpose and the divine guarantee it is as certain as the justification that has 
already been received. Total depravity will not have the last word in any life that is bound by this chain: the 
predestined will be conformed to the image of the Son, the darkened mind will be fully illumined, the enslaved 
will will be finally freed, the disordered affections will be perfectly reordered, the defiled conscience will be 
thoroughly cleansed. The “became conformed to the image of His Son”, the positive content of glorification, is the 
specific positive answer to the specific negative diagnosis of total depravity: as comprehensive as the corruption, 
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more comprehensive than the corruption, a grace that has outrun sin in every faculty and will ultimately have the 
final word in every life that is in Christ. 

“But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead 
in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us 

up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” 

Ephesians 2:4–6, NASB 1995 

 

Key Texts:  Romans 3:10–18; 7:14–23; 8:5–8, 29–30; Ephesians 2:1–10; 4:17–19; Jeremiah 17:9–10; Genesis 
6:5; 8:21; 1 Corinthians 2:14; John 3:3–8; 6:44; 8:34; Titus 1:15; Hebrews 9:14; Isaiah 1:4–6; Matthew 23:27; 
Philippians 1:6; 2:12–13; Romans 5:5; 12:2 

 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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