
1 
 

 

Genesis 3 
November 22, 2020 

 
1) Introduction: Few biblical passages have been as misunderstood as the story of 

the garden of Eden. It was influenced in its writing by Near Eastern myths, its 
meaning has been debated in both Jewish and Christian circles, and it has been 
the focus of artistic and literary expressions through the ages. Much of the 
popular understanding of the story comes from nonbiblical sources like John 
Milton’s Paradise Lost. The identity of the serpent, the role of Eve, the meaning 
of the 2 trees in the garden, and the nature of “the fall” have been highly 
debated topics. The interpretation of Genesis 3 by Augustine was held as 
orthodox belief in both Catholic and Protestant circles until the late 1800s. That 
accepted approach is now questioned by most scholars. 
 

2) Genesis 3:1-7 – Temptation, Sin, and the Fall 
 

a) The Serpent 
 

i) Introduced as “more crafty than any other wild animal,” the serpent’s 
craftiness and cunning is not necessarily a bad thing. The same word is 
used to describe David. In the book of Proverbs, the words crafty and 
cunning always carry a good meaning. In ancient Greek mythology the 
serpent was a symbol for wisdom and healing, a tradition currently 
honored in the symbol for the medical profession of 2 twined serpents. 
Near Eastern mythology predating this writing often pictured the serpent 
as strange and wise. Like many virtues when carried to an extreme a 
person or a serpent can be too clever for their own good. Remembering 
that the writers of this passage were serving in the king’s court, some 
commentators suggest that there were other royal advisors who were 
using their knowledge for questionable purposes. This story could be in 
part an attack on the crafty sages surrounding the rulers in Jerusalem. 
 

ii) The serpent, the idyllic garden, and the 2 trees planted in the garden are 
all figures appearing in earlier religious myths of the Canaanite and 
Mesopotamian people. These figures are perhaps lingering memories of 
an earlier tradition, though they take on an entirely new meaning for 
these Hebrew writers. 
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iii) Towner, Von Rad, and Brueggemann all agree: the serpent is not Satan. 

Sibley Towner writes, “there is no hint here of any of the dark, deep 
dragon-like dimensions that this creature acquired in subsequent 
reflection on the origin of evil.” Satan does not make an appearance in 
Genesis 3 for the simple reason that the concept of the devil had not yet 
entered Hebrew thought. To interpret the serpent in the garden of Eden as 
Satan would be foreign to the understanding of these ancient writers. The 
word Satan appears elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, but it is never a 
proper name. The noun “satan” occurs 9 times in the Old Testament: 5 
times to describe human opponents and 4 times with reference to a divine 
being who was a member of God’s heavenly council. For example, in Job 
Satan appears as the “accuser” in a legal proceeding testing whether Job’s 
faith is dependent upon the goodness he has received from God. There is 
nothing in this story or in Hebrew literature for the next 300 years that 
speaks of an evil prince of darkness that we now describe as Satan. John 
Milton’s Paradise Lost should not be confused with Genesis 3. 
 

iv) The serpent begins with what Bonhoeffer calls the 1st theological 
discussion in history. The serpent’s question is not addressed to God but 
is addressed to Eve and is a question about God and what God said. 
 

b) In verses 2 and 3 Eve corrects the serpent’s misstatements about the trees in 
the garden, telling the serpent that they may eat fruit from the trees except 
the fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden. She repeats the 
threat that if they eat the fruit of that one tree they will die. Notice the 
conversation ignores the tree of life and focuses only in these verses on the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil. What is at stake in Genesis 3 is not 
immortality promised by the tree of life. Instead the focus is on the other tree 
concerning knowledge, maturation, and rebellion. 
 

c) In verses 4-6 the serpent contradicts the warning of God and tells the 
woman, “You will not die.” Ironically, when you read the entire story you 
realize the serpent was right. The man and the woman do not die right away 
because of their sin. In verse 5 the serpent entices Eve by describing the 
advantage of eating the fruit saying, you will not die, you will become like 
the gods. You will learn what it means to experience good and evil, joy and 
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sorrow, ecstasy and pain. You will learn what it means to live in a world of 
freedom and independence. In verse 6 Eve describes the advantages of 
eating the fruit: it tastes good, it looks beautiful, and it promises to give us 
wisdom. That is the nature of temptation; it entices us with hopeful 
possibilities. So, she “took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her 
husband.” What could be wrong with that? Sibley Towner provides a stark 
answer when he writes, “The answer must be, of course, that though wisdom 
is good, obedience to the word of God is better. Wisdom linked with 
disobedience yields such things as deceit, cunning, conspiracy, and gas 
chambers.” It is interesting that Eve plays the central role in these opening 
verses of chapter 3. The man simply does what he is told. Sibley Towner 
amusingly describes these verses as the story of “the woman and the wimp.” 
 

d) In verse 7 the man and the woman have their eyes opened and become 
conscious of their nakedness. This leads the couple to make “loincloths for 
themselves” out of fig leaves. Thus, a sense of shame enters the story of the 
primal disobedience. 
 

3) Genesis 3:8-19 – Confrontation and Consequence 
 
a) Verses 8-11 – Without any other narration the story quickly focuses on the 

fact of human disobedience. The confrontation with God occurs as God is 
taking a stroll in the garden. Notice, this is not occurring as God ventures to 
earth from heaven, but in this anthropomorphic story God is dwelling on 
earth with humans. This evening stroll is a true reflection of Palestinian life 
where the hot air rising from the sundrenched earth is replaced by the cool 
breezes of the late afternoon. The man and woman hide, ashamed of their 
nakedness. Von Rad notes that the storytellers are reflecting a cultural taboo 
of not appearing in public unclothed, and more than that, not appearing 
before God without proper garments. God calls out for the couple and Adam 
responds by explaining the reason for their hiding. But God already knows 
the whole story and asks, “Have you eaten from the tree of which I 
commanded you not to eat?” 
 

b) Then in verses 12-13 the excuses begin: the woman you gave me took the 1st 
bite; the woman quickly added that the serpent tricked me and only then did 
I eat. The man not only points to the woman, but he also places the blame on 
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God for creating the woman. Not to get stuck with the blame, the woman 
quickly points to the serpent. We are all acquainted with the blame game 
because we have played it so often ourselves. 
 

c) Punishment for the Serpent – In verses 14-15 God pronounces a twofold 
curse upon the serpent. Firstly, the serpent loses its legs and is forced to eat 
dust with every bite. Secondly, there will be everlasting fear and hatred 
between humans and the serpent. From the time of the earliest Christian 
writers, verse 15 has been interpreted as a prophecy of the struggle between 
Satan and Christ. That is questionable since the term “offspring” appears in 
the plural and refers to the whole of humanity. In addition, the verses are 
given as a curse and not in the form of prophecy. 
 

d) Punishment for the Woman – In verse 16 God pronounces a twofold 
punishment for the woman. There will be great pain in childbirth and there 
will be submission to the man. As with the serpent, the punishment provides 
an explanation for the way things are, telling us why the serpent writhes 
along the ground scaring people and why the birthing process is so painful as 
well as why patriarchy rules that Palestinian culture. Sibley Towner tones 
down the patriarchal character of the verse by stating, “Remember that this 
sentence is not found in Genesis 1-2, which describes a way things were 
meant to be, but in Genesis 3, which describes the way things came to be 
after human relationships with God and each other experience brokenness 
and alienation.” Nonetheless, the verse has been used to demean the role of 
women by insisting they were “last in creation and 1st in the fall.” I lost my 
job along with many others as a professor at a Southern Baptist seminary 
because of our refusal to affirm that exact phrase. 
 

e) Punishment for the Man – In verses 17-19 the punishment for the man is 
described. The relationship between man and the earth is no longer to be 
viewed as a loving stewardship producing a bounteous crop. Now it will be a 
life of hard work, sweat, and frustration. The harvest will no longer be easy. 
Now there will be pestilence waiting to destroy the hard work of man. The 
punishment concludes in verse 19 with the destiny awaiting all humankind 
as expressed in the words of the funeral service: “we commit this body to the 
ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”  
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4) Genesis 3:20-24 – Paradise Lost and Life Regained 
 
a) Verses 20-21 – Death is not the final word though that was the announced 

punishment for eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
The serpent was wise indeed and the story continues by God’s grace. In 
verse 20 the man names his wife, Eve. The woman’s name is a pun sounding 
like the word meaning “all living things,” for she is the mother of all human 
beings that will come after her. God also understands the couple’s sense of 
shame and recognizes that fig leaves won’t do the job. So, God fashions 
them “garments of skin.” Like the rainbow following the great flood, in this 
story of sin God does not abandon humankind but presents a token of 
reconciliation as if inviting them to begin again in a brave new world of 
pain, agony, and the possibility of joy. 
 

b) Verses 22-24 describe an amazing scene that has been captured through the 
ages with amazing artistry. Picture two small and scared human figures 
forced to leave the beautiful garden and walking away on a steep and stony 
path to the east. Two angelic cherubim with flaming swords guard the 
entrance to the paradise of Eden, which humanity will never again inhabit. 
The imagery of the flaming swords according to Von Rad was meant to 
depict the danger of bright and dangerous lightening. It is helpful to revisit 
the stories of chapter 2 and 3 and ask whether leaving the garden is 
necessary for each one of us if we are to discover our own destiny.   
 

5) Reflections on the Theology of the Fall in Genesis 3 
 
a) This chapter has played a crucial role in the development of Christian 

theology particularly in Catholic and Calvinistic circles. Augustine (354-
430) argued that human nature was catastrophically distorted by the events 
of the garden of Eden and that those disastrous changes were transmitted to 
the descendants of Adam and Eve decreeing that every person would be 
born as a depraved sinner worthy of damnation. Augustine taught that before 
the fall humans were semi-spiritual beings living a peaceful, happy, and 
obedient life. After the fall humans inhabited a sinful, evil, and fallen world. 
The sin of human rebellion is passed on to succeeding generations according 
to Augustine through sexual lust, which Augustine argued was proven by the 
fact that Adam and Eve became ashamed of their nakedness only after their 
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sin in the garden. Augustine did not argue that the serpent was Satan, but the 
serpent served as Satan’s mouthpiece, and it was Satan’s understanding of 
human nature that led the serpent to tempt the woman 1st because she was 
the weaker sex. This Augustinian interpretation of Genesis 3 was normative 
for Catholics and Protestants until the late 1800s. 
 

b) More current thinkers both in and outside of the church have raised serious 
questions about the validity of Augustine’s approach. The rise of secularism 
questioned the idea of a genetic factor passing the taint of sin and damnation 
from one generation to another. The spread of human freedom raised 
questions about a pre-determinism dictating the sinful nature of every 
person. Modern psychology teaches about the necessity of rebellion against 
parental authority, whether divine or human. Contemporary thought also 
discards the Augustinian concept of the sinful and evil nature of sex  For our 
purposes, there have been serious issues raised by biblical scholars who 
insist that Genesis 3 does not support the Augustinian notion of a fall from 
grace. The creation stories of Genesis do not tell of one historical couple 
determining the future for all humankind. Rather, Genesis describes the 
story of each of us as we confront a chaotic world with its ever-present 
temptations. 
 

c) There is an option to be found in the writings of Irenaeus (130-202) 
 
i) While Augustine viewed humans as created perfectly with the fall 

destroying that perfection and distorting a person’s entire being, Irenaeus 
argued that humans were created, not perfectly, but as immature persons 
necessitating moral development and growth. He focused on Genesis 
1:26 where God said, “Let us make humanity in our image, after our 
likeness.” The term “image” refers to humanity’s nature in terms of a 
person’s capabilities and what they could become. The term “likeness” 
referred to, not their original state, but the goal of their final perfection. 
As a result, humanity at the point of creation is only potentially perfected, 
only at the beginning of the perfecting process. Irenaeus used the analogy 
of a child when describing Adam saying, “He was a child and had need 
to grow so as to come to his full perfection. … The man was a little one, 
and discretion still undeveloped.” 
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ii) While Augustine interpreted the fall as catastrophic and malignant, 
Irenaeus described the fall as an understandable lapse due to human 
weakness and immaturity. He saw Adam’s sin as a result of moral 
inexperience rather than malice. The temptation of the fall was the 
temptation to grasp for final perfection, to be like God, without waiting to 
grow up and develop. It was the temptation to jump to adulthood without 
undergoing the maturation process. Humanity was not created either 
saved or lost, but with the possibility of either. Irenaeus wrote, “There is 
no coercion with God, God has placed in us the power of choice.” 

 
iii) Augustine viewed evil as a result of human sin which led to the 

catastrophic fall. That is, he saw evil as retribution for sin. Irenaeus 
viewed evil as educative, the necessary environment for human moral 
development. For him, the basic aim of evil is not retribution for sin, but 
rather experience for learning. The experiences of life serve to educate us 
in the value of doing good and the tragedy of doing evil. Our experiences 
lead us to see evil as a thing to be shunned and to hold fast to virtue. He 
wrote, “Just as the individual learns a meaning of a bitter taste by actual 
sensation, so persons learn by painful experience that sin brings 
separation.” Can we in fact learn in any other way? Does not the 
development of personality and character entail limitation, resistance, and 
conflict? Understood in this way, you might say that for Irenaeus it was a 
“fall up” to a realm of moral education and not a “fall down” into a realm 
of depravity and evil. 

 
iv) From the viewpoint of Irenaeus this is not the story of a historical Adam 

and Eve in a garden paradise. Instead it is the story of every human being 
in a world where we meet temptation every day and are free to choose the 
moral high road or the pathway of sin. This is the story of every one of 
us. For myself, I find Irenaeus’ treatment of Genesis 3 to be more helpful 
and more in keeping with the text. Sibley Towner concludes, “What 
Genesis 3 gives us is a paradigm, a story about every human being 
rebelling against the commandments of God and thus discovering 
alienation and despair. It is a powerful, primitive rendition of a reality all 
of us know full well – the truth that life is a pilgrimage from innocence to 
maturity to a land fraught with the dangers of loving and hating, growing 
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powerful and cowering in humiliation, living and finally dying.… 
Genesis is the story of growing up.”  

 

 
Questions for Reflection: 
 
How do you view the role of the serpent in this story? Is the serpent Satan? Is the 
serpent satanic? Is the serpent simply playing a role in the story as a messenger? 
 
What do you think of the curses pronounced by God in this story? Is this simply a 
way that the storytellers make sense of everyday events like snakes slithering, the 
pain of childbirth, the patriarchal hierarchy, and the agony of hard work? Or do 
you see this as divine condemnation for Adam and Eve’s sin? 
 
Augustine and Irenaeus have a dramatically different understanding of the garden 
of Eden story. Which approach do you find most appealing and why? Or do you 
have your own interpretation of the story that you prefer? 
 
Were Adam and Eve historical characters telling the story of the original human 
beings created by God or are they symbols for each of us as we deal with 
temptation, sin, and evil in our world? Can they be both? 
 
For you, what are the most important lessons we can learn from the creation stories 
of Genesis 1-3? 


