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The Fall of Humanity - Genesis 3

RESOURCES

Context in Genesis:

Genesis 3 follows the creation accounts (Gen 1-2), shifting from God’s good creation to the
introduction of sin and its consequences for all humanity. It also serves to set the stage for

the biblical narrative of redemption and restoration.
Issues of Chapter 3:

The exegetical details of Genesis 3, the theological implications (the origin of sin and its
effects on humanity. This chapter is foundational for understanding humanity, sin,
salvation, and the biblical story of redemption/restoration. Examine literal and figurative

interpretations of the text.
Structure of Genesis 3:

The Temptation (3:1-5)

The Sin (3:6-7)

The Confrontation (3:8-13)

The Curse and Consequences (3:14—19)
God’s Mercy and Expulsion (3:20-24)
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The Identity and Role of the Serpent (3:1-5)
Exegetical Issues:

e The serpent is described as “more crafty” (‘arum, shrewd or cunning) than other
creatures (3:1). Contrasts with the “naked” (‘arummim, 2:25) innocence of Adam

and Eve.



e The serpent’s speech questions God’s command, “Did God really say...?” (3:1), and
denies the consequences of disobedience, “You will not surely die” (3:4).
e FExegetical Issue: Is the serpent a literal animal, a symbolic figure, or a supernatural

being (Satan)?

The Ancient Near Eastern literature often portrays serpents as symbols of chaos or divine

opposition (Leviathan). The serpent’s role here subverts God’s order.

Literal View: The serpent is a real creature used by an evil being (Rev 12:9, 20:2, the

serpent as Satan).

Figurative View: The serpent symbolizes human curiosity, temptation, or evil inclinations,

not necessarily a historical creature.

Theological Consensus: Most evangelical scholars see the serpent as a real creature

animated by a spiritual adversary (Satan), though the text does not explicitly name Satan.
The Nature of the Temptation (3:1-5)
Exegetical Issues:

e The serpent’s method: Misrepresentation of God’s command (3:1), denial of
consequences (3:4), and appeal to individual autonomy and obtaining divine
knowledge, “You will be like God” (3:5).

e The Hebrew “knowing good and evil” (3:5) likely refers to moral autonomy or
experiential knowledge of evil, not mere intellectual awareness.

e Eve’s response (3:2-3) adds “or touch it” to God’s command (2:17), possibly

indicating a misunderstanding or exaggeration of the prohibition.

Theological Implications: The temptation exploits human freedom, revealing the

allure of self-determination over trust in God’s goodness.
The Act of Sin (3:6-7)
Exegetical Issues:

e Eve’s decision is driven by the fruit’s appeal: “good for food,” “pleasing to the eye,”
and “desirable for gaining wisdom” (3:6; 1 John 2:16).



Adam’s role is passive but complicit; he is “with her” (3:6) and eats without
objection.

Their eyes are “opened,” leading to shame and the attempt to cover their nakedness
(3:7).

Sin originates in doubting God’s goodness and truthfulness. Sin as rebellion, not mere

mistake. Temptation often distorts God’s word and promises something God has already

provided.

Exegetical Questions:

Why does the text focus on Eve’s interaction with the serpent? Is this a commentary
on gender roles, or simply narrative focus?
What does the “opening of eyes” signify? Likely the loss of innocence and the onset of

guilt and self-awareness.

Cultural Context: The act of eating forbidden fruit parallels ANE myths where
consuming divine food grants immortality or knowledge, but here it leads to death

and separation.

The Confrontation of God with Adam and Eve (3:8-13)

Exegetical Issues:

God’s presence in the garden (3:8, “walking in the cool of the day”) suggests intimacy
now disrupted by fear and hiding.

Adam blames Eve, and Eve blames the serpent (3:12-13), illustrating the relational
breakdown caused by sin.

God’s question “Where are you?” (3:9) implies divine love. Scholars see this as a
rhetorical call to accountability.

The Hebrew term for “deceived” (3:13, nasha) implies being led astray, highlighting

the serpent’s cunning.

The Curse and Consequences (3:14-19)

Exegetical Issues:

The serpent is cursed to crawl and eat dust (3:14), with enmity between its offspring
and the woman’s (3:15).



e The woman faces pain in childbirth and a complex dynamic in marriage (3:16).

e The man faces toil and death, with the ground cursed (3:17-19).

e The Hebrew term for “curse” (‘arur) is used for the serpent and the ground, but not
directly for Adam or Eve, suggesting consequences rather than divine rejection.

e The phrase “he will rule over you” (3:16): Is it prescriptive (God’s design) or
descriptive (a consequence of sin)? Most scholars argue it is a distortion of the
intended partnership in Gen 2:18-25.

e The “dust you are” (3:19) ties to Gen 2:7, emphasizing humanity’s mortality and

dependence on God.
God’s Mercy and Judgment (3:20-24)
Exegetical Issues:

e Adam names Eve (“mother of all living,” 3:20), reflecting hope despite the curse.

e God provides garments of skin (3:21), a sign of grace covering shame.

e Expulsion from the garden (3:22-24) prevents access to the tree of life, ensuring
humanity’s mortality but also protecting them from eternal life in a fallen state.

e The phrase “lest he take from the tree of life” (3:22) raises questions about God’s
motives. Is this punishment or protection? Most see it as merciful, preventing eternal
separation in a sinful state.

e The cherubim and flaming sword (3:24) symbolize divine guardianship, common in

ANE temple imagery.

Theological Issues: The Origin of Sin and The Transmission of Sin
The Origin of Sin
Theological Question: What does Genesis 3 consider to be the origin of sin?

e Sin arises from the misuse of human freedom. God’s command (2:16—17) assumes a
capacity for obedience or disobedience.

e The serpent’s role suggests an external influence, but the choice to disobey lies with
Adam and Eve, making sin a human act rather than a divine imposition.

e Theologically, sin is rebellion against God’s authority, rooted in distrust of his

goodness and desire for autonomy (3:5).



Exegetical Support:

e The serpent’s lie (3:4-5) exploits human desire, but Adam and Eve’s choice is
voluntary.
e The absence of an explicit explanation for the serpent’s malice leaves room for

mystery, though later biblical texts identify Satan (Rev 12:9).

Theological Implications:

e Sin disrupts and distorts the created order, fracturing relationships with God, self,
others, and creation.
e Genesis 3 does not depict sin as inherent to human nature but as an act that corrupts
it.
The Transmission of Sin (Original Sin)
Theological Question: How does the sin of Adam and Eve affect all humanity?

Traditional Reformed View (Original Sin):

e Augustine is best known for this position and it was developed in Western
theology, particularly in Romans 5:12-21.

e Adam’s sin is imputed to all humanity, resulting in a fallen nature inherited
by all descendants.

e Exegetical basis for this position: The phrase “to dust you shall return” (3:19)
universalizes death as a consequence of sin, and Romans 5:12 states, “sin

came into the world through one man, and death through sin.”

Theological Implication: All humans are born with a propensity to sin (total depravity),

requiring divine redemption.
Alternative Views:

e Eastern Orthodox: Emphasizes ancestral sin, where Adam’s act introduces
death and a corrupted environment, but not guilt. Humanity inherits the
consequences, not the guilt, of Adam’s sin.

e Pelagianism: Denies inherited sin, arguing individuals sin by imitation. This
view is rejected by most Christian traditions as it undermines the need for

grace.



e Arminianism: It affirms the universality of sin and human depravity. We are
all born into a fallen condition, in solidarity with Adam, but we are not
personally guilty of Adam’s specific sin. In other words, we inherit a corrupted
nature, not Adam’s personal guilt. Human beings are born with a propensity

toward sin and inevitably fall into sin.
Exegetical Issues:

e Genesis 3 itself does not explicitly articulate inherited guilt, but the universal
consequences (death, toil, pain) suggest a corporate impact.
e The “seed” language in 3:15 implies a collective humanity affected by the fall

but also redeemed through the woman'’s offspring.
Theological Conclusions:

e The fall establishes a universal human condition marked by alienation and
mortality, requiring divine intervention (fulfilled in Christ, the “second
Adam,” Rom 5:18-19).

e The mechanism of transmission (biological, spiritual, or covenantal) remains

debated, but the text affirms sin’s pervasive impact.

The Prophecies in Genesis 3:14-19
The Serpent (3:14-15)
Exegetical Issues:

e Cursed to crawl and eat dust (3:14), symbolizing humiliation and defeat.

e Enmity between the serpent’s offspring and the woman'’s, with the woman’s seed
crushing the serpent’s head (3:15).

e “Crawl on your belly” may reflect a polemic against ANE serpent deities,
emphasizing God’s sovereignty.

e The “seed” (zera’) is collective (humanity) but also singular in Christian
interpretation, pointing to Christ (Gal 3:16).

e The “crushing” of the head versus “striking” the heel suggests ultimate victory over

evil.



Theological Implications:

e Known as the protoevangelium (first gospel), 3:15 is the first promise of redemption,
fulfilled in Christ’s victory over Satan (Rom 16:20; Heb 2:14).

e The enmity reflects ongoing spiritual conflict between God’s people and evil forces.
The Woman (3:16)
Exegetical Issues:

e Increased pain in childbirth.
e Desire for her husband, and he will “rule over” her.
e “Pain” (‘itstsabon) also appears in 3:17 (man’s toil), linking the curses as
shared consequences.
e “Desire” (teshuqah) is debated:
A longing for intimacy distorted by sin (cf. Song 7:10).

A desire to dominate, leading to conflict (cf. Gen 4:7, where

teshuqah describes sin’s desire to control Cain).

e “Rule” (mashal) likely describes a distortion of the mutual partnership (Gen

2:18), not God’s original design.
Theological Conclusions:

e The curse affects procreation, a core aspect of the divine blessing (1:28), but does not
negate it.

e The relational tension reflects sin’s impact on marriage, yet God’s grace persists (Eve
as “mother of all living” 3:20).

C. The Man (3:17-19)
Exegetical Issues:

e The ground is cursed, leading to painful toil.
e Death is introduced: “to dust you shall return.”
e The ground’s curse affects humanity’s vocation to steward creation (1:28; 2:15).

e “Toil” (‘itstsabon) parallels the woman’s pain, showing shared consequences.



e Death is both physical (mortality) and spiritual (separation), though the text

emphasizes the former.
Theological Conclusions:

e Sin disrupts humanity’s relationship with creation, introducing frustration and
futility (cf. Rom 8:20-22).

e Death is the ultimate consequence, but God’s mercy (3:21) foreshadows redemption.

Literal vs. Figurative Interpretations of Genesis 3

Literal Interpretation

Genesis 3 is a historical narrative describing actual events involving a real serpent, Adam,

Eve, and God'’s judgment.

e The text’s narrative nature is consistent with historical accounts in Genesis
(genealogies, events).

e New Testament references treat Adam and Eve as historical figures (Rom 5:12-21; 1
Cor 15:21-22; 1 Tim 2:13-14).

e The protoevangelium (3:15) is fulfilled in Christ, suggesting a historical basis for the
promise.

e The curses (pain, toil, death) correspond to observable human experiences,

supporting a literal reading.
Exegetical Issues:

e The serpent’s speech and identity may require a supernatural explanation (Satan),
which some see as compatible with a literal reading.
e The “tree of life” and “tree of knowledge” are often taken as real but symbolic,

representing divine provision and moral choice.
Theological Conclusions:

e A literal fall grounds the doctrine of original sin and the need for a historical
redemption in Christ.
e Challenges: Reconciling a talking serpent and ancient cosmology with modern

science (e.g., evolution, age of the earth).



Figurative Interpretation

Genesis 3 is a theological or symbolic narrative, conveying truths about human nature, sin,

and God’s judgment without requiring historical accuracy.

e The text’s literary style (wordplay like ‘arum/‘arummim, archetypal names like Adam
“man,” Eve “life”) suggest a symbolic or mythical structure.

e Parallels with ANE creation myths (Enuma Elish, Gilgamesh) suggest Genesis 3 is a
polemic, reinterpreting common motifs to affirm monotheism.

e The absence of archaeological or historical evidence for a single Eden event supports

a non-literal reading.
Exegetical Conclusions:

e The serpent may represent chaos, temptation, or human pride rather than a
historical creature.

e The trees may symbolize divine boundaries and the human quest for autonomy, not
literal fruit.

e The curses describe universal human experiences (pain, toil, death) in poetic terms,

not necessarily historical causation.
Theological Conclusion:

e A figurative reading emphasizes the universal human condition (alienation, sin)
without requiring a single historical event.

e Challenges: Reconciling a non-historical fall with New Testament references to
Adam and Christ’s redemption (Rom 5:12-21).

Mediating Position (Historical-Representative Theological):

e Many evangelical scholars adopt a view that Genesis 3 is rooted in history but uses
symbolic language to convey theological truth.

e Example: The serpent is a real creature influenced by Satan, but its “crawling” and
“dust-eating” are poetic depictions of defeat.

e This view maintains the theological weight of the fall (sin, death, redemption) while

allowing flexibility on details (e.g., the nature of the trees).



Implications for Today:

e Acknowledge both views emphasize that the theological truths (sin’s origin, need for
redemption) are central, regardless of interpretation.
e How we treat the historical or literary nature of these texts may influence the

interpretation of other biblical narratives.
Application
Theological Conclusions:

e Sin’s Reach: Genesis 3 reveals the pervasive effects of sin on relationships, work,
and mortality, yet God’s mercy shines through (3:15, 3:21).

e Hope in the Protoevangelium: The promise of the woman'’s seed points to Jesus the
Messiah, offering hope amidst judgment.

e Human Responsibility: The fall underscores the consequences of choices, calling us

to trust God’s word over competing positions.
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