
Romans 3:10-18; John 6:35-45 
The Doctrines of Grace Unpacked and Unleashed: Are We Really 

Totally Depraved? 
 
For the next five weeks we are going to be walking through the 
doctrines of grace in detail, which have been summarized by the 
acronym TULIP: Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited 
atonement, Irresistible grace, and Perseverance of the saints. This 
morning we are going to look at the T.  
 
INTRO: In 1985, a man named Bernie Tiede moved from Lake 
Charles, Louisiana, to the small east Texas town of Carthage, to 
become a funeral director at a local funeral home. He became one of 
the most beloved men in town, getting involved in the Chamber of 
Commerce, the First Methodist Church, the music department at the 
local college, and doing all sorts of nice things for people, especially 
comforting those who had lost loved ones. He was particularly loved 
by older ladies who had just lost their husbands; he would check in on 
them after the funeral, buy them gifts, drive them places they needed 
to go. He eventually gave most of his attention to the richest widow in 
town, Mrs. Marjorie Nugent, who made around $250,000 per year just 
in oil and gas royalty payments. Mrs. Nugent was the exact opposite of 
Bernie. No one liked her. But Bernie did, and eventually she asked 
Bernie to work for her as her business manager and escort on trips 
around the world. Unbeknownst to Mrs. Nugent, Bernie became a 
Robin Hood with her money, giving to all sorts of people who needed 
help financially. But working for Mrs. Nugent wasn’t easy, she was 
controlling and mean. In November 1996, Bernie couldn’t take it 
anymore, and he shot her four times in the back, then hid her body in 
a deep freeze in her house. For 9 months, I’m not making this up, 
Bernie continued to live his life of “generosity” with Mrs. Nugent’s 
money, and no one suspected anything when he said that Mrs. Nugent 
was sick or visiting relatives or in a nursing home recovering from a 
stroke. It wasn’t until July 1997 that people started to wonder where 
Mrs. Nugent was, and when deputies finally searched her house, they 
found her body in the deep freeze. When they confronted Bernie, he 
confessed. But here’s the thing. Even though he confessed, a lot of 
people in the town then felt sorry for him. “Bernie’s a sweet man,” said 
one lady to the DA, “He’s done a lot of good things for this town, he’s 
given poor kids money to go to college.” Good ol’ Bernie. 

 And that’s the way we typically think about people, isn’t it? 
Sure, there are folks like mass murderers or rapists or pedophiles about 
whom we say, “They’re evil.” But everyone else, including ourselves? 
We tend to think, and even sometimes say, “They’re really good deep 
down;” “He’s a good kid, just got caught up in the wrong crowd” – 
have you ever heard someone acknowledge that their kid is the wrong 
crowd that other kids got caught up in? Why not? Because “People are 
basically good.” Even Bernie himself, in an interview from prison a 
few years ago, flat out said, “I’m not a bad person.” But that’s not the 
way God thinks about Bernie, or you, or me. Even Richard Linklater, 
who made a movie about Bernie’s story, said recently that the whole 
point of his movie was to show that every single one of us, even the 
world’s nicest guy, is capable of murder. 
(http://variety.com/2014/film/news/richard-linklater-bernie-tiede-
1201243497/) God actually goes even further than that; and if we want 
to experience and understand salvation by grace, we’ve got to know 
what He says about our natural condition after Adam’s fall; we’ve got 
to get the diagnosis right. I had a friend once who had surgery to repair 
his broken nose after a car crash. For a little while, the doctors thought 
he was going to have to have a more invasive surgery to repair his skull 
so that mucus couldn’t leak into his brain. Fortunately the doctors 
concluded that his injuries weren’t that severe and he didn’t need that 
surgery. But imagine if he had had damage to the skull and needed that 
surgery, but the doctors didn’t diagnose his condition, and just fixed 
his nose. The consequences would have been deadly. In the same way, 
If we diagnose the disease of fallen man wrongly, then we’ll always 
have wrong views of the remedy, and the consequences will be deadly. 
 One phrase that has been used to describe our condition by 
nature is the “T” of TULIP, “Total Depravity.” This morning I want 
us to think about what we mean when we speak of total depravity, and 
why it matters.  
 
I. What Do We Mean By Total Depravity? 
     1. Radical Corruption 
 When we speak of total depravity, oftentimes what people hear 
us saying is that people are inherently worthless. But the Bible never 
says that human beings are worthless, without value – on the contrary, 
every man, woman, boy and girl is made in the image of God, with all 
the dignity, creativity, rationality, personality, authority and natural 
knowledge of God and His law that are a part of that image. But 
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though on the one hand the Bible has a very high view of mankind, yet 
on the other hand it has a very low view. For you see, in the Garden 
of Eden, our first parents Adam and Eve committed cosmic treason 
against God by eating fruit from the tree of which He had commanded 
them not to eat. And exactly what God said would happen if they did 
that, happened: they died. Right away, they became dead spiritually in 
their sins and transgressions; they began to die physically; and they 
faced the prospect of eternal death in judgment. Like red food coloring 
dropped in water, the entirety of their soul and body became corrupted 
by sin; like a drop of poison in a pitcher of water, they became defiled 
throughout, in every way, from the heart outward. And being the root 
of all mankind, the guilt and corruption of their fall was passed down 
to all their descendants, so that every person who has ever been born 
is a spiritual stillbirth, a spiritual zombie, alive yet dead from birth, 
defiled in every part, an enemy to God, and inclined to evil continually 
in the whole man.  
 This is what we mean when we speak of total depravity – there 
is a radical corruption in every person who has ever lived. Radical in 
the sense of “root” – at our core, by nature, apart from grace, we are 
not good, or nice, or righteous; no, we are “utterly indisposed, disabled, 
and made opposite to all good and wholly inclined to all evil.” (WCF 
6.4) In Genesis 6 and 8 God says that every intent of the thoughts of 
our heart is only evil continually, from our youth. Jesus says in Matthew 
7:9-11, “What man is there among you who, when he son asks for a 
loaf of bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, he will not 
give him a snake, will he? If you then, being evil, know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in 
heaven give what is good to those who ask Him!” Did you catch that, 
“…being evil…” As Jesus says to the rich young ruler, “There is only 
one who is good, God…”  

We are evil, and out of our evil hearts flow all manner of 
lawlessness and rebellion. See, it’s not so much that we are sinners 
because we sin; rather, we sin because we are sinners, by nature. We’re 
dead in sins and trespasses, and thus as Paul says in Ephesians 2, we 
walk according to the course of this world, we live in the lusts of our 
flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind – by nature 
we’re children of wrath. Every one of us is a murderer, an idolater, a 
liar, an adulterer, a thief.  

In the entirety of our being we are sinful – our minds are 
hostile to God, unable to subject ourselves to the law of God, we’re 

darkened in understanding; our wills are slaves to sin, we only want to 
sin; our affections are set on this world and the things of this world; 
the members of our bodies are instruments of unrighteousness. Look 
at how Paul puts it in Romans 3, quoting the Psalms and Isaiah – our 
throats are open graves, our tongues deceive, our lips spit out poison, 
our mouths are full of cursing and bitterness, our feet are swift to shed 
blood. There is NONE righteous, not even one; there is NONE who 
understands, there is NONE who seeks for God, there is NONE who 
does good, not even one. 

 
     2. Complete Inability 
 But there is more to total depravity than radical corruption; the 
Bible also teaches the sinner’s complete inability. So often sinfulness is 
presented merely as a sickness. Sinners are viewed as drowning in the 
ocean, and Jesus throws them a life-ring, and salvation is their taking 
hold of the life-ring. But that’s not what the Bible teaches at all! The 
Bible says that apart from grace we are dead. We’re not drowning, 
we’re a corpse on the bottom of the ocean, needing resuscitation, 
needing new life, not just a life-ring. Because we are dead, we have 
wholly lost all ability of will to any spiritual good accompanying 
salvation.  

Total depravity is ultimately all about that question you asked 
your third grade teacher, “Can I go to the bathroom?” And she said, 
“You can, but you may not.” Except in salvation it’s the opposite: we 
certainly may come to God through Jesus, but we cannot. Look at what 
Jesus says in John 6:44 – After calling all to come to Him, He says, 
“No one CAN come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws 
Him.” He’s speaking there of ability, or the lack thereof. We cannot, 
we are not able. And the reason we cannot is because we don’t want 
to. We don’t have “free will,” because our wills are enslaved to sin. To 
be sure, we have free will in the sense that we freely do what we want 
to do, we always choose according to our greatest desire and 
inclination; but now all we want to do is sin, all we desire is the exact 
opposite of what God wants for us. Just like water naturally flows 
downhill, just like when you drop a book it always falls downward, 
never upward, so by nature we love sin, and hate righteousness and 
hate God.  

And so when the gospel of Jesus is preached, by ourselves we 
will never receive it, we’ll never come to Jesus. We have no desire for 
Him; it’s like trying to offer a horse a juicy steak, or like trying to offer 



a man a bunch of hay – our nature is completely averse to what is being 
offered, we hate the food God offers us. Sometimes people view the 
doctrines of grace like the Santa in “A Christmas Story,” sitting at the 
top of the mountain in the mall, kicking little children away from him. 
But this is completely wrong. No one seeks God, says Paul, no one 
wants to come to God naturally. We are radically corrupted and 
therefore completely unable to come to God. All of us by nature are 
totally depraved. 
 
II. Why Is Total Depravity So Important? 
 
     1. It shows us that we are far worse than we ever dared admit or imagine.  
 To be sure, it’s not that we’re all as bad as we could possibly 
be, or that everyone is equally bad. No one is as bad as he could 
possibly be, for we could all be even more evil than we are. And 
certainly the Bible teaches that some are more wicked than others. But 
all this misses the point – don’t compare your sinfulness to someone 
else, or to a more evil you. To be seen rightly, our sinfulness must be 
viewed in relation to God. “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” 
“Against You, and You only, have I sinned and done what is evil in 
Your sight,” said David in Psalm 51, even though his sin had also been 
against Uriah and Bathsheba and the entire nation of Israel. By nature, 
we have fallen short of God’s glory; we do not do everything for the 
glory of God, to bring glory to God, to make God look glorious. No, 
instead, we exchange the glory of God for idols that can never satisfy 
us. I love how John Piper puts it, “Total depravity isn’t just badness, 
but blindness to God’s beauty and deadness to the deepest joy.” Until 
you see your sinfulness in relationship to God and His holiness and 
goodness and glory, you don’t understand how sinful you really are. 
There’s a great story, possibly apocryphal, about the 19th century 
Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon, who after a service one Sunday 
morning was accosted by a lady who began ranting, “Dr. Spurgeon, 
you are the most arrogant, egotistical, mean-spirited man I know.” The 
folks around Charles Spurgeon were aghast, but Spurgeon turned to 
the man next to him and said, “She doesn’t know the half of it.” 
Charles Spurgeon was a man who understood his own total depravity. 

One way the truth of total depravity shows us how sinful we 
are is by showing us the legalism of our hearts. By nature, we think 
we’re strong, able, good, righteous. But total depravity says that even 
our “good” deeds are filthy in the sight of God, tainted by sin and 

unbelief and impure motives; to present them to Him with the 
expectation that He’ll accept them is like presenting Monopoly money 
to the cashier at the grocery store. By nature we want to bargain with 
God, we think God can be bought, that we should be able to present 
to God the good things that we’ve done and they should suffice for us 
to be accepted by Him. We want to think we have something to do 
with our salvation, we don’t want to be charity cases, to acknowledge 
any need. But total depravity says, “No. All you bring to your salvation 
is your sin. You have no righteousness of your own, you are poor and 
miserable and wretched and blind and naked and needy.” 

 
     2. It convinces us that salvation must be of the Lord. 
 If this is who we are by nature, then of course we could never 
have chosen God. If we were to be saved, He had to choose us. He 
had to take the initiative, He had to open our blind eyes, soften our 
hard heart, free our enslaved will, bring life where there was only 
deadness. Regeneration must precede faith. Like a book that dropped 
to the floor, a power outside the book must raise it. And if you’re a 
Christian this morning, then that is exactly what has happened – God 
has saved you. You can take credit for nothing in your salvation – if 
you have come to Jesus, it’s only because He has enabled you. And 
now, by His grace, in Christ, as a new creation, you are able to will and 
to do that which is good, you can please God, you can obey, you can 
walk in newness of life, though because of remaining corruption and 
indwelling sin you never do it perfectly or only; sin still taints all we do, 
and our good deeds are accepted only in Christ.  

In salvation from beginning to end, God gets all the glory, and 
all boasting, all pride is stopped. We begin to realize that even our 
knowledge of the doctrines of grace themselves is a gift of grace, not 
something we discovered because we were smarter or more godly than 
other Christians. How easy it is to believe the five points with a spirit 
of arrogant condescension; knowledge puffs up, Paul said in I 
Corinthians 8. And how many of us in this room have been guilty of 
“Young Calvinists’ Disease,” of holding to the truth in a haughty 
arrogance? The truth of total depravity makes us humble, and it makes 
us ever-increasingly grateful for grace, as we see more and more of 
what we’ve been saved from and out of. 
 
 
 



     3. It spurs us on to evangelism. 
This might sound crazy to you. On the face of it, you might be 

thinking, if no one is able to come to Jesus, then why ever call anyone 
to come, to believe and repent? But notice, the truth of total depravity 
didn’t stop Jesus from calling sinners to come to Him (John 6). In fact, 
the doctrine of total depravity should be the greatest motive to 
evangelism – for if we believe that no one seeks for God, then we 
absolutely must go seek for them; we must bring the gospel out into 
the world, for it’s the gospel preached that will awaken sinners to their 
dire situation and cause them to be made alive and enabled to come to 
Jesus. We must speak boldly to sinners about their sin, though they 
won’t want to hear it. “But if we tell them they’re not able to come to 
Jesus in their own strength, won’t they be discouraged, won’t they 
despair and grow hopeless?” Absolutely, and that’s exactly where we 
want sinners to be, hopeless of their own abilities and strength.  

Benjamin Morgan Palmer, a 19th c. Presbyterian pastor in New 
Orleans, tells the story of a young friend who came to stay with him 
for a week, who was not a Christian, but with whom he could tell God 
was wrestling. On a Monday morning as Palmer was writing in his 
study, the young man came to see Palmer: “You preachers are the most 
contradictory men in the world; you say, and you unsay, just as it pleases you, 
without the least pretention to consistency.” 
 Somehow I was not surprised at this outbreak; for, though no sign of 
religious feeling had been evinced, there was restlessness in his manner which satisfied 
me that he was secretly fighting against the truth. I thought it best to treat the case 
in an off-hand sort of way, and with seeming indifference, so as to cut him off from 
all opportunity to coquet [flirt] with the Gospel. Without arresting my pen, I simply 
answered, “Well, what now?” 
 “Why, yesterday, you said in your sermon that sinners were perfectly 
helpless in themselves – utterly unable to repent or to believe, and then turned square 
round and said that they would all be damned if they did not.” 
 “Well, my dear friend, there is no use in our quarreling over this matter; 
either you can, or you can not; if you can, all I have to say is that I hope you will 
just go and do it.” 
 As I did not raise my eyes from my writing, which was continued, as I 
spoke, I had no means of marking the effect of these words, until, after a moment’s 
silence, with a choking utterance, the reply came back: 
 “I have been trying my best for three whole days, and cannot.” 
 “Ah,” said I, laying down the pen; “that puts a different face upon it; we 
will go, then, and tell the difficulty straight to God.” 

 We knelt together, and I prayed in the most matter-of-fact style, as though 
this was the first time in human history this trouble had ever arisen; that here was 
a soul in the most desperate extremity, which must believe or perish, and hopelessly 
unable, of itself, to do it; that, consequently, it was just the case calling for Divine 
interposition; and pleading most earnestly for the fulfillment of the Divine promise.  

Palmer explains: “The danger is not so much that the sinner 
will be crushed into despair by the clear apprehension of this truth, as 
that he will fail to realize it at all. They wrap themselves in the fatal 
delusion that they are competent to repent at will, and so they sport 
with the whole matter as being perfectly under their control. The issue 
becomes fearfully momentous, as soon as they practically discover that 
they are in themselves, utterly without strength, and, therefore, wholly 
dependent upon the sovereign mercy of God.” If you’re not a 
Christians this morning, then where are you? Have you realized your 
depravity? Have you discovered what you are in yourself? 

  
CONC: In the Sanctuary of Outcasts – in 1993, Neil White was a journalist 
and magazine publisher who loved money and fame so much that 
when he didn’t have enough money and wasn’t willing to lose his 
reputation he started kiting checks, moving money from one account 
to another to avoid bouncing checks he didn’t have the money to 
cover. He was arrested and sent to prison for a year – but the prison 
to which he was sent was also home to the last leper colony in the 
United States, in Carville, LA. Through his incredible encounters with 
people who had lost noses and fingers and legs, who were viewed as 
untouchables and contaminated and unsafe to be around anyone but 
the dregs of society, White came to a powerful realization – “Finally, 
in a sanctuary for outcasts, I understood the truth. Surrounded by men 
and women who could not hide their disfigurement, I could see my 
own” (page 169). Have you come to the point where you’ve realized 
that you are disfigured, a wretch, unholy compared to the holiness of 
God? That’s what the church is, a sanctuary of outcasts who are willing 
to admit the truth about themselves, and have been and are being and 
will be saved, not because of any merit of our own, but by grace alone. 
 


