
Science and Genesis 3: 1 - 24 

Genesis 3: 1 – 5 – the serpent and its dialogue with the woman 

“Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God (Yahweh 

Elohim) had made.  He said to the woman, “Did God really say, “You must not eat from any 

tree in the garden?” The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the 

garden, but God did say, „You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the 

garden, and you must not touch it or you will die.‟” “You will not surely die,” the serpent 

said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and 

you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (NIV) 

The serpent 

The serpent arrives upon the scene entirely unannounced.  The Hebrew begins, “And the 

serpent”. We cannot but focus upon it. 

According to Walton, the serpent features prominently in the mythology of the ancient world. 

(pp. 202, 203) “The serpent was viewed as possessing mystical wisdom and as a demonic and 

hostile creature.” “It played a significant role in ... the religious symbolism, and the cults of 

the ancient Near East.” (Walton quoting, N. Sarna) In Egypt, “Adapis, the enemy of the gods 

in the form of a snake, represented the forces of chaos.” In Mesopotamia, the god 

Ningishzida, shaped like a serpent, is “one of the deities who offers Adapa the bread of life 

by which he can gain immortality” and he is associated with a tree of some mystical primeval 

significance. 

By comparison, the serpent of Genesis 3 is not portrayed as a being of great power.  Indeed as 

the narrative unfolds, as a generic being, it is consigned to being a creature that is to be 

crushed while still having power in its bite. Nonetheless in its dialogue with the woman it 

demonstrates characteristics somewhat reflective of the myths found within surrounding 

cultures.  It claims knowledge about what eating the fruit of an extraordinary tree will and 

will not do.  Its assertion is that eating the fruit of that tree will not necessarily result in death 

(see later) – the implication being that those who eat of the fruit of that tree will not 

necessarily put in jeopardy the possibility of having ongoing life. And as the account 

progresses, we see it as an agent for chaos.   

It has a type of wisdom – it is craftier than any of the beasts of the field – those creatures 

referred to in Gen 2: 20, to whom the man gave names.  Craftiness or shrewdness can be a 

desirable characteristic and is related to wisdom in Proverbs 8: 12.  But those having a spirit 

of ill intent towards others can also be spoken of as being crafty (Job 15: 5).  In the case of 

the serpent of Gen 3, its shrewdness is probably better described as a type of cunning, with 

deception its goal.  Though the serpent possesses no magical ability, its destructive 

capabilities are enormous.  No wonder that in later writings it is portrayed as Satan.   

Yet in the Genesis account, it is one of those “beasts of the field” that Yahweh Elohim has 

made.  One could maintain that it simply appears on the scene and is compared with the 



“beasts of the field”, rather than being one of them. However, if this were the case, we have a 

single entity that simply makes its appearance, as though it were a creature quite independent 

of God.  Yet later in the account God deals with it as though it is one of his creatures and I 

assume that that is the real situation. It is under the authority of God.  It will have to answer 

to God.  It is not a creature that has an independent existence, coming into being apart from 

God. 

The dialogue between the serpent and the woman 

“And the serpent said to the woman” - I am reminded of the boy with Asperger Syndrome in 

Jodi Piccoult‟s book, “House Rules” who told the following joke:  Two buns were in an oven.  

One bun said to the other, “It‟s hot in here.”  The other replied, “Wow a talking bun!”  (End 

of joke – a joke that some do not appreciate.) The serpent not only speaks but assumes that 

the woman will understand what it is saying.  Indeed the conversation proceeds without a 

hitch.  There is no surprise on behalf of either party.  Are we not surprised?  It is an 

interesting question.  Did the narrator, the writer not think that his hearers/readers would be 

surprised or at least indicate in some other way the oddity of it all?  We will revisit this 

matter later. 

The craftiness of the serpent is evident throughout the dialogue.  It would appear that we are 

to assume that the serpent knows something of what God said to the man.  Walsh (Walsh, 

J.T., “Genesis 2: 4b-3:24: A Synchronic Approach”, Journal of Biblical Literature, 96, 

1977, 161-177) claims that the serpent makes a statement, rather than asks a question.  

Perhaps what is said should be viewed as a statement of surprise that begs a question – “So 

God really said ...!” Are we meant to understand at this point that it has overheard God 

speaking to the man and expresses concern about what it thinks God has said? Perhaps, to 

begin with, we are meant to assume that he is not quite sure exactly what God said and 

invites the woman to provide clarification. And why does he speak to the woman and not to 

the man?  Are we supposed to think that the serpent operates on the basis that she, having 

been told what God had said to the man, second hand, is going to be more open to suggestion 

as to what God really said?  The subtlety of what is going on here is intriguing.  The question 

implied in the statement made by the serpent, as though it does not actually know, is “What 

did God really say?”  Many of us are conscious of this sort of question being asked when we 

wish to avoid facing up to what he really did say!  The suggestion made by the serpent as to 

what God might have said is of course to be dismissed outright.  What, not to partake of the 

fruit of any tree of the garden?  Of course God could not have said that.  How were the man 

and the woman to live?  Anybody faced with the serpent‟s suggestion would know that the 

response has to be a resounding, “No, that is not correct.”  The serpent, in order to deceive, 

does not have to appear to be trustworthy in every respect. 

The woman in her response seems to be on the right track, or nearly so. We were told in Gen 

2: 9 that the tree of life is in the midst of the garden and the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil seems to be there also.  This is confirmed in what the woman says in reply to the 

serpent.  However, her reply can also be understood to indicate that she finds conversing with 

the serpent not all that unpleasant.  She could have said simply, “No that is not right. There is 



only one tree, the fruit of which we are not allowed to partake of, and that is the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.”  It could be that we are reading too much into the dialogue but 

by not naming the tree the woman is perhaps denying its character and so weakening an 

understanding of what has been forbidden.  Additionally, by referring to a prohibition against 

touching it, while this may have been a sensible precaution to adopt, even though there is no 

indication that God had so said, she seems to be displaying her fear of partaking of the fruit 

itself rather than a respect for the actual commandment of God.  Certainly she gives her own 

version.  She does however faithfully refer to death, though not with the striking certainty of 

“surely”.  No, we cannot be satisfied with the appropriateness of her response. 

And now the serpent comes clean.  He does know what God said, or so he indicates.  

Whereas the woman does not refer to the certainty of death that follows the partaking of the 

fruit, the serpent, does not hesitate to make that connection, though it is a denial of the 

connection. “It will not be the case that dying you will die.”  That is “You will not surely 

die.”  Walton (pp. 204, 205) argues that syntactically the serpent does not “deny the precise 

penalty as God worded it.”  To deny what God had said, would require, in the Hebrew, 

placing the negative particle between “dying” and “you will die”, Rather it denies the 

woman‟s version of what God had said, her version being, “or you will die.”  The serpent 

does this by placing the negative particle before the two verb forms, his denial amounting to 

saying, “You claim you will die, but I claim that while it could occur, it will not be 

inevitable.” 

But there has to be a sugar coating to the bitter pill she is being tempted to swallow together 

with a suggestion of her inferiority and her need to rectify this.  “Partake of this fruit and your 

eyes will be opened – as it is, you do not see clearly, your understanding is unfortunately 

limited – but then you will be like God.”  She is promised a transition that moves from 

human ignorance to God-like knowledge.  Though she chooses not to speak the name of the 

tree – the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the serpent shows no hesitation.  “Of course 

if you eat of the fruit of that tree you will gain knowledge.  You will gain discernment.”  Oh 

the lie that hides behind the truth.  She is given no idea of what that discernment will amount 

to.  And see how the serpent pictures God as one who jealously guards his own knowledge 

and only forbids the partaking of the fruit because he does not want the woman (and the man) 

to become like him.  The image being created is one where indeed God is the one who 

provides both the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil – they are there 

together in the middle of the garden – but he has set limits to his blessings for this woman 

and this man and would seem powerless to prevent the woman and the man from acquiring 

knowledge like his knowledge. 

This portrayal of God is completely at odds with what we have already learnt of him.  He 

provides a helper who is a “counter partner” for the man. By implication, the man is a 

“counter partner” for the woman. The man and the woman are in a luxurious garden.  

Animals and birds inhabit its grounds and there is no tension between their existence and that 

of the man and the woman.  They are given a tree of life, the fruit of which will give them 

ongoing life.  They could eat of any tree bar one.  It is in the middle of the garden along with 

the tree of life.  It is as though they are being reminded of the possibility of choice and 



outcomes at the one place in the garden – life or death - a bountiful gift and a commandment 

to be obeyed (but see an alternative or at least an additional suggestion later).  Simply trust 

this good God.  Even if we did not know what followed, we the hearer or the reader should be 

anxious to have the woman protest.  Why does she not protest?  She has not yet partaken of 

the fruit but offering no objection to what the serpent has said she is well on the way to doing 

so. 

Was the fruit of the tree always to be forbidden? 

Walton (p. 205) argues that while partaking of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil at that time would lead to certain death, one should not assume that this would 

necessarily be true for all time. He appeals to the notion that everything was created, “good” 

and is persuaded that God did not put the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the 

garden to simply test the man.  He believes that in due course the time could have arrived 

when it was appropriate for the man and the woman to partake of that fruit.  It was simply 

that to begin with, the timing was inappropriate and for their own good they were forbidden 

to eat the fruit.  At a later date, upon the woman and the man reaching a certain maturity, then 

eating of the fruit of that tree could have been appropriate.  This idea has a certain appeal.  In 

fact it could be argued that the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, being in close 

proximity to the tree of life might be an indication of its potential beneficial effects.  The 

desirability of the ability to discern is not inappropriate.  God has such “knowledge”.  And if 

one were to say, “Imagine if they had “matured” in a certain way, then ...” then one could 

imagine that partaking of the tree may have been appropriate.  A difficulty however is that 

this is to describe a scenario that never happened.  We are told what did happen.  There is 

almost no point in arguing for “but what if ...?”  None the less, Walton‟s suggestion does take 

account of the fact that the tree wasn‟t evil in itself, reinforces the notion that God had the 

blessing of the man and the woman in mind and negates the idea that God acted capriciously 

in deciding to give them a test. 

Elohim rather than Yahweh Elohim 

Throughout chapter 3, as was the case in chapter 2, when God acts and speaks, he is almost 

always referred to as “Yahweh Elohim”. However in the dialogue between the serpent and 

the woman he is spoken of as simply “Elohim”. Perhaps we should not make much of this.   

Perhaps, in this part of the record, when God is spoken about, “Elohim” is his appropriate 

designation, but when a personal relationship with him is in mind then “Yahweh Elohim” is 

the more appropriate reference. Yet it cannot but strike us, that in the midst of so many 

references to the one who acts personally for his creatures and relates personally to them, we 

are given these four bland references to simply, “God”.  It is almost as though we are meant 

to realise that Yahweh Elohim is in some sense being excluded from the dialogue. Sometimes 

I have written this blog series in a carefree manner, often referring to “God” when the text 

refers to, “Yahweh Elohim”.  It would be a mistake however to assume that the writer of 

Genesis 3 wrote in such a manner.   

Genesis 3: 6 – 8 – The disobedience and the result 



“When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, 

and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it.  She also gave some to her 

husband who was with her, and he ate it.  Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and 

they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for 

themselves.” (NIV) 

The man, the woman and the act 

Where was the man when the serpent was talking to the woman?  Walton points out that all 

the relevant verbs in the dialogue between the serpent and the woman are in the plural (p. 

206).  The “you” of verses 1 – 5 is always a plural “you” and Walton argues that the man, 

who is described as being “with her” in v. 6 was with her throughout the dialogue.  If this is 

the case then the man‟s silence throughout the dialogue is deafening.  

Why did the woman assume that the fruit of the tree was good for food?  I guess because it 

was one of God‟s trees in God‟s garden.  It had to be good for food.  It also looked good.  Did 

it have a more pleasing appearance than other fruit? And she was correct, the fruit would give 

her insight of a sort, wisdom of a kind – discernment in a certain area. The attraction for 

eating the fruit was obvious – it will taste good, it looks good, and it promises an intellectual 

good. 

And she took and she ate and she gave to her husband.  Here he is defined in terms of his 

relationship to her.  She is not defined in terms of her relationship to him - the way she is 

referred to at her creation.  It would appear that by means of this description his status is 

lowered. 

“The actions of the woman are described with breath taking rapidity: three “ands” [my word] 

in four words.  Yet the extremely difficult pronunciation (six double consonants in the four 

words, all of them voiceless plosives) forces a merciless concentration on each word.” So 

writes, Walsh.  He continues, “Suspense about the man‟s response to the woman‟s initiative 

is created by the unnecessarily long phrase”. He is referring to the three Hebrew words that 

describe what the woman does, two of which words, translated as, “also to her husband with 

her”, Walsh describes as semantically superfluous. 

Walsh argues that among other things, the difficulty in pronunciation and the created 

suspense focuses with considerable emphasis on the one Hebrew word that follows what the 

woman did. We translate the word: “and he ate.”  For Walsh, this is what the hearers, who 

may have heard the account read many times, will understand as pivotal in the narrative that 

begins at 2: 4b and ends at 3: 24.  This is the offence of the man.  The part the serpent played 

and what the woman did will by no means be ignored by God. However what the man did is 

of even greater magnitude. 

The structure of 2: 4b – 3: 24 – an aside 

In Walton‟s synchronic approach to the text, 2: 4b to 3: 24 can be divided into seven scenes 

and they relate as follows: 



Scene 1 (2: 4b – 17)    Scene 7 (3: 22-24)  

[omitting vv, 20, 21] 

Narrative        Narrative  

Yahweh and the man       Yahweh and the man  

into the garden       from the garden 

   

  Scene 2 (2: 18-25)     Scene 6 (3: 14-19) 

 narrative      monologue 

 Yahweh, man, woman, snake    Yahweh, man, woman, snake 

 relationships      relationships 

 

  Scene 3 (3: 1-5)   Scene 5 (3: 9-13) 

  dialogue    dialogue 

  snake, woman    Yahweh, man, woman 

  three statements   three questions-answers 

     Scene 4 (3: 6-8) 

     narrative 

     woman and her husband 

Whatever one thinks of this analysis, what happens in the middle of the garden, as related in 

3: 6 - 8, deserves some focus.  It is where the terrible action occurs. It is where God receives 

no mention whatsoever. And it is in the middle of the garden.  The man began outside of the 

garden, gave names to the creatures in the garden, partook of the fruit in the middle of the 

garden, attempted to hide from God in the middle of the trees of the garden and was cast out 

of the garden.  There does appear to be some sort of “V” arrangement, even if it is accidental. 

The immediate outcome from eating the fruit 

As the serpent had said to the woman, that her eyes would be opened, they were.  But she is 

not alone.  The man and the woman are spoken of as together – both had their eyes opened 

and they were able to discern their nakedness and such self awareness brought them shame. 

They tried to do something about it and chose fig leaves, the largest leaves found in Canaan 

(Walton, p. 206), in order to sew them together to make some form of covering.   



We may find it a little odd that awareness of nakedness should be the immediate consequence 

of their disobedience, given that in some parts of our world, nakedness is exploited in various 

ways and sometimes highlighted apparently without shame.  This may also have been true to 

some extent in the ancient world.  However, both now and then, a general societal perspective 

is to treat certain sexual characteristics of an adult man or of an adult woman as private to the 

individual concerned.  Without privacy there is embarrassment – the experiencing of being 

ashamed. The man and the woman in the account, becoming self aware, immediately strive 

for privacy in order to alleviate their embarrassment.  However, not only are they themselves 

the source of their embarrassment, God appears to be an embarrassment to them as well – so 

the narrative develops.   

It may be maintained that now the man and the woman know the difference between “good” 

and “evil” or at least that they were aware of evil.  Certainly we are to see that “evil” has now 

come into existence. Disobedience has occurred. Perhaps the hearers/readers are to detect the 

irony of their “knowing good and evil” in that discernment has become knowing good and 

evil in a moral sense. However the text itself seems to focus on the man and the woman 

discerning their nakedness and we should not ignore this.  And we need to keep in mind that 

their sin was their disobedience, not their nakedness or becoming aware of their nakedness.  

This awareness – the discerning of their nakedness came about a consequence of their 

disobedience. 

Genesis 3: 9 – 13 - Yahweh Elohim, the man and the woman – questions and answers 

“Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) as he was 

walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God (Yahweh 

Elohim) among the trees of the garden. But the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) called to the 

man, “Where are you?” He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I 

was naked; so I hid.” And he said, “Who told you that you were naked?  Have you eaten from 

the tree that I commanded you not to eat?”  The man said, “The woman you put here with me 

– she gave me some fruit from the tree and I ate it.” Then the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) 

said to the woman, “What is this you have done?”  The woman said, “The serpent deceived 

me, and I ate.” (NIV) 

Yahweh Elohim making a sound walking in the garden in the cool of the day 

While he suggests it only as a possibility, Walton argues that the relevant text could be 

translated, “They heard the roar of the Lord moving about in the garden in the wind of the 

storm” (p. 224).  This is a far cry from, “They heard the sound of the Lord God as he walked 

in the garden in the cool of the day.   

He arrives at his suggestion by way of  the following considerations:  the Hebrew “ruach” 

can be translated “wind” (or “spirit” or “breath); Akkadian usage indicates that “yom” 

translated “day” can have the meaning of “storm”, with Isaiah 27: 8 and Zephaniah 2: 2 

associating “yom” with a fierce wind (Walton actually argues for a stronger connection 

between “yom” and a fierce wind); the Akkadian usage relates to the deity coming in 



judgement (as do the Isaiah and Zephaniah texts); the word “qol” (sound) can refer to sounds 

varying from the very quite to the very loud.   

Certainly, “cool of the day” writes too much into the text.  And it could be argued that “roar” 

does likewise, with “storm” being an unusual way to render “yom”.  We are faced with two 

extreme possibilities or with something in between.  “Sound” and “day” would still be 

satisfactory translations for “qol”, and “yom” respectively without denying that the “ruach” 

was a wind of some substance, strong enough to be clearly heard and resulting in the man and 

the woman wanting to hide. However, what would the phrase “the wind of the day” mean?  

“Ruach” can be translated “breeze” in which case, “the breeze of the day” could be 

understood as a reference to the cool of the day.   

Perhaps the author/editor created two layers of thought. From one point of view there is a 

reference to God being likened to a monarch strolling through his garden enjoying the cool 

breeze of perhaps the early evening but who cannot find the man and the woman he has 

placed there. From another point of view there is a simply a reference to God who in anger, 

accompanied by a fierce and noisy wind, is intent on dealing with the man and the woman 

whom he already knows has disobeyed him. The stark reality is that the man and the woman 

have hidden themselves in the garden of the great king and God, the one and only king, finds 

them and he is indeed angry and brings his judgement to bear upon them. 

In referring to the man and the woman as “the man and his wife” the text seems to focus on 

the man but additionally it might be a way of lowering the status of both of them.  Taking vv. 

7 and 8 together, there is a solemn progression - “and they knew ..., and they sewed ..., and 

they made ..., and they heard ....”  And then the man and his wife hid.  If there was an 

unusually loud sound or an unusually fierce wind or both, no wonder they hid.  But the man 

under questioning will give another reason for hiding, a more fundamental reason.   

The man and his wife hid themselves from the face of Yahweh Elohim in the midst of the 

trees of the garden.  It appears that they left the scene of their offence – the middle of the 

garden and concealed themselves among the trees of the garden.  The luxurious garden, but 

always God‟s garden, had been provided by him in part for their enjoyment, but it had now 

become a place in which to hide from this God.  They had to avoid any face to face contact 

with him.  To be right before him, in his very presence, had to be avoided if at all possible. 

Yahweh Elohim questions the man and the woman 

In answer to God‟s question of “Where are you?” the man refers not to where he is or was, 

but why, as it where, he had been difficult to find.  “I heard you, I was afraid because I was 

naked, so I hid myself.”  This is the first we hear of fear in the Old Testament – fear when 

confronted with a holy God whom one has chosen to disobey. 

The man‟s awareness of his nakedness comes to the fore.  The awareness of nakedness but 

not the nakedness itself is used throughout the drama to give a deep sense of shame to what 

has occurred.  At this point in the dialogue there is no mention of what he and the woman 

have actually done.  It is the shame that dominates. The man not only has a deep sense of 



shame in the presence of the woman, his shame seems to be more generalised.  We are 

probably meant to understand that he is ashamed of himself in his own presence and certainly 

he is ashamed of himself if he were to find himself in the presence of God.  Sometimes 

humanity is aware of these threefold sources of shame – ashamed to be what we are in our 

own presence, ashamed to be what we are in the presence of others and ashamed to be what 

we are in the presence of God.  Though the last is often the least felt, in this account it is that 

shame which dominates.  The man is aware of the nearness of God – he has heard either the 

soft sound of a footfall or the frightening sound associated with a fierce wind – but it is God 

himself that the man needs to hide from, not the sound that heralds his appearance. 

God asks the man two questions, one following immediately upon the other.  The second one 

drives to the heart of what lies behind the first.  “Who told you that you were naked?” – How 

has it come to pass that you have acquired this knowledge about yourself?  “Have you eaten 

of the tree that I commanded you not to eat?” – I do not need to name the tree, the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. If you partook of the fruit of that tree you would know that you 

were naked.  Did you do that?   

God knows the connection between knowing good and evil and the awareness of nakedness – 

it is his garden after all.  He knew what eating of the fruit of that tree would do hence his 

warning.  Walsh argues that the operative word is the one translated, “Have you eaten?  It 

occurs in the Hebrew at the end of the question – the sentence reading something like, “Of 

the tree which I told you not to eat from, have you eaten?”  The root problem is not your 

awareness of your nakedness but that you did eat.  And I commanded you not to eat.  That is 

the crux of the matter.  I commanded and you disobeyed. 

 The man‟s response seems so classical to those of us who are used to trying to avoid the 

truth by shifting the blame.  He even suggests that some of the responsibility belongs to God 

himself.   The man could have answered simply “Yes.”  He could have shown remorse but if 

he will not readily acknowledge his own responsibility he is not going to show remorse.  He 

invents a fig leaf of another sort which will turn out to be just as flimsy.  And how dare he try 

to convince God that God himself is partly to blame.  “The woman you put here with me ...” - 

the four Hebrew words involved seem to have been put together to indicate that the man is 

trying to claim that the fault was not his entirely. (In so doing however the man 

acknowledges the order in which God had done things – the man first, the woman came 

later.) You did not have to put this woman in the garden with me, he says, conveniently 

forgetting how enthralled he was earlier to have found the woman newly made beside him. 

“Anyway, this woman having been put into this garden by you, she gave me some fruit from 

the tree.”  He could be suggesting that he did not actually take the fruit – she did and then she 

passed it on.  “Surely she bears the prime responsibility.”  Though God‟s second question 

places the emphasis on, “Have you eaten?” the man will not answer that until the end of his 

response, where he ultimately admits, “And I ate.”  How reluctant we are to admit our errors.   

Without responding to the man at this stage, almost as though the man has had his say and 

that his excuses have been acknowledged if not accepted, God addresses the woman with 

great solemnity, “What is this that you have done?”  Her responsibility is enormous.  She has 



been a participant in that event which has lead to the man‟s disobedience.  In fact she led the 

way. We may want to argue that according to the account the commandment was given to the 

man, not to the woman.  However when questioned by the serpent, the woman understands 

that she is also under that command.  She bears her own responsibility for her eating of the 

fruit but the author/editor seems to be focussing on her involvement in her giving it to the 

man.  Of course we might contend that the man could have argued against her eating the fruit 

and that whatever she did he could have refused to partake of the fruit himself.  But both the 

man and the woman had a command from God.  To God they were both answerable.  She like 

the man however wants to avoid the brunt of the question.  “I have disobeyed you. I ate the 

fruit and I involved the man in my disobedience and he then disobeyed you.” could have been 

a response.  By contrast it was, simply, “The serpent deceived me and I ate.”  She confesses 

that she has been deceived but by making the serpent the subject in the first part of her reply 

she endeavours to shift her culpability onto the serpent.  And we might add that this is a 

serpent that God had made, though the text at this point is silent on this issue.  

Walsh argues that in both the man‟s and the woman‟s response it isn‟t simply the word, “And 

I ate” appearing at the end of their response that suggests its importance.  He also appeals to 

the existence of a complex word order in the case of the response made by the man and 

alliteration in that made by the woman.  The author/editor wants the position to be perfectly 

clear to the hearer/reader.  God said not to eat – but they ate. 

And as with the man, Yahweh Elohim, turning from the woman, as though her involvement 

has now been dealt with, then moves on to deal with the serpent. 

Genesis 3: 14 – 19 – Yahweh Elohim: his judgment on the serpent, the woman and the 

man 

“
So the LORD God (Yahweh Elohim) said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, 

“Cursed are you above all livestock and all wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and 

you will eat dust all the days of your life. And I will put enmity between you and the woman, 

and between your offspring and hers; he will crush
 
your head, and you will strike his heel.”  

To the woman he said, “I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; with painful labor 

you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over 

you.”  

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which 

I commanded you, „You must not eat from it,‟ “Cursed is the ground because of you; through 

painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and 

thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will 

eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are 

and to dust you will return.” (NIV) 

Yahweh Elohim and his judgment on the serpent 

The narrative moves immediately from what the woman says to what must be said to the 

serpent, with a simple “And (waw) Yahweh Elohim said ...” There is no doubt as to who is in 



charge – who has the right, the authority and the power to decide upon the future of all three 

– the man, the woman and the serpent. It is Yahweh Elohim alone, and from his 

determinations there is no escape.  He addresses them in the reverse order to that in which 

they have been referred to but it is the same order that earlier unfolded when the serpent 

spoke to the woman and then when the woman gave to the man.   

God asks no question of the serpent but proceeds immediately to its judgment.  It cannot be 

treated like the man and the woman. It is only one of the beasts of the field.  Indeed what God 

says later makes even its standing among the beasts of the field of little account.  If anyone is 

tempted to award some high status to the serpent, the fact that God does not consider it 

worthy enough of engaging in dialogue should alert the hearer or reader to its low status.  

The judgement on the serpent is two-fold.  The first has to do with its basic existence – its 

locomotion. Strikingly, the serpent is cursed. Walton points out that curses in connection with 

serpents are not uncommon in the ancient world (pp. 224, 225).  “The Egyptian pyramid texts 

... contain a number of spells against serpents ... Some spells enjoin the serpent to crawl on its 

belly (keep its face on the path).”  He also argues that the eating of dust is not a reference to 

the diet of snakes in the ordinary world, but rather an allusion, found in ancient literature, to 

what is eaten in the netherworld.  He refers to Enkidu in the Gilgamesh Epic who “on his 

death bed dreams of the netherworld and describes it as a place with no light and where „dust 

is their food, clay their bread.‟” He suggests that such imagery belongs to the netherworld 

because of the nature of the grave and concludes that “the curse on the serpent can be 

understood as wishing upon it a status associated with docility (crawling on its belly) and 

death (eating dust).” 

“Docility” seems too soft a word but its use by Walton is consistent with his earlier statement 

that “the curse combats its aggressive nature”. Walsh suggests that the idea of grovelling is 

entailed in the serpent crawling on its belly and “grovelling” suggests more than aggressive 

behaviour being curbed. Walton‟s reference to “wishing upon” as a way of referring to 

“being cursed” would also seem to require further thought. He later argues (p. 237) that in 

what God says, we have first “a prescriptive statement imposing a condition (curse), followed 

by a descriptive statement indicating the consequences of the new situation brought about by 

his behaviour (crawling on its belly eating dust).”  If the curse is to be described as a “wish”, 

then when God makes this wish, it unavoidably results in a state leading to equally 

unavoidable consequences.  I think it is preferable to simply see what God does as uttering a 

curse, the fulfilment of which cannot be avoided because God has determined that it shall be 

so.  The idea of God uttering a curse will be further explored later when examining the 

cursing of the ground. 

The cursing of the serpent gives it a lower status than all the livestock and all the beasts of the 

field (the same two groups that the man gives names to in 2: 20 – see above). Though it is 

described as craftier than all the beasts of the field in 3: 1, now in 3: 14, it is cursed above all 

such. Its greater craftiness has ultimately lead to its undoing and now results in its lesser 

status.  The serpent‟s image may be found on the crown of a pharaoh, as is indeed the case, 



but this serpent is to become a groveller and the lowest of all these creatures. All because “it 

has done this” – it deceived the woman.   

The second part of God‟s judgement on the serpent is concerned with its relationship with the 

woman and the relationship between its offspring (seed) and the woman‟s offspring (seed).  

This second aspect could be considered to be still part of the curse though a “waw” (and) 

continues the judgement and this part of the judgement does not concern other creatures of 

the animal world.  Even if not strictly part of the curse, it is a description of God‟s intent for 

the serpent, an intent that shall come to pass and that shall create turmoil for the serpent. 

Walton points out that while the ancient world did not think of a woman as having her own 

seed, that a man gave her seed is sufficient explanation for the reference being to “her” seed 

(p. 225).  He refers to Gen 16: 10 and 24: 60 where the account mentions Hagar‟s and 

Rebekah‟s seed respectively.  He also argues that given that “seed” is a collective noun one 

cannot argue from the singular “you” in “your head” and “you will strike” that the reference 

can only be to an individual. It could just as equally be a reference to the “seed.”  (pp. 235, 

236) He cites Gen 28: 14 where there is a reference to Jacob being informed that “your” seed 

will be numerous and that “you” (singular) will spread out over the earth.  In the present text, 

since the enmity is between both the woman and the serpent and the seed of the woman and 

the seed of the serpent, the “you” in “your head” and in “you will strike” should probably be 

understood as a reference to both the singular entities – the woman and the serpent, and the 

collective “seeds”.  At one level, what God speaks of, is an enmity that shall be realised for 

this woman and this serpent.  Walsh poignantly remarks, “The relationship of trust he (the 

serpent) so painstakingly effected (with the woman) will become undying enmity.” The irony 

is obvious. However, at another level it shall be an undying enmity between all her offspring 

and all the offspring of the serpent. 

Walton argues that the words translated, “crush” and “strike” come from the same root and 

that the translation involving these words should be something like, “He will strike your 

head, and you will strike his heel” (p. 226).  While remarking on the fact that not all serpents 

are venomous and that the only venomous one in northern and central Israel is the viper, 

Walton contends that the threat of a harmful bite is sufficient to attach the idea of danger to 

serpents in general.  Similarly one could argue that while not all humans will attack all 

serpents, the potential threat to serpents could also be viewed as constituting danger for 

serpents in general.  As Walton argues, the situation that is involved in the judgment of God 

upon the serpent is one that threatens the mortality of both the serpent (and its seed) and the 

woman (and its seed).  The text itself does not seem to hold any promise of a resolution to 

this enmity.  It is simply enmity with the potential of death being an outcome, through and 

through, for both sets of parties.  Indeed both head of serpent and heel of human will be 

struck.  There is no doubt about it. 

Yahweh Elohim and his judgement on the woman 



As with the serpent, Yahweh Elohim‟s judgement on the woman is twofold with the first part 

of that judgment relating to the women‟s basic existence – her basic existence as one who 

conceives and bears children.   

Walton (p. 227) claims that the translation, “childbearing” is inappropriate, “conception” (as 

in KJV) being a better rendering (p. 227).  Indeed, “conception seems to be the sense of the 

Hebrew word in Ruth 4: 13 and Hosea 9: 11 where the NIV translates it as such.  As Walton 

points out the problem for exegetes is how “pain” is related to “conception”.   

The word translated “pains” (“painful” is understandably a related word) occurs two other 

times in Scripture (Gen 3: 17 and 5: 29).  In both instances the reference seem to be to a 

physical type of pain given that the context in both instances is the ground with which man 

has to contend – the ground that God has cursed.  However Walton claims that, “Nouns from 

the same root ... refer to pain, agony, hardship, worry, nuisance and anxiety ... (and that the 

verbal root) is not typically used to target physical pain, but mental or psychological anguish 

(though physical pain may accompany or be the root cause of the anguish)” (p. 227).  If 

Walton is correct it may be that we should understand even the Gen 3: 17 and 5: 29 texts as 

not restricted to references to physical pain but the mental and emotional anguish which can 

accompany unrelenting and necessary physical labour.  With the understanding that the 

“pain” is to be understood as “anxiety”, Walton argues that “the first half of v. 16 is an 

extended merism ... referring to the anxiety that a woman will experience through the whole 

process from conception to birth”.  The anxiety begins at conception, extends through 

pregnancy and onto the giving of birth.  He suggests that a suitable paraphrase of v. 16a 

would be, “I will greatly increase the anguish you will experience in the birth process, from 

the anxiety surrounding conception to the strenuous work of giving birth”.  This writer‟s 

suggestion is that while anxiety may be part of the experience, the “pain” is to be thought of 

in quite broad terms, encompassing mental and emotional anxiety and anguish as well as 

severe physical pain. 

While the NIV states that God will make her pains very severe, arguably the text could be 

translated to indicate that God will “greatly increase the pain” (“greatly multiply your pain” -

The New American Standard Bible).  A further possibility is to render the text, “Surely I will 

increase your pain.” (“I will surely multiply your pain” – The English Standard Version). The 

Hebrew is something like, “increasing, I will increase”, an idiomatic way of conveying the 

notion of “surely” (see the earlier reference to “dying you shall die”.)  If this last possibility is 

correct we could have a direct play on words, with the “surely, I will increase” of 3: 16 

echoing “surely you will die” of 2: 17 and its denial by the serpent in 2: 4.  Furthermore the 

reference to “increase” in 3: 16 could be understood as an echo of the “Be fruitful and 

increase” of 1: 28 with a touch of irony that the increase in numbers will now come about by 

means of an increase in pain.  

If the understanding of either The New American Standard Bible or The English Standard 

version is close to the mark, then the implication is that “pain” at some level would have been 

experienced anyway, but now that “pain” shall be greatly increased or shall without a doubt 

be increased. There is a tendency for some to imagine that life in the garden was to be “a bed 



of roses”.  If one of the responsibilities given to the man and the woman was to tend the 

garden and if the woman was to have children (this is certainly implied) and if the bearing of 

children was to be accompanied by some “pain” from the beginning, then it should be clear 

that “the bed of roses” notion should be abandoned. 

Similar to the serpent, the second part of the judgement on the woman entailed a problem in a 

relationship. In her case it is the relationship between herself and her husband.  As the text 

implies, her husband ruling over her seems to be part of that problem but what does, “your 

desire will be for your husband” mean? 

Walton admits that understanding the word translated “desire” is not a simple task (pp. 227-

229). The word is found only twice more in Scripture – Gen 4: 7 and Song of Songs 7: 10. In 

Gen 4: 7 the sense seems to be that of “domination of” – sin has a desire towards Cain.  In 

Song of Songs 7: 10 the beloved speaks of the desire or attraction her lover has for her. 

Walton favours the view that the word “refers to one‟s basic or inherent instincts.”  He 

suggests that since there has just been mention of the woman conceiving and bearing a child, 

the sense of v. 16b is that the woman has a basic drive to want to conceive and bear children 

but that she cannot do that without her husband.  So she is driven towards dependency on the 

man with the result that he is “in a position to dominate”.  The judgement would then be seen 

to be an unavoidable desire for her to have a husband who shall enable her to conceive with 

the resultant and unavoidable consequence that he shall rule over her. The irony is difficult to 

miss. Portrayed, upon her introduction into the world, as a “counterpart helper”, she is 

destined now to be a person of some subservience to the man.   

God gives the woman no reason for his judgement on her. We might have expected God to 

have given her some explanation. Perhaps we are to assume that she already recognises why 

she is under the judgement of God – that it was obvious to her. Surely hearing God‟s 

judgment on the serpent with its opening words, “Because you have done this” should have 

given her a strong clue! In a moment, hearing God speak again but to the man will reinforce 

for her what her involvement in the act was – the man listened to her!  Well, whatever her 

degree of awareness, God gives to her no explicit explanation as to why she and her seed are 

to suffer so. 

Yahweh Elohim’s judgment on the man  

Unlike the situation with the woman but in a similar fashion to the serpent, the man is given a 

reason for his judgement. He listened, that is, he not only attended to, but took notice of, his 

wife.  He then ate from the fruit of the tree of which God had commanded he must not eat.  

The woman was aware of the commandment, but presumably because the commandment had 

been given directly to the man, his offence is explicitly linked to the commandment – he 

disobeyed it.  Perhaps we are also meant to see, by way of implication stemming from what 

God had said, that when faced with the woman‟s desire to eat the fruit, the man should have 

spoken up in opposition to her proposed action.  She should have then listened to him, not as 

it actually occurred, he listened to her.  Perhaps the man is meant to see that he has to face 

that issue as well. 



As with the serpent and the woman his judgment also appears to be twofold.  The first part of 

his judgment concerns his basic existence – his need to be a food gatherer. Again the irony is 

difficult to miss. He ate of the food that he was forbidden to eat while in the luxurious garden 

which provided abundant fruit which he was free to eat.  Now he shall find it painful and 

difficult to acquire any food to eat. 

Just as the serpent was cursed, so the ground is cursed also.  Mention has already been made 

of Walton‟s view that the curse on the serpent could be understood as God “wishing” upon it 

a certain status. (p. 225) He also implies that in these curses God does not impose something 

like a hex upon the object cursed. (p. 229) Rather he argues that to curse is to remove 

something or someone from God‟s protection and favour.  To support his position he appeals 

to the idea that “to curse” is the opposite of “to bless” and argues that in Deuteronomy 28: 

15-28 (citing an article by J. Scharbert) the curses of vv. 16-19 are to be distinguished from 

those “negative actions of the Lord” in vv. 20 – 28 (p. 229, note 8).  Walton cites 1 Samuel 

26: 19 as a good example of where being “cursed” means being “deprived of God‟s favour, 

blessing and protection”.  The passage refers to David cursing those men who have, if they 

have, enticed Saul to be opposed to him. 

 An aside on God cursing 

Certainly the idea of God imposing something like a hex is inappropriate.  It is human beings, 

operating in a world akin to magic, who seek to place a hex on somebody or something, with 

no certainty that their endeavours will bear fruit.  God does not operate by magical means and 

he does not simply endeavour to bring about his determinations, as though he might fail. His 

own power is sufficient for him to accomplish what he decides to do.  However as implied 

earlier, while Walton‟s view that curses are wishes might be appropriate when applied to 

men, that notion seems quite inappropriate when applied to God.  In 1 Samuel 26 David 

utters a curse but he cannot guarantee that it will come about.  That will be up to God.   

Furthermore, this writer does not concur with Walton‟s agreement with Scharbert‟s analysis 

of Deuteronomy 28: 16-28. While 28: 16-19 refers explicitly to the people of Israel being 

cursed (if they choose to disobey Yahweh their God),  vv. 20 – 28 together with vv. 29 – 68 

are an elaboration of what these curses will amount to.  Verse 48 referring to what has gone 

before begins, “All these curses will come upon you.” (NIV)  (See Craigie, P.C., The Book 

of Deuteronomy, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI, 1976, pp. 338-353 for a similar view.)  If 

this viewpoint is correct the “negative actions of the Lord” are not to be distinguished from 

the curses but are explications of those curses.  The point being made is that rather than 

seeing the curses that emanate from God in some passive sense – which could be understood 

to lie behind the idea of God removing his protection and favour, they are to be understood as 

referring to his promise of “evil” to come which he will positively bring about. Certainly 

understanding God to be removing his favour and protection is one possible way of 

interpreting his intentions in a specific situation but in the case of uttering a curse, this 

perspective seems too limiting.  The idea that God in his blessings is bestowing his favour 

and protection and that God in his curses is operating in an opposite manner to this - 

removing his favour and protection has a certain appeal.  But as Deuteronomy 28: 1 - 68, in 



the opinion of this writer, makes clear, both blessings and curses entail the positive action of 

God to directly bring about “good” in one case and “evil” in another. 

Yahweh Elohim’s judgment on the man (cont) 

The aside was pursued because of the question mark that hangs over what it means for God to 

curse the ground.  It does not seem appropriate to this writer that it means God withholding 

his favour, blessing and protection unless by that is implied the positive bringing about of 

something very undesirable, given utterance in the form of a curse.  

A special characteristic of curses is that they carry with them considerable fervour and 

highlight the involvement of the one who curses in what the curse promises.  When God 

curses both the serpent and the ground, that fervour and heightened personal involvement 

should not be missed.  Something of the utmost serious nature has come about. 

In the case of the ground, what actually happened?  Did the nature of the ground suddenly 

change and change catastrophically?  Is that the way the hearer/reader is meant to understand 

the situation?  That is certainly possible. 

Another possibility is as follows: Up to this point in the account the author/editor has simply 

indicated that the world outside the garden was originally without wild or cultivated 

vegetation (as suggested earlier) because there was no man to till the ground and there had 

been no rain.  Then God (on the basis of the analysis previously given) sent rain and 

fashioned the man from the dust of the ground. Next God planted a garden and placed the 

man in the garden.  The author/editor, except for his reference to the wild and cultivated 

vegetation has told us very little about the nature of the world outside of the garden.  

Furthermore, the man seemingly being placed in the garden immediately after being made 

has in reality very little experience of what the world outside of the garden is like. When he is 

removed from the garden he experiences a world that was already prepared for him - a world 

with cursed ground.  God in his curse of the ground was simply stating what the world 

outside the garden was really like, though we are not meant to see it as cursed until God has 

indeed cursed it. However, this scenario would not satisfy those who have an understanding 

that to begin with the world was created a “perfect” world.  

Perhaps we should not try to postulate too much but merely accept that according to the 

account, as a consequence of the disobedience of the man, the ground was cursed by God.  

The author/editor does not have a problem with the ground undergoing a change even a 

drastic and sudden change.  Nor perhaps does he wish to rule out the idea that the world 

outside of the garden was prepared for the disobedient man, though it is not to be viewed as 

cursed until God utters his curse. 

Whatever tack we take, the account makes it clear that the man who always needs food to eat 

will now struggle to survive and his struggle to survive will be unending.  All the days of his 

life will be characterised by the pain – the hardship, worry and anxiety he will experience as 

he works the land.  For the ground will produce thorns and thistles not the luxurious trees of 

the garden.  That will be what the ground will produce without his effort but these thorns and 



thistles will not be edible.  The only way he will find food is to work the land and grow the 

plants of the field - cultivated crops.  He will survive but it will take effort.  It will be by the 

sweat of his brow, and there will always be that uncertainty about whether whatever he plants 

will be “fruitful” in the end.   

No mention is made of the “shrub of the field” as in 2: 5 which could be considered to add 

further weight to the idea that this was not cultivated but rather wild vegetation. Perhaps the 

thorns and thistles are representative of the “shrubs of the field” in which case, the world 

outside the garden was already prepared for the man who would have to live outside of the 

garden, as suggested above. 

The second part of his judgement is interwoven with the first.  The man will be destined to 

toil for his sustenance until he returns to the ground.  From the ground he was taken to the 

ground he will return.  From the dust of the ground (the soil?) he was made – dust he is and 

dust he shall become.  As Mme Ramotswe wanted to say to Mme Makutsi in Alexander 

McCall Smith‟s Blue Shoes and Happiness, when burying a ground hornbill, “We are 

returning it to ground from which it came, the ground from which we came too.” (p. 199) The 

second part of each of the judgments that were made for both the serpent and the woman 

entailed a relationship problem.  If we are meant to see something similar in the case of the 

man, then perhaps it is in terms of his relationship with the ground.  He is a product of the 

ground and if that relationship was to be ongoing there would be no further developments.  

However in God‟s judgment upon the man, the ongoing character of the relationship comes 

to an end.  The reverse occurs and the man becomes dust of the ground.  He was derived from 

the ground and now part of the ground is derived from him.  However, for more on this, see 

later. 

The three judgements 

In Walsh‟s terms, “each decree imposes two punishments, one involving an essential life 

function, the other a relationship.”  What is also of significance is how the three judgments 

are linked.  The relationship problem for the serpent involves itself and the woman. The 

relationship problem for the woman involves herself and the man.  The relationship problem 

for the man involves himself and ... ? At this point we might have expected that for the man 

his problem involved himself and God. Instead, if the suggestion above is appropriate, the 

problem was between himself and the ground – almost it seems somewhat of a come down.  

Not God, but the ground. 

There is a sense in which if the man‟s relationship breakdown was portrayed as involving 

God, then that would have said something false about the relationship between God and the 

woman and God and the serpent.  All were under the judgement of God and all were thereby 

clearly estranged from God.  What then is the significance of “ground”.  The serpent was one 

of those creatures made on Day 6.  It is one of many.  The woman is special - she was 

fashioned from a chunk of the man.  The man is special - he was formed from the dust of the 

ground.  The man‟s relationship with God is in a sense mediated through the ground.  For the 

writer to indicate that for the man, in the judgment of God, the problem is the ground, is 



perhaps an elliptical way of referring to the fact that his problem is with God without thereby 

implying that the serpent and the woman did not have a similar problem.  However, perhaps 

we are seeing too much in the man‟s relationship with the ground as a consequence of seeing 

too close a parallel among the three judgments. 

It is noteworthy that while the serpent and the ground are both subject to a curse from God, 

neither the woman nor the man are cursed.  Surely the hearers/readers are thereby encouraged 

that with the man and the woman all is not lost. Humankind is not subject to an everlasting 

all-pervasive ban.  God still has some part for them to play and he will not abandon them.  

They stand in a relationship with him that is not that of the serpent or the ground.  For them 

there is hope. 

Reference is often made to the order in which the serpent and the woman are addressed.  A 

popular idea is that what we are given is an order which is the reverse of what God originally 

intended.  Originally the order was the man, the woman and then the serpent.  Now it is the 

serpent, the woman and then the man.  The point of the latter ordering could be to indicate 

that the proper order has been reversed but the hearer/reader knows this from what occurred 

anyway.  However the order in which God addresses the three could simply have been 

dictated by other considerations such as, increasing the suspense, beginning where the drama 

began and finishing where it finished, or simply having the order correspond to what in 

principle remained, the correct order, moving from lower in the order to higher in the order.  

Whatever the intention of the writer, that there was an inversion of order is clear from how 

the drama unfolded.  The serpent deceived and persuaded the woman; the woman was 

attracted to the idea of eating the fruit, ate the fruit and then gave it to the man; the man, 

absolutely limp – minded and refraining from exercising any responsibility, then ate.  This 

was the man to whom God had spoken directly. 

Genesis 3: 20, 21 – The man names the woman; Yahweh Elohim makes garments 

“Now the man called his wife‟s name Eve, because she was (NIV reads, “would become”) 

the mother of all the living. The Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) made garments of skin for 

Adam and his wife, and clothed them.” (New American Standard) 

The naming of the woman 

The vocabulary that is used of the man naming the animals and the birds (Gen 2: 19) is also 

used here in his naming of the woman.  It was suggesting when considering the former 

situation that perhaps one of the important aspects of his giving these creatures their names 

was that it was an indication of his authority over them.  If that is true, and it is a debatable 

point, the same may apply with respect to his naming of the woman.  However it was also 

pointed out that the context for his naming of the creatures was one where there was no 

suitable helper to be found among these creatures.  That is, that context suggested that in his 

naming of them the man recognised what they were but more to the point what they were not.  

In the naming of the woman, “Eve”, the man may have been exercising some authority over 

her but again the context is one of recognition – he recognises her role as mother – indeed the 

mother, of all who would come afterwards.  The text does not indicate anything improper 



about the man naming the woman, “Eve” and his recognition of her role in the world would 

seem to be the main if not the only point that is being made.  It is true that God does not name 

the woman, “Eve” but it would seem to go beyond the text to suggest that the man erred in so 

doing.  Rather than having the sense of exercising authority over, the naming of an entity, in 

this context, may simply imply that the role or function of that entity is being recognised. 

At the very least it would seem to indicate that the man is perceptive.  It could be that in 

association with his now being aware of his nakedness and being aware of the woman being 

aware of his nakedness that the man recognises the sexual aspect of their nakedness and the 

possibility of sexual activity leading to new life.  Of course the text is relevantly silent on 

such a connection.  Perhaps the author/editor is allowing the hearer/reader to fill out the 

details that relate the awareness of nakedness to sexual activity and to the production of 

children.  We should not assume that the hearers/readers were naive about such matters. 

The Hebrew word for “living” has already appeared a number of times in the account (e.g. 1: 

21, 24; 2: 7, 19) and is commonly associated in these passages with the Hebrew word for 

“creatures”. However, as in 2: 7, the entity that is referred to as living is that of humankind.  

The Hebrew word for “Eve” has the same sound as the first part as the Hebrew word for 

“living” and the writer makes use of this similarity in his “explanation” as to why she is 

called, “Eve”.   

The garments that Yahweh Elohim provides 

In verse 21 we have a reference to Yahweh Elohim making garments for the man and his 

wife.  The garments are garments of skin and hence we assume that some animal or animals 

have died by one means or another.  It is not uncommon to conclude that God actually 

“sacrificed” the life of one or more animals for the sake of the man and the woman.  While it 

seems obvious that the use of the skin of one or more animals implies that one or more 

animals had died, the text is silent about this being a matter of some significance or that God 

himself brought about that death.  In fact the death of animals may have already been part of 

the man and the woman‟s existence in the garden.  Given that in the garden apparently 

nothing equivalent to the tree of life was provided to prevent the death of an animal the 

author/editor may have thought it appropriate for the hearer/reader to assume that the death of 

animals would be a natural occurrence.  Again the text is silent on such a possibility just as it 

is silent on seeing anything of considerable significance in the fact that animal skins were 

available.  

What is of significance is that Yahweh Elohim provides them.  He is aware of their shame, 

their consequent need for covering and the inadequacy of what they had created for 

themselves.  It is out of his kindness that these animal skins are provided.  They are long 

lasting and not susceptible to tearing in contrast to the leaves of a fig tree sewn together.  

What is difficult to deny in this part of the account is the portrayal of the grace of God for 

sinful humanity. 

“In some contexts, clothing someone is an act of investiture.  Kings and priests were clothed 

in installation ceremonies. Joseph was clothed by his father in a special coat and was clothed 



by Pharaoh on his appointment to high office.” (Walton, pp. 229, 230)  With the man and the 

woman however, there is shame that needs to be dealt with, not honour to be conferred. There 

is some similarity between what happened to the man and the woman in the Genesis account 

to what happened to Adapa in the Tale of Adapa. Adapa, failing to eat of the bread of water 

of life, was in need of being clothed and that clothing was supplied by the god Anu (Walton, 

p. 230).  A tale that is something like an inversion of the Genesis account is that of Jason and 

the golden fleece. In that story, Jason travels to the far ends of the earth and finds a dragon 

that is guarding a golden fleece that is hanging on a tree. Media, a sorceress, comes to his aid.  

She drugs the dragon and the golden fleece is theirs.  He is a hero.  In the Genesis account 

both the man and the woman are abject failures.  They have no honour, only shame.  But God 

deals with their shame. 

The two verses – a textual aside? 

In his sparse comments on these two verses, Walsh refers to them as “isolated narrative lines” 

that “have no structural connection with the rest of scene six” (3: 14-19 constitute scene six in 

his analysis).  In a footnote he comments that “3: 20 is ...a proleptic reference to 4: 1 (and) 

that the function of both verses within the Eden account must be sought on the level of the 

account as a whole.”  Certainly 4: 1 refers to the birth of Cain and the reader is prepared there 

for more children to come.  However it is not clear to this writer why “the account as a 

whole” has to be considered in order to discover their function. 

The judgments on the man and the woman, in light of what might have been, can only be 

described as horrific. The basic account has almost come to its conclusion – the conclusion 

reached in vv. 22 – 24.  Functioning somewhat as an interlude, rather than an aside, vv. 20, 

21 provide the hearer/reader with some relief.  All is not completely lost.  Death has already 

begun and will inevitably follow, yet life is to be provided.  The man and the woman are 

ashamed and the attempt made by them to deal with their shame is pathetic and short-lived as 

a solution. Yet God comes to their rescue and their shame is curtailed.  The hearer/reader is 

about to be informed of something which he/she is probably anticipating but he/she will 

remember the words of these verses, when confronted with what is to come. The loss is not 

total.  Hope has been born.  Rather than a textual aside, these verses provide the 

hearers/readers, with a brief breathing space before they must face what is to follow and 

provides a view of things that has some optimistic elements. 

Genesis 3: 22 – 24 - The man and the woman driven from the garden 

“And the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) said, “The man has now become like one of us, 

knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the 

tree of life and eat, and live forever.”  So the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) banished him from 

the Garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken. After he drove the 

man out, he placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword 

flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of life.” (NIV) 

Being “banished” from the garden 



A number of facets of this final scene have already been mentioned – the knowing of good 

and evil, the preventing of access to the tree of life and the working of the ground.  One 

might expect that the reference to “man” in 3: 22 would be to generic man – man without the 

definite article as in Gen 1: 26 and 2: 5. However, in accord with 2: 23 where the reference is 

clearly to the man working the ground, it is the man who is spoken of as the one who has 

“become like one of us”. Furthermore it is that same one who is referred to as being 

“banished” from the garden.  Of course, the woman is “banished” along with the man for 

indeed the eyes of both of them had been opened.  Yet the focus is on the man – the one to 

whom the command had been directly given, the one whom God placed in the garden, the 

one for whom God fashioned the counterpart helper, the one who failed to exercise any 

responsibility towards his wife.  Great is the blame to be attached to the man. 

The phrase, “the man has now become like (as) one of us” has overtones with Gen 1: 26 – 

“Let us make man in our image”. It was suggested in an earlier blog series that the reference 

to “us” in Gen 1: 26 was probably a reference to God and his heavenly court and that what 

lay behind the notion of “us” was the existence of personal relationships existing between 

God and other members of his court and amongst those other members themselves. It was 

also suggested that in order to prevent any misunderstandings, 1: 26 is quickly followed by 1: 

27 where the reference is solely to God‟s image. The “us” of 3: 22 could also be a reference 

to God and his heavenly court. Here however, man who was originally made “in our image” 

has become “like one of us” and in this case, the similarity is not something to delight in.  

Rather it is a matter that is regarded as appalling.   

What is this similarity?  In conformity with the idea that for the man (and the woman), what 

happened upon eat the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil was their becoming in some 

inappropriate way self aware, so here the suggestion is that there is a reference to the self 

awareness of the members of the heavenly court.  However, their self awareness was not 

inappropriate.   

What the man (and the woman) had become was so seriously inappropriate that God decided 

that he would not allow such beings to have ongoing life.  Their access to the tree of life was 

to be denied forever.  And being denied such access meant being banned from the garden.  

Being banned from the garden meant having to work the ground to enable vegetation to grow 

that would provide the food that would enable the man to eat and so live, though such life 

would have death stamped upon it.  In the end the man (and the woman) would die.  It could 

be that we are meant to see irony in the statement that the man will have to work the ground 

from which he was taken.  He came from the ground outside of the garden and he will now 

have to work at that same ground in order to eke out an existence in the world beyond the 

garden. And one day, when death for him has its final say, he will become part of that ground 

that is outside of the garden. 

The word, “banished” probably writes too much into the text, the basic sense behind the 

Hebrew word being, “sent”.  The specific sense of the word varies depending upon context.  

However, the Hebrew word translated “drove”, the other word used to describe God‟s 

activity at this point, does seem to have a forceful element to it. In Exodus 2: 17, some 



shepherds drive some women away from a well and in the title to Psalm 34, reference is made 

to Abimelech driving out David.  The man and the woman do not go by their own initiative, 

God does not invite the man and the woman to leave and they do not go after a little 

prodding.  They are driven out.  We are left in no doubt as to the seriousness of their offence 

and the utter necessity of their not being allowed to have ongoing existence. 

The cherubim guarding the entrance on the eastern side 

It might strike us as a little curious that the guards, the cherubim, are placed on the east side 

of the garden.  However, presumably that was the way into the garden.  The entrance was on 

the eastern side, recognising, as earlier suggested, that the garden was basically an enclosed 

affair.  It would need to be enclosed in order to contain the animals of the garden.  Is there 

any significance in the entranceway being on the eastern side?  A number of suggestions 

come to mind but with little confidence in their validity. One reasonable possibility is that if 

the location of the garden is, as earlier suggested, at the head of what we now refer to as the 

Persian Gulf, then the eastern side would be bounded by that “bitter river” (see an earlier 

blog). While an enclosure of some sort would be necessary wherever the garden was bounded 

by land, perhaps that part of the garden being open to the water needed no artificial “wall” as 

far as the animals were concerned. However, when it came to preventing the man and the 

woman re-entering the garden, that would require the setting of guards at the entrance way. 

Regarding the cherubim, Walton (p. 230) comments that the description given to them in the 

Biblical literature is in accordance “with archaeological finds that suggest that cherubim are 

composite creatures (like griffins or sphinxes)” He also refers to a Neo-Assyrian seal which 

“depicts what appears to be a fruit tree flanked by two such creatures with deities standing on 

their backs supporting a winged sun disk.”  There could be a connection between the sun and 

the cherubim reflected in the Genesis account in its reference to their guarding the eastern 

side of the garden.   Perhaps of greater significance is the Biblical material that refers to the 

cherubim numerous times as extraordinary creatures who in the Old Testament, according to 

Walton “usually function as guardians of God‟s presence.”  Are we being reminded in the 

reference to the cherubim not only of the necessity of the man and the woman to be driven 

from the garden but that it is God‟s garden to which they are not  permitted entrance?  The 

irony is, as Walton recognises it, that while the man was “to take care of” (to guard) the 

garden, the cherubim had “to guard” (same Hebrew verb) against the man and the woman 

coming back in. As he puts it, “The warden is off to jail.” Alternatively one might say, “He 

who was to take care of, is taken care of!”  Or again, “He who was to be keeper is kept out! 

The “flaming sword flashing back and forth” is possibly a depiction of ongoing lightning.  

The cherubim would act as guards but they would be aided by the presence of bolts of 

lightning.  The awesome display of lightning would of course be seen from afar and would be 

sufficient to deter any attempts at re-entry.  Any thought of even closely approaching the 

entrance would be ruled out.  God‟s dealings with the man and the woman are now complete.  

No, not really. There is a chapter four and much more to follow.  However, at this point, as 

we further reflect on chapter 3 and some of the material in chapter 2, we need to raise some 



questions about what the author/editor really believed, the reality of what is depicted and the 

theological significance of this part of the Genesis account.   

Concluding remarks 

Ancient Near East Similarities 

There are some similarities between the Genesis account of the garden and some of the 

mythology of the ancient Near East.  Serpents sometimes have a prominent part to play in 

such mythologies. There are references to “magical” food the eating of which could bestow 

immortality. Cherubim-like figures are not unknown.  However, according to Walton “the 

paradise motif in the ancient Near East is nearly nonexistence”. (p. 181) He makes reference 

to a Sumerian myth that refers to the world of humanity before the institution of kingship and 

even before the existence of civilisations. At that time, human beings were naked, the land 

was not tilled and there was no irrigation. Walton comments that this corresponds more to the 

picture given in Gen 2: 5, 6 than to any idyllic existence.  Thus while the Gen 3 account may 

draw on or be reflective of, to some extent mythical material from surrounding cultures, on 

the available evidence, any similarity is quite minimal.  As mentioned earlier, the existence in 

antiquity of royal gardens in the ancient Near East is well known. 

What really happened? 

One of the intriguing things about the garden is the attention the author/editor gives to where 

it is situated. In Gen 2 we are told of the placing of the garden in Eden, towards the east and 

given descriptions of the rivers associated with the garden.  It is as though the garden is a real 

place and situated in our world.  As much as we might balk at a talking serpent and two 

extraordinary trees, of course it is possible for God to have created a special garden with 

some special trees and have a serpent capable of conversing with human beings.  It is 

possible for things to have happened exactly the way they are described in Gen 2 and 3. 

And of course God could have appointed some astonishing creatures to guard the entrance to 

the garden.  We might ask but where is the garden now and what happened to these 

cherubim?  When, if ever, were they relieved of their duty?  The account does not provide us 

with any answers to these questions.  However in attempting to be faithful to the character of 

the account, we might postulate the following:  The man was placed in the garden to work it 

and take care of it; upon the removal of the man from the garden, the garden deteriorated; 

even the tree of life grew old as well as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and in the 

course of time, both these extraordinary trees ceased to exist.  Finally, the garden could not 

be distinguished from the world that had been outside of the garden.  Guard duty was no 

longer required. 

But what really happened? 

A possible compromise with a modern understanding of the antiquity of mankind? 

As one continues reading Genesis it becomes reasonably clear that the account of things 

given in Gen 2 and 3 is consistent with their occurring somewhere between 4, 000 and 10, 



000 B.C.  How does this gel with a modern understanding that homo sapiens has been around 

for well over 100, 000 years.  And then what are we to make of the evidence that species 

before homo sapiens made tools, observed religious rites and attacked one another?  

In an attempt to find some conformity between the Genesis account and a belief that homo 

sapiens has been around for say 200,000 years, we could assume that there were human 

beings outside of the garden when the man and the woman were there.  We might further 

assume that these other human beings were only considered by God to be related to him in 

the same way that the man and the woman were related to him, when the man and the woman 

were driven out of the garden into the world beyond the garden.  That is, the man and the 

woman in some sense stood as representative of man and woman. When the man and the 

woman disobeyed and came under the judgment of God, so all mankind were considered as 

disobedient and under God‟s judgement.  

This idea may have some appeal especially from a theological point of view. But Gen 2 and 3 

give no hint of the existence of human beings other than the man and the woman.  To begin 

with, there was no rain and no plants cultivated or wild.  Then the one man was fashioned and 

came into existence outside of the garden.  He was then placed in the garden.  The woman 

was then formed and she came into existence inside of the garden.  The man sees a role for 

the woman as a bearer of children and calls her “Eve”.  They are later both driven out of the 

garden into the world outside of the garden.  The narrative has only one man and one woman 

in view and at the beginning of things they constitute humanity.  The attempted compromise 

may be very valuable from a theological point of view and well worth considering. However 

it cannot be supported from Gen 2 and 3 alone.  

A scientific perspective 

From a modern scientific perspective and with its assumptions about uniformity: serpents do 

not talk and do not understand what a human being might say and never have talked or 

understood the speech of humans; there is no such thing as a tree of life or a tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil and there never has been; there is no evidence that human beings 

discovered themselves to be naked after they had eaten a certain type of fruit.  And what does 

the scientific enterprise know of cherubim?  And what of human being-like species that 

behaved very much like human beings well before homo sapiens? With this perspective, 

responses to the question, “What really happened?” might be, “I do not know.” or “Whatever 

happened it did not happen like that.”  or “Nothing happened like that.” or even “To ask the 

question is unfortunately to miss the point.” Yet still we might ask, “But how did the account 

come to be?  What beliefs did the writer or editor have?  What are we meant to learn from 

it?” 

How did the account come into existence and what of its apparent reality? 

“Did the author/editor make up and construct the account?”  As an alternative to what was 

suggested above, about it all really happening that way, the answer to this question could be, 

“Yes”.  There could have been some intentional borrowing of certain ideas, even if quite 

limited in extent, from surrounding cultures with the intention of giving a correct 



understanding of mankind and his relationship with God and the world that God had created.  

The author/editor would have knowingly created the account and one might assume that 

those to whom the account was originally given would have appreciated its origins. One 

might assume that the original hearers/readers did not believe that serpents could talk, that a 

tree that would “open one‟s eyes” and a tree that could provide for ongoing life, ever existed.   

But why give somewhat detailed descriptions of the rivers, and the reference to Eden, in 

which the garden is sited, being in the east?  Mention has already been made of the possibility 

that the author/editor wanting his hearers/readers to appreciate the theological significance of 

this garden – a garden especially blessed by God.  However additionally, it could be that the 

author wants to create the idea that the whole account is real in some important sense.  Maybe 

he wishes to guard against the idea that it is a mythical account that anyone could make up or 

refer to.  He does not mean it to be treated as a “Just so ...” story or a story of magical 

proportions that has nothing to do with our world.  Surely he intends it to be an account of the 

most significant of all realities and perhaps this is partly the reason why it is given a realistic 

setting. 

The essential information 

If anything like this thesis is correct the most important question becomes, “What is the 

essential teaching that is being given here?”  Or rephrased to give us a distinctive Christian 

point of view, the question becomes, “What truths does God intend for us to learn from this 

account, words created by one or more human beings, yet an account brought into existence 

by God, „under his good hand‟?” 

If a hearer/reader pays careful attention to the words of chapter three, allowing himself or 

herself to be immersed in these words, it is difficult for him or her not to feel their 

considerable weight.   Is not the desire to be deceived when the truth would prevent us 

travelling down a path that we desire, our way of operating as well as the woman‟s?  Does 

not what appeals to our senses have much in common with what appealed to hers? Is it not 

our inclination to seek after one‟s own considerations rather than to fall in line with God‟s 

prescriptions, the same as the woman‟s?  Do we not desire to operate beyond the healthy 

bounds that God gives us in his demands on how we should live, just as the man and the 

woman did?  Is it not our fundamental desire to act independently of God, as was the 

underlying position of the man and the woman, no matter how different their offence is from 

ours? Is it not very easy to operate contrary to the dictates of God – just as the man did 

without apparently much thought?  Are we not well aware of the propensity to blame others 

and to diminish if not to avoid altogether our responsibility in matters where we have erred, 

just as the woman and the man did?  Do we not even like to put some of the blame on God 

just as the man did?   Is it not our self awareness with its self indulgences that cripples much 

of our life and prevents us from giving proper consideration to God and others like ourselves, 

just as the self awareness of the man and the woman made them concentrate on coping with 

their nakedness?  Do we not also make feeble attempts to deal with our sinfulness, attempts 

that are only short lived and hardly rate as effective, as was the case with the man and the 

woman? Do we not justly deserve God‟s anger and judgment as did the man and the woman?  



Do we not live in a world of distorted, harmful and fractured relationships both within 

humanity and within the created world at large just as such a world was experienced by the 

man, the woman and the serpent?  Is it not appropriate that this world should be a world 

where life is difficult because we are “difficult” – a world appropriate for sinful man, as the 

world outside of the garden was appropriate for sinful man?  Should it not be the case that 

death should become the natural outcome for such distorted beings – the man, the woman and 

us? Last but not least, though unexpectedly, is not this God the one who showed mercy and 

kindness to that man and that woman, the same God who has shown mercy and kindness to 

us through the Lord Jesus Christ?  He has achieved for us by his grace what we cannot 

achieve for ourselves, dealing absolutely effectively with our offences and enabling us to be 

transformed into the image of that Jesus, his son, today being declared righteous even now in 

his presence, one day being made perfect!   

The account and the gospel 

Being steeped in this Genesis account and no other comparable account and having his eyes 

opened to the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, it is no great surprise  that Paul the apostle later 

could write:”Therefore just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, 

and so death spread to all men, because all sinned ... (and) death reigned from Adam until 

Moses, even over those who had not sinned in the likeness of the offence of Adam, who is a 

type of him who is to come ... (and) if by the transgression of one, death reigned through the 

one, much more those who receive the abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness 

will reign in life through the one, Jesus Christ ... (and) as through the one man‟s disobedience 

the many were made sinners, even so through the obedience of the one the many will be 

made righteous” (Rom 5: 12 – 19) and finally, “Since a man came by death, by a man also 

came the resurrection from the dead.  For as in Adam, all die, so also in Christ shall all be 

made alive” (1 Cor 15: 21, 22).   

A number of things could be said concerning the connection between Genesis 2 and 3 on the 

one hand and these texts (and others) on the other but that must be left for another day.  At 

least at this point it should be said, “Thanks be to God for the Genesis account and Paul‟s 

references to it!”  And with respect to the Son of God and all that comes with him, “Thanks 

be to God for his indescribable gift.”   

 

 

 

 


