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Introduction

I
f we were to do a study of mankind we would discover that there 
is a deep flaw in his character. As Thomas Boston once wrote, 
“Here was a stately building; man carved like a fair palace, but 

now lying in ashes: let us stand and look on the ruin, and drop a 
tear.”1 We look out on the world and see wickedness everywhere. 
Paul’s statement is universally borne out by the facts. “There is none 
righteous, no, not one” (Romans 3:10). Man acts like a god, but other 
times like a beast in senseless killing, rape and other crimes. The 
question we want to address is what explains the universality of sin? 
What happened that brought man to the present sad state of affairs? 
Last time we looked at the fact that man was created perfect, yet he 
was given an opportunity to attain a higher state - one of confirmed 
righteousness, a state in which he would not be able to sin. The 
covenant of works which God made with Adam as our representative 
would have assured the enjoyment of eternal blessedness with God 
forever, if only Adam had obeyed. 

1	 	Thomas	Boston,	The Complete Works of the Late Rev. 
Thomas Boston (Wheaton,	IL:	Richard	Owen	Roberts,	Publisher,	
1980),	8:24.
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It is of utmost importance that we understand man’s problem, before 
we can appreciate the remedy God has provided in His beloved 
Son. There are many who see man’s problem as lack of education 
or the need for a better environment, so they set about to improve 
those things in order to produce better men and women. Yet for all 
the improvements, man is still universally sinful. We want to look at 
Genesis 3, for there is recorded God’s description of what transpired 
to bring about the greatest catastrophe that ever occurred in history 
- the fall of mankind in Adam the representative. E.J. Young writes, “Of 
all the documents that have come down from antiquity, Genesis three 
is the only one that explains how the world became sinful and evil.”2

2	 	E.J.	Young,	Genesis 3: A devotional & expository study 
(London:	Banner	of	Truth	Trust,	1966),	62.
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T
here are many who suggest that this chapter of Genesis should be 
read as a fable. In fables animals speak and no one has a problem 
with it because we know it is a device to teach a moral lesson. We 

have a serpent speaking. There are many such fables around the world, 
and they can make for enjoyable reading. Young gives this example, 
“Thus in Aesop’s Fables, we read about a wolf and a lamb. The lamb 
was drinking the water downstream, and the wolf upstream. But the 
wolf accused the lamb of muddying the water, and that gave him an 
excuse to pounce upon the lamb and destroy it. The moral—that the 
wicked man will always find an excuse for evil doing—is a good one.”3 
Genesis 3 is not in this category. In the Old Testament animals do not 
speak as a rule. We have only two occasions of an animal speaking - 
here in Genesis 3, and the case of Balaam’s ass found in Numbers 22. 
In the latter case we read, “Then the LORD opened the mouth of the 
donkey,” (verse 28). So it is not that the animal speaks by nature, but 
this was used of the LORD to communicate with a wayward prophet. 

3	 	E.	J.	Young,	In the Beginning: Genesis Chapter 1 to 3 
and the Authority of Scripture (Edinburgh:	Banner	of	Truth	Trust,	
1976),	82.	I	am	indebted	to	E.	J.	Young	throughout	this	document	
for	insights	on	this	chapter	of	Genesis.

how  should  we  read  genesis  three?

1



Young comments, “A fable has a moral, but there is no moral attached 
here at all. So to say that the third chapter of Genesis is just a fable is 
really not to begin to do justice to it.”4 

Another theory advanced is that the chapter is a legend or myth. A 
myth is a story that presents religious truth, without teaching that the 
characters in the story are real. It is like the legends of many countries, 
in which religious truth is taught without the story being literally true. 
But this is not true of Genesis 3, for the story is connected with chapter 
2 in which we are told of the creation of Adam and Eve. It is followed in 
chapter 4 with the births of Cain and Abel. Once again we can say that 
we do not have any religious truth presented by the writer of Genesis 
3 to justify this assessment. Genesis simply recounts what actually 
took place in the Garden of Eden when man rebelled against God.

Others want to rank this chapter as a parable. A parable is a story told 
to teach a spiritual lesson. Our Lord used this method frequently in 
His teaching. We also have parables in the Old Testament. One such 
parable is that told by the prophet Nathan to King David, after David 
had committed adultery with Bathsheba. “There were two men,” he 
said, “one rich and the other poor. The rich man had very many flocks 
and herds, but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb which 
he had brought up and nourished, and it was to him as a daughter. And 
there came a wayfaring man, and the rich man spared to take of his 
own flocks and herds, but took the ewe lamb from the poor man and 
offered that to the traveler, the wayfaring man.” When David heard 
this story he was full of rage towards the rich man, and pronounced 
the sentence that he should die. Nathan responded to David, “Thou art 
the man.”

4	 	Young,	In the Beginning,	82.

10
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A parable, as we have seen, contains some spiritual lesson and is 
demonstrated by all our Lord’s parables as well as from the Old 
Testament. But we find no such lesson taught or even mentioned in 
Genesis. The chapter in Genesis merely recounts what took place 
historically, and there is no explanatory lesson attached to it. Genesis 
3 is not a parable.

Others have argued that what we have in Genesis 3 is an etiological 
story which sets out to explain why mankind has a fear of snakes. This 
is a desperate measure to evade the true teaching of Genesis, namely 
the origin of sin among mankind. It is odd that only this particular fear 
should be dealt with, since man fears many creatures—lions, tigers, 
scorpions. There are many who will never see a snake their whole 
lifetime. But all mankind will feel the effects of sin every day of their 
lives.

Genesis 3 is to be regarded as an historical account of what happened 
to our parents at the beginning of human history. There are four 
reasons why we take it as history. First, the language of the chapter is 
prose, not poetry. Secondly, the account is not followed by any moral 
or spiritual lesson. Young writes, “No lesson is drawn from Adam’s 
and Eve’s action; no sermon is preached; no message given.”5 Thirdly, 
the chapter is connected with what precedes chapter 2 and what 
follows in chapter 3. We are given details about the garden in which 
they lived, and the children they had, in chapter 4. Fourthly, what 
settles the whole matter of historicity is how the New Testament 
treats the chapter. It sees Adam and Eve as the first couple, and Adam 
is contrasted with Christ, in Romans 5:12-19. If Adam is not a real 
person, then the contrast does not make any sense. In 2 Corinthians 
11:3 we read, “But I fear, lest by any means, as the serpent beguiled 
Eve through his subtlety, so your minds should be corrupted from 

5	 	Young,	Genesis 3,	55.



the simplicity that is in Christ.” So Eve is a real person. I have spent 
time on this issue, for if we regard this chapter in any other way, 
we will have twisted the Scriptures to our own destruction. If sin is 
not dealt with in this chapter, then there is no explanation for the 
universality of sin.

12
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A
dam as the representative of mankind had been put on 
probation as to whether he would obey God implicitly or only 
when he saw good reasons for obedience. The covenant of 

works is summed up in Genesis 2: 

Genesis 2:17 But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: 
for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.

We pointed out in the last booklet, that there was nothing magical 
about this tree or the tree of life. They were both trees like the other 
trees the Lord had made. They were set apart to symbolize in the one 
case, faith and obedience, and in the other, the reward of eternal life. 
Was the test just arbitrary, or was it appropriate for what God wanted 
man to learn at the beginning of his journey? God does nothing that 
is arbitrary though it may appear so to us, but acts always in wisdom, 
and what serves His glory. Herman Bavinck explains the reasons for 
this test:

The issue in Genesis is indeed whether humanity will want to develop 
in dependence on God, whether it will want to have dominion over the 
earth and seek its salvation in submission to God’s commandment; or 
whether, violating that commandment and withdrawing from God’s 

the  origin  of  sin  among  mankind

2
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authority and law, it will want to stand on its own feet, go its own way, 
and try its own “luck.” When humanity fell, it got what it wanted; it 
made itself like God, “knowing good and evil” by its own insight and 
judgment. Genesis 3:22 is in dead earnest. This emancipation from 
God, however, did not lead and cannot lead to true happiness. For 
that reason, God by the probationary command forbade this drive to 
freedom, this thirst for independence. But humanity voluntarily and 
deliberately opted for its own way, thereby failing the test.6

Though the command not to eat of the tree of good and evil was 
arbitrary, the reason for the test was not. It was to teach man that true 
blessedness lay in perfect submission to God’s will. Let us now look at 
the temptation as it came to our first parents as given in Genesis 3:1-6.

Genesis 3:1 Now the serpent was more subtil than any beast of the field which the LORD 
God had made. And he said unto the woman, Yea, hath God said, Ye shall not eat of every 
tree of the garden?

We are immediately confronted with the serpent who speaks. Is this 
to be taken literally? Some regard the serpent as a symbol for Satan 
but this does not make sense in that he is compared to the other 
beasts which the LORD God had made. Also the punishment that is 
given to him could not literally then apply to Satan who is a spirit. The 
question arises, “How can a serpent be subtle?” The serpent is not a 
moral creature like man, so moral concepts cannot apply to him. It 
is in fact said, with a view to what follows, where the serpent is the 
mouthpiece for satanic deception. The snake is a real creature of God 
used as an instrument in the hand of Satan to deceive Eve. Why did 
Satan use this means? Bavinck gives a good explanation. “Undoubtedly 
the serpent’s speaking must have seemed strange to the woman, but 
precisely this strangeness enhanced the seduction: even an animal, 

6	 	Herman	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics (Grand	Rapids,	
Mich.:	Baker	Academic,	2004),	3:33.
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rejecting God’s command, had achieved a higher level of perfection.”7 
There must have been something in this creature that made it suitable 
though we cannot say what it is. Jesus alluded to this when he spoke 
to his disciples as they were being sent out, “Behold, I send you forth 
as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and 
harmless as doves” (Matthew 10:16).

Why does the serpent approach Eve rather than Adam to whom the 
command was given originally by God (Genesis 2:17)? The devil is 
always devious. “So often, temptation comes to us in the same way: 
through those we respect and love…Whenever we command affection, 
we have it in our power to become a spiritual danger to others, as Eve 
did to Adam.”8 In writing to Timothy Paul says, ‘For Adam was first 
formed, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being 
deceived was in the transgression’ (1 Timothy 2:13, 14). Again Paul 
speaks of the serpent beguiling Eve through subtlety (2 Corinthians 
11:3) and in 1 Peter 3:7 the wife is spoken of as the weaker vessel. Such 
reasons may explain why Satan approached Eve. One final reason may 
be that Eve was more likely to doubt God’s command since she did not 
receive it directly from God as Adam had (Gen 2:17). 

We have spoken of the serpent as being the instrument of Satan. How 
do we arrive at this conclusion, seeing the text does not tell us? We 
learn of his identity from the New Testament. Bavinck writes:

Paul looks back from the second Man to the first. Only 
gradually, in the course of the history of revelation, 
does the spiritual power emerge that hid behind the 
appearance and seductive activity of the serpent. Then 

7	 	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics,	36.
8	 	Donald	Macleod,	A Faith to Live By: Understanding 
Christian Doctrine (Geanies	House,	Ross-shire:	Christian	Focus	
Publications,	2002),	111.



we learn that involved in the struggle of evil on earth 
there is also a contest of spirits and that humanity and 
the world are the spoils for which the war between 
God and Satan, between heaven and hell, is waged.

…Satan is the adversary, the tempter, the slanderer of 
the human race, the murderer of mankind (Matt. 4:3; 
John 8:44; Eph. 6:11; 1 Thess. 3:5; 2 Tim. 2:26), the 
“great dragon,” the “ancient serpent” (Rev. 12:9, 14-
15; 20:2). As such he came to Christ, the second Adam, 
and as such he also came to the first.9

Let us look at the words he spoke to Eve. He said, “Yea. Hath God said, 
ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?” If the serpent was trying 
to get Eve to question whether God had actually said what the serpent 
quoted Him as saying, he does not seem to achieve his purpose since 
Eve corrects him immediately. This question does not show the 
subtlety of the serpent. Robert Reymond points out that it is better 
rendered in the Hebrew as, “Even though God has said you shall not 
eat of any of the trees of the garden….” In this way of taking it the 
serpent states error as though it were a fact. He does not finish his 
sentence, for he is interrupted and corrected by the woman. By this 
correction she was cast in the role of an authority in matters religious. 
He comments, “She had demonstrated ‘superior understanding’ of the 
ways of God to that of the serpent, and in so doing had lost in her felt 
intellectual superiority over him any sense of fear she might otherwise 
have felt towards him.”10

In putting the question this way, he has put her at ease, since she 
shows herself superior over him. He gets her to focus on the forbidden 

9	 	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics,	3:35-36.
10	 	Robert	Reymond,	A New Systematic Theology	of the 
Christian Faith (Nashville:	Thomas	Nelson	Publishers,	1998),	443.

16
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tree by her answer. Eve should have acted as our Saviour acted when 
tempted by the devil in the wilderness. He used, “It is written” again 
and again, giving him no room for dialogue. But Eve entered into 
dialogue with a creature who was acting contrary to his nature and 
to the words of God. Another thing which we ought to notice is that 
throughout this chapter Satan never uses the name by which the true 
God approaches His people. He avoids using that name for it would 
remind Eve of her relationship with the LORD of the covenant who 
had provided so abundantly for them.

Genesis 3:2 And the woman said unto the serpent, We may eat of the fruit of the trees 
of the garden: 3 But of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God hath 
said, Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.

Reymond writes, “His misstatement forced her to concentrate on 
God’s prohibition and to recognize that she was restricted by Another. 
That her restricted status was in the forefront of her mind is apparent 
from her additional remark, ‘neither shall you touch it,’ her addition 
to God’s restriction.”11 She does not stress the freedom to eat of all the 
trees of the garden, but merely says “We may eat of the fruits of the 
trees of the garden”. God had said “all” to emphasize his liberality but 
Eve only now focuses on the restriction.  

God had said that the day they ate of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil, they would surely die. Eve here says “lest ye die”. Reymond 
comments, “But, having been reminded anew of her restricted status, 
she apparently felt that if she represented her restricted status as a 
benevolent charity on God’s part (“lest you die”) she could justify her 
contentment to live under such restriction and in so doing “save face” 
with this third party before her, for she would not be acquiescing to 
sheer authority but to benevolent concern.”12 It is as if she was saying 

11	 	Reymond,	A New Systematic Theology,	443.
12	 	Reymond, A New Systematic Theology,	443.
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God only said this for our well-being. Satan is getting her to feel 
uncomfortable with being under any authority, so that she changes 
God’s “You shall surely die” to “lest we die”.

Genesis 3:4 And the serpent said unto the woman, Ye shall not surely die:

Having got her doubting, he now comes out with an outright lie. He 
in fact says “NO”   you will not die. Satan has since that day suggested 
to mankind that to live under law is to cramp one’s style. He is the 
lawless one, and seeks us to join him in his fight against God. He in 
fact suggests Eve should be a law to herself. Donald Macleod points 
out that man was to live under the law of another, namely the law of 
God. But man wants to be his own law. Sin is to be without the law of 
God.13  

Genesis 3:5 For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be 
opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.

Satan does not come with an outright lie, for it would soon be caught. 
He employs deception. He imputes bad motives to God for giving the 
command, namely that He wants to keep them from attaining to being 
like God. Satan says in effect that disobedience is the way to possess 
knowledge that will make them as God. Scripture says God’s law is 
not grievous but Satan contradicts that truth. The KJV is not quite 
accurate in translating the word with “gods”. It is better to render it 
“God”. Young writes:

Satan is not concerned to tell the man and the woman 
that they will attain the plain of divine beings. His point 
is to oppose the God of goodness. He would make it 
appear to Adam and Eve that God in reality is not good, 
but jealous. If they eat, they will be like God, in that 

13	 	Macleod,	A Faith to Live By,	108.
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they will then know good and evil. Thus, in this light, it 
would appear that eating of the fruit is an act designed 
to spite God, and the words of the evil one have the 
purpose of painting a picture of God as jealous lest the 
man and woman become like him.14

The phrase “good and evil” is synonymous with “everything”. He was 
saying you shall have comprehensive knowledge by breaking God’s 
shackles from you. This is his continued promise to men and women. 
Cast off all rule and authority and be autonomous, and you will be 
as God. Satan also gives to the tree magical powers, for eating it will 
bring about this knowledge. In fact, ancient stories that imitate the 
account given in Genesis 3 also attribute magical powers to the tree.

It seems as if Satan is calling them to determine truth by their own 
scientific experimentation of what is true and false. It is impossible 
that Eve was being neutral, because from the moment she ate, it was 
an acknowledgement that she believed Satan. If she truly believed it 
would lead to their death, she most certainly would not have eaten.

 Herman Bavinck believes the temptation was not so much over 
knowledge of good and evil itself as the manner by which it would be 
attained. He writes:

In Genesis 3, the issue is not primarily the content of 
the knowledge that humans would appropriate by 
disobedience but the manner in which they would 
obtain it. The nature of the knowledge of good and evil 
in view here is characterized by the fact that humans 
would be like God as a result of it (Gen. 3:5, 22). By 
violating the command of God and eating of the tree, 
they would make themselves like God in the sense that 

14	 	Young,	Genesis 3,	37.
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they would position themselves outside and above the 
law and, like God, determine and judge for themselves 
what good and evil was. The knowledge of good and 
evil is not the knowledge of the useful and the harmful, 
of the world and how to control it, but (as in 2 Sam. 
19:36; Isa. 7:16) the right and capacity to distinguish 
good and evil on one’s own.15

God does not know good and evil empirically, as Adam and Eve came 
to know it by experimenting. I concur with Bavinck that it was not so 
much the knowledge they would attain as the manner in which they 
would attain it, which formed the temptation. They did not wish to 
live under the law of God, but to be a law to themselves. They would 
soon realize the impossibility of it, for they live in God’s world and 
under His providence.

Genesis 3:6 And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was 
pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit 
thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat.

The forbidden tree, which was an ordinary tree set apart by God to test 
Adam, now began to be seen in a superstitious way. It was intrinsically 
good, and like any other tree, both good for food and pleasant to the 
eyes as the other trees mentioned (Genesis 2:9). Now Eve viewed it as 
having magical qualities, because of Satan’s suggestion. She saw the 
tree not only as good and pleasant but “to be desired to make one 
wise”. Next we read the tragic words, “she took of the fruit thereof, 
and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her, and he did eat.”

Adam and Eve already knew good and evil. By trusting in God’s Word 
they would know that to obey God was good, and anything that 
contradicted God’s Word was evil. They wanted to experience it, but 

15	 	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics,	3:33.
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once they did, they found out they indeed knew evil by experience, 
and good only as that which they were no longer able to do. As J. 
Gresham Machen puts it, “He [Adam] now knew good and evil; but 
alas, he knew good now only in memory, so far as his own experience 
was concerned; and the evil that he knew he knew to his eternal loss. 
Innocence, in other words, was gone.”16

Before looking at how God dealt with our first parents, there are several 
questions that arise with this passage. First, did sin originate with 
man? No. Sin first broke out in the spirit world, with angels rebelling 
against God. Secondly, did Satan cause Adam and Eve to sin? No. John 
Murray writes, “Satan tempted man to sin; this temptation was the 
occasion of man’s fall. It was not, however, the cause. No external power 
or influence can cause a rational being to sin…the temptation of Satan 
did not constitute the sin of Adam. It was the voluntary acquiescence 
in that suggestion, the embrace or sympathetic entertainment of it…
Satan incurred guilt in connection with the sin, but it was not Satan 
who ate of the tree.”17 Paul tells us Eve was deceived but she was the 
one believing Satan’s lie in eating of the fruit (1 Timothy 2:13, 14; 2 
Corinthians 11:3). Adam was not deceived. Rather, he did it with his 
eyes open and sinned willfully by listening to his wife.

Thirdly, why is this tree believed to be an apple tree? E.J. Young 
explains, “The old tradition that the fruit was an apple rests upon a 
confusion of the Latin word malum (apple) with the Latin word malus 
(evil). In the genitive case, the two words have the same form, namely, 
mali.”18

16	 	J.	Gresham	Machen,	The Christian View of Man	(Edin-
burgh:	Banner	of	Truth	Trust,	1984),	166.
17	 	John	Murray,	Collected Writings of John Murray (Edin-
burgh:	Banner	of	Truth	Trust,	1977),	2:68-69.
18	 	Young,	Genesis 3,	45.
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Fourthly, is sin defined as giving into our lower nature, namely, our 
sensual appetites? If this was the case, spirits could not sin, for they 
have no bodies. God made both the body as well as our spirits. It was 
a pagan concept that the body is the prison of the soul, and that our 
salvation consists of being free of all bodily appetites. Even in the 
church this lead to asceticism, but man did not get rid of sin by denying 
himself food and drink. Sin is simply disobedience to God’s command. 
God had said, “You shall not eat of this particular tree” and Adam and 
Eve disobeyed.

Fifthly, is evil necessary for good to exist? No. Machen puts the question 
this way, “Is a goodness that is good merely because there has never 
been any knowledge of evil the highest form of goodness? Or is that 
goodness still higher which has maintained itself in the very face of 
evil?” He answers his own question: “…if evil is necessary to good—
evil must be thought of as having a place in the life of God Himself 
before the creation of the world; and that is the abyss of blasphemy…
But I think we may say that for man as he was actually created, and 
with evil already present in the world of created beings, resistance to 
temptation was a pathway to a higher level of perfection than was that 
innocence in which he was created.”19

Evil cannot exist without the good, for it is corruption of the good. It 
is for this reason that evil always has to be dressed up as truth. Satan 
accomplishes deception dressed up as an angel of light. In His wisdom 
God permitted evil for wise ends and for His own glory. God was not 
caught off guard by the sin of angels or man. 

Sixth, when was the first sin committed by man? It was not when 
Adam and Eve ate of the fruit, but when they believed the lie of Satan. 
Their eating of the fruit was an external manifestation that their 
hearts had changed. James Fisher, while explaining the Westminster 

19	 	Machen,	The Christian View of Man,	166.
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Shorter Catechism, says this sin was aggravated “In being committed 
when man had full light in his understanding; a clear copy of the law 
in his heart; when he had no vicious bias in his will, but enjoying 
perfect liberty; and when he had a sufficient stock of grace in his hand, 
to withstand the tempting enemy; in being committed after God had 
made a covenant of life with him, and given him express warning of 
the danger of eating this fruit.”20 

Finally, the question is often raised, “What if Adam did not follow Eve 
in eating the fruit?” Reymond says it is not for us to speculate because 
there was never a moment when Eve was sinful and Adam sinless. He 
was with her and was guilty of the sin, for he did it with his eyes open 
whereas Eve, we are told, was deceived (1 Timothy 2:14).21  

20	 	James	Fisher,	The Assembly’s Shorter Catechism Ex-
plained (East	Essex,	UK:	Berith	Publications,	1998),	88.
21	 	Reymond,	A New Systematic Theology,	445(footnote	38).
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Genesis 3:7 And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; 
and they sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves aprons.

I
nnocence was gone. They were ashamed of their nakedness now, 
whereas previously they were at ease. This behavior on their 
part was a manifestation of the guilt and pollution which sin had 

brought about. It was not that they were blind before, but rather their 
consciences were now active, accusing them of sin. In that sense, their 
eyes were opened. They not only sought to hide from one another by 
means of fig leaves, they also sought to hide from God. J.G. Vos writes, 
“It has been aptly observed that all man-made religious systems are 
in reality only fig leaves that man has sewn together to cover guilt. 
Only the true, God-given religion of redemption by the shedding of the 
blood of a mediator can really clothe man with righteousness.”22

The fact that they felt guilty was already a sign of God’s grace, for it was 
the result of the operation of the Holy Spirit within. God had designed 
to save human beings from the fall to prevent their becoming devils 

22	 	J.G.	Vos,	Genesis	(Pittsburgh,	PA.:	Crown	and	Covenant	
Publications,	2006),	64.
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beyond redemption. God’s Spirit was at work, causing them to see 
their sin and misery and their need of salvation.

Genesis 3:8 And they heard the voice of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool 
of the day: and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God 
amongst the trees of the garden. 9 And the LORD God called unto Adam, and said unto 
him, Where art thou?

The word “voice” can be translated “sound”. The verse indicates that 
sin had brought about an alienation from God with whom they had 
formerly enjoyed communion. The name LORD is used which indicates 
God’s covenant name. It is the reason why they hide, for they were 
acutely aware of having broken God’s gracious covenant. Bavinck 
says, “He does not come to them in a hurricane or a thunderstorm 
but in the cool of the day…This drawing near to them is grace. God 
gives people time to come to themselves and to consider how they will 
answer him.”23 This appearance of God was the Son of God appearing 
in human nature for a moment, which would reach its climax in the 
incarnation.

The LORD called to Adam for the purposes of eliciting from him a 
confession of his sin. The purpose was not to gather information as 
though God were ignorant. Young comments, “Man was to have been 
the protector of the garden: now he desires the garden to protect him…
Wherever we may go, he is in God’s territory…This is God’s world, and 
in it there is no escape from His presence. Indeed, there is but one 
way in which to flee from God, and that is to flee unto Him. Being in 
the darkness and ignorance of sin, however, Adam and Eve did not              
know this.”24 

The angels, when they fell, were immediately sentenced to hell (Jude 6), 
but man was to be recovered from his fall by the gracious intervention 

23	 	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics,	198-199.
24	 	Young,	Genesis 3,	76.	
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of God, and therefore man did not die immediately but entered a long 
history. Was a confession forthcoming from our parents? No. We see 
sin had warped their minds and they sought to evade guilt and shift 
blame.

Genesis 3:10 And he said, I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was 
naked; and I hid myself. 11 And he said, Who told thee that thou wast naked? Hast thou 
eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat? 12 And the man 
said, The woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat. 
13 And the LORD God said unto the woman, What is this that thou hast done? And the 
woman said, The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat.

Sin not only had brought shame, but also fear and guilt, which led 
them to hide from God. Nakedness itself was not the reason, for they 
had been naked before falling into sin, and yet felt no shame. God 
could have wiped them out for their treason, but instead He comes 
to them in love to elicit a confession. Unlike Satan who first came 
to Eve, God comes to Adam, for Adam is head of the woman and the 
representative of the human race. God asks Adam whether he has 
eaten of the fruit of the forbidden tree not to ascertain facts, but to 
have Adam acknowledge his sin.

In verse 12 we have the sad response of Adam, who shifts the blame to 
the woman. Not only does he shift blame, but he implies that ultimately 
the fault lies with God since God gave Eve to Adam. Eve did not force 
her husband to eat. He ate of his own will. How often man blames God 
for the very evils man himself perpetrates. He acknowledges that he 
ate, but only after blaming his wife and even implicating God in his 
sin. Sin had brought about a rift between the wonderful relationship 
of husband and wife, as well from God.

God comes to Eve next and she too seeks to evade her responsibility 
and offer the excuse that Satan made her do it. But as we said earlier, 
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Satan is responsible for the temptation but not for the eating. It was 
Eve who listened to and believed him over against God, and ate. It is 
true the serpent beguiled her (2 Corinthians 11:3) but she certainly 
did not have to listen to him. She entered into dialogue with the 
serpent when she should have silenced him.
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W
e will consider the first promise of the gospel after we have 
considered the judgment of our first parents and the results of 
the fall in the next section. 

Genesis 3:16 Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy 
conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy 
husband, and he shall rule over thee.

Before looking at this verse, consider a false view that is often 
taught at secular universities. The view maintains that the tree was 
supernatural and the knowledge which would result was only such as 
belonged to God and would prove fatal to man. According to this view, 
the eating of the fruit brought to our first parents a consciousness of 
sexual experience. This made them like God in that they could create 
beings like themselves. In other words, they became “creators” like 
God. When asked why this should bring death as punishment, the 
response is that death became inevitable to prevent overpopulation of 
the earth25 This view makes the tree magical, which we have already 
maintained it was not. It was like any other tree and all that God had 
made was very good (Genesis 1:31). God had commanded them to be 

25	 	Young,	Genesis 3,	64.
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fruitful and multiply before the fall. Sex, in its context within marriage 
is natural, and the means of fulfilling God’s command. There is no 
truth in this view.

God begins punishment with Eve, for she was first in listening to the 
serpent. The punishment would affect her as wife and mother. As a 
wife she desired to have children, but it would involve submission 
to her husband in order to fulfill that desire. Her submission would 
not be to a perfect man, but a sinner who would rule over her. The 
whole process of bearing and raising children would be painful. Yet 
in judgment God remembers mercy, for she will be the mother of all 
living, and she will be blessed in bearing children (1 Timothy 2:15). 
The curse is not limited to Eve, but extends to all her posterity.

Genesis 3:17 And unto Adam he said, Because thou hast hearkened unto the voice of thy 

wife, and hast eaten of the tree, of which I commanded thee, saying, Thou shalt not eat of 

it: cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life; 

18 Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt eat the herb of the 

field; 19 In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for 

out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.

The penalty for man is related to his labor. The ground is cursed. He 
will eat bread by the sweat of his face. Labor itself was not a curse 
since man had already been commanded to dress and keep the garden 
(Genesis 1:28). The punishment consists in the ground not yielding 
its fruit apart from frustration to man. No man’s labor is without 
frustration in this world on account of sin. The battle to subdue the 
earth will end with man returning to the dust from which he was taken 
(verse 19). This death is not something inevitable simply because 
man was made of dust, or it would not have been a punishment for 
disobedience. This death, though pronounced in relation to Adam’s 
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punishment, is applicable to all mankind because he represented us 
all, Eve included. Paul writes, “For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ 
shall all be made alive” (1 Corinthians 15:22).

Genesis 3:22 And the LORD God said, Behold, the man is become as one of us, to know 
good and evil: and now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and 
eat, and live for ever: 23 Therefore the LORD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, 
to till the ground from whence he was taken. 24 So he drove out the man; and he placed at 
the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, 
to keep the way of the tree of life.

Adam and Eve are expelled from paradise, for they forfeited the 
blessing of eternal life. Man has acted autonomously, determined to 
follow his own way, and thus forfeited the blessing of partaking of the 
tree of life. The tree of life symbolized eternal life which man would 
have if he obeyed, and not only Adam, but all mankind whom he 
represented. In verse 22 the phrase “the man is become as one of us, 
to know good and evil” is to be take not as sarcasm or irony but in real 
earnestness. As already pointed out, it is not so much the content of 
good and evil, but the manner in which it is obtained, that constitutes 
the rebellion. Having failed the test, man is no longer entitled to the 
tree of life. 

God’s driving the pair out was not from envy, as though God were 
keeping something good from them, as the serpent implied. E.J. Young 
explains, “To have eaten, we may suppose, would have brought him 
into an estate of everlasting living, from which there could have been 
no deliverance. To live forever when one is in the power of sin and 
death is not eternal life that God gives to those who believe on Him, 
but is rather an everlasting death…God’s action, therefore, is not 
prompted from motives of envy, but rather from love to fallen man and 
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from a desire ultimately to save him.”26 God places cherubim at the 
entrance to the Garden of Eden who guard it from man returning, just 
as he was ready to eat of the tree of life, despite the fact that he was not 
entitled to it. The flaming sword is an indicator of wrath that would 
fall on those who would try to return - the sword, a symbol of justice.

There is nobility in labor. It preserves humans from 
moral and physical degradation, stimulates their 
energy, and heightens their activity. Though banished 
from paradise, humans are not consigned to hell. They 
are sent into the world in order to subdue and control 
it by burdensome and exhausting labor. Here lies the 
beginning and first principle of all culture. Human 
dominion is not totally lost but is expanded by labor 
(Psalm 8)…This is a world full of humor, laughter 
mixed with tears, existing in the sign of the cross, and 
given immediately after the fall to Christ, the Man of 
sorrows, that he might save and subdue it.27

26	 	Young,	Genesis 3,	156.
27	 	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics,	199-200.
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B
efore considering God’s gracious promise of salvation and man’s 
response, let us look briefly at the results of Adam’s fall to all 
his posterity coming from him by ordinary generation.28 First, 

our parents underwent an internal revolution. They were no longer 
morally innocent after they had eaten of the forbidden tree. They lost 
the original righteousness with which they came from the hand of 
God. They now were guilty. That is, they were liable to punishment 
and were morally corrupt in their hearts. This manifested itself in 
their being ashamed of their nakedness.  External embarrassment 
merely indicated the guilt that registered in their consciences before 
God. How do we explain the fact that today in many parts of the world 
men and women go about naked on beaches and are unashamed? 
Reymond responds, “(Where men and women anywhere today would 
seem in their sinfulness to experience no shame over their nudity 
before others where they really should feel shame does not mean they 
are not sinners; rather, means that they have seared their consciences 

28	 	I	am	indebted	to	Robert	Reymond,	A New Systematic 
Theology,	446-449	and	John	Murray,	Collected Writings of John 
Murray,	2:70-72.	
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with respect to their sinfulness and wrongdoing—an even more dire 
condition [Than our first parents].)”29 

We see this corruption showing itself in the way they respond to 
God’s questioning them about their rebellion. Not only do they evade 
personal responsibility, but they blame others for their sin. Adam goes 
so far as to lay the blame of his rebellion at the feet of God, because 
God had given Eve to him and she subsequently led him into sin. Eve 
does not own up to usurping headship over the man, but blames the 
serpent. They are now both sinners and these actions manifest it 
clearly. 

The second result is that Adam and Eve, instead of living in human 
community and concern for one another are now divided, each 
seeking his own welfare. In Genesis 3:8 we are not told that they hid 
themselves but, as the Hebrew has it “the man hid himself and the 
woman herself”. They had been created for love and fellowship with 
each other. That is now shattered by their sin. They are now alien and 
hostile towards one another.

Thirdly, we have the beautiful picture that they enjoyed fellowship 
with God in the garden before sin entered. This fellowship was now 
broken. There was alienation between God and man. God’s alienation 
was holy and just because man was now a sinner and worthy of death. 
Man’s alienation was unjust and unholy, for he had committed treason 
against his loving Creator. This broken relationship is underlined by 
the man being driven from God’s presence and cherubim being posted 
with flaming sword. Man’s alienation is witnessed by his fear and his 
seeking to hide from God. 

Fourthly, man’s environment was cursed - what Murray calls the 
“cosmic revolution”. The ground would now bring forth thorns and 

29	 	Reymond,	A New Systematic Theology,	447.
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thistles. It would be by the sweat of his brow that man would seek his 
food. Paul’s words in Romans describe the state:

Romans 8:20 For the creature was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason 
of him who hath subjected the same in hope, 21 Because the creature itself also shall be 
delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. 
22 For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now.

Fifthly, they undergo disintegration in their very constitution. Eve 
would experience pain in the process of childbirth and raising 
children. Eve would also seek to master her husband and suffer 
under his rule because of sin. Adam would be overcome eventually 
in relation to the earth and would see death. They would be in a 
state of death even while they lived, and in the end they would both 
physically die. They also suffer by being estranged from God and 
driven from the garden. If blessing is to be in fellowship with God, 
then cursing is to be away from his presence.

Sixthly, because of Adam’s sin the world is now under the power of 
Satan. Bavinck says, “Since Satan seduced humanity and brought 
about its fall (John 8:44; 2 Cor.11:3; 1 Tim. 2:14; Rev. 12:9, 14-14; 
20:2, 10), the world is in his power, lying as it does in the evil one…
He is the “prince of this world” and the “god of this age” (John 12:31; 
16:11; 2 Cor. 4:4).”30 Rather than becoming God, man has become a 
slave! Man is subject to the god of this world, and his is a power man 
is unable to overcome.

Finally, the fall results in mankind being in a desperate plight. Because 
they are now sinners and corrupt in their hearts, all they can bring 
forth is sin. God is holy and must forever abhor that which contradicts 
His holy nature. Man is also under slavery to Satan. If man is to be 

30	 	Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics,	185-186.



saved, the initiative can come from one direction only, God’s. At last we 
arrive at the first promise of the gospel given by God in Genesis 3:15.
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Genesis 3:15 And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed 
and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.

A
dam had by his fall brought mankind into a state of sin and 
misery. He was not only guilty but corrupted in his whole being. 
The sin of Adam, as we learn from Paul in Romans 5:12-19, is 

reckoned to all his posterity along with corruption. This means man 
can do nothing to please God because all his works are stained with 
sin. He is now unable to do anything to save himself. To top it all off, 
he is willingly under Satan who is the god of this world. God is now 
alienated from him and he from God. It would seem history would end 
right here, since no one can rescue man. What is impossible with men 
however, is possible with God. Thank God, history is just beginning 
and will have a glorious ending.

The devil attempted to ruin God’s fair creation by introducing enmity 
against God. He did this by insinuating that God was keeping something 
good from them, and they could be their own gods by disobedience. 
The devil’s tactics have not changed. He still divides and destroys. 
Adam was to love God and hate all that opposed God, but now by the 
fall, he loves what he should hate, and hates what he should love. If 

god's  amazing  
promise &  man's  response

6



man is to be saved, he must learn to love God and hate evil. Since man 
is corrupt he cannot do that.

Here we see the necessity of divine initiative if man is to be saved. God 
will give man a new heart that will hate evil, and the “evil one”. There 
is no command for man to hate the evil one, for by nature he could 
never obey it. Nor is it encouragement to hate evil. Instead it is the 
promise that God will change man so man will hate the evil one. This 
first promise of the gospel is not spoken directly to our first parents 
but indirectly as God passes sentence on the serpent, who was the 
instrument of Satan. Had God not taken this initiative, there would 
simply be no hope for mankind. 

Now Adam and Eve, by the Holy Spirit regenerating and creating faith 
in them, see Satan for who he is. He is a liar, and they have experienced 
the effects of following him. They experience blessing even as they 
watch Satan being forced to hear God’s curse in silence. Adam and Eve 
were allowed to speak with God, even though their attempts to excuse 
themselves were shameful. Satan is silent before the Judge of all the 
earth.

God will place this enmity in the heart of our first parents so they 
clearly see whom they must hate. The woman had dialogued with the 
serpent as if he was her friend. Now she sees that the serpent was her 
enemy and God was her true friend. The serpent, as an instrument of 
the devil, does not need to have enmity put in him. He already had it.

Recall that sin separates us from God (Isaiah 59:2), and that separation 
was manifested in our parents being forced out of the garden. The 
way back was blocked by cherubim and a flaming sword turning in all 
directions. But before our parents leave the scene of their rebellion, 
they are given the promise of rescue by God. Enmity for Satan is 
already placed in them by God.
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Who are the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent? It is a 
reference to all who are believers and have this enmity against Satan. 
The seed of the serpent are unbelievers who follow Satan. In John 8:44 
the seed of the devil are identified:

John 8:44 Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was 
a murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the truth, because there is no truth in 
him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own: for he is a liar, and the father of it.

Young writes, “It may be, however, that the word is broader than that. 
There is a kingdom of evil over which Satan rules. Included in it are 
demons, fallen angels, all who would do the will of Satan in opposition 
to God.”31 Satan approached Eve first, so it is being underlined that it 
will be through her seed that defeat will come to God’s arch enemy.

Next we learn this battle between the seeds will be throughout history, 
and the Bible is a record of that enmity. Cain will kill righteous Abel. 
Esau will seek Jacob’s life. Saul will pursue David, a man after God’s 
own heart. These are just a few illustrations of the ongoing war. It 
will come to a climax in one individual who will crush Satan while 
himself suffering a non-mortal wound. The warrior will arise from 
mankind. Though he is of the woman’s seed, he is one who has no sin 
to disqualify him. If a sinner could be the champion, then Adam would 
equally have qualified. It is the first prophecy concerning the Messiah 
in the Old Testament.

Who is this individual who will undo the curse under which all mankind 
suffers? The Bible gives us progressive revelation concerning him. We 
learn that he will be Abraham’s seed (Galatians 3:16) and he will be 
of the tribe of Judah, of the house of David. We are further told that 
the victory will come through much suffering to himself (Isaiah 53). 

31	 	Young,	In the Beginning,	106.
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We learn from Genesis that though he will defeat Satan, it will not be 
without suffering personally.

When we turn to the New Testament we see Jesus Christ fits the 
description of the Messiah. He comes into the world to enter into 
mortal combat with our enemy, the destroyer of our first parents, by 
his deception. Jesus, no sooner than He enters upon His work, is driven 
into the desert to meet the arch foe. Jesus is not in a garden, but in the 
wilderness, the result of the curse upon sin. He is not surrounded by 
fruit trees of every description as were our first parents, but is hungry 
after fasting forty days. He is tempted to distrust his Father’s provision 
as Satan successfully persuaded Eve. Jesus is tempted to presume on 
God by jumping from the pinnacle of the temple to win a following. 
Eve partook of the fruit, presuming that God would not carry out the 
penalty. Instead, He silences Satan again by using God’s Word. Finally, 
Jesus is tempted to worship Satan in order to possess the kingdoms 
of this world. Once again our Savior silences him, with the reply that 
there is only One we are to worship - the living God. How different 
from Adam and Eve who sought to be like God through worshipping 
Satan! But the battle was not over. The Bible tells us that Satan left him 
for a season.

In order to accomplish the victory over Satan, He had to deal with 
our sins. We were sinners and we had not kept God’s law. Jesus 
accomplishes a p erfect righteousness by His obedience to the law 
throughout His life. No one could convict Him of sin (John 8:46). It 
is for this reason that He was born under the law. He came, not to 
destroy the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them (Matthew 5:17-
18). He is the end of the law for righteousness (Romans 10:4). He also 
died as the Substitute for His people, bearing the wrath due them, and 
being a ransom for many (Matthew 20:28; Mark 10:45). 
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Just as the devil approached Eve to undo mankind, Jesus was to be 
born of a virgin. God would defeat Satan through her seed! It was 
by focusing our parents on the forbidden tree that sin entered, so it 
was means of the tree of the cross, that Satan would receive a mortal 
wound. Jesus came into the world to destroy the works of the devil. 
The following passages demonstrate why the cross was absolutely 
necessary:

John 12:31 Now is the judgment of this world: now shall the prince of this world be 
cast out.

1 John 3:8 He that committeth sin is of the devil; for the devil sinneth from the 
beginning. For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that he might destroy the 
works of the devil.

Hebrews 2:14 Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also 
himself likewise took part of the same; that through death he might destroy him that had 
the power of death, that is, the devil; 15 And deliver them who through fear of death were 
all their lifetime subject to bondage.

The work of our Savior would undo all the effects of the curse. It 
would restore man, now renewed in the image of God—in knowledge, 
righteousness and holiness (Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:10). He 
brings men and women into fellowship with God by removing sin, by 
paying the penalty, and by giving them his perfect righteousness. He 
now unites those who are His in loving communion in His body as 
members of one another. He will renew the whole creation. He will 
shortly bring Satan under their feet (Romans 16:20). 

How do sinners experience the fruits of this victory? It is by being 
united to Him by faith. Faith is not their contribution nor their 
cooperation with God, but an instrument by which they receive the 
benefits of Christ’s victory. This faith itself is procured by Christ’s 



atoning work and is applied by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is sent by 
Him to give them new birth and He creates faith and repentance so 
they may lay hold of the glorious gospel offer of salvation. It is only 
through faith, for faith is believing God and taking him at His Word. It 
was unbelief of God’s Word that led man to sin. It will be by believing 
God implicitly that they will be saved. It could not be simpler, yet many 
stumble over this. If you think of it, were we to contribute a cent, we 
would have spoiled Christ’s righteousness by our sin. Salvation is of 
the Lord alone from beginning to end (Jonah 2:9). Our Savior’s work 
extends as far as the curse is found. What a Savior. Hallelujah! Note the 
words of the old hymn:

 Joy to the world! The Lord is come; let earth receive her King;

 Let every heart prepare him room, 

 And heaven and nature sing,

 And heaven and nature sing,

 And heaven and heaven and nature sing.

 No more let sins and sorrows grow,

 Nor thorns infest the ground;

 He comes to make his blessings flow

 Far as the curse is found,

 Far as the curse is found,

 Far as, far as the curse is found. 
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God not only gave them this wonderful promise of the coming 
Redeemer, but Himself clothed our first parents as a sign of His future 
covering by the righteousness of his Son. 

Genesis 3:21 Unto Adam also and to his wife did the LORD God make coats of skins, and 
clothed them.

We see how without the shedding of blood there is no remission of 
sin (Hebrews 9:22). Only God can provide a covering suitable for 
covering our sin. Notice the covenant name, LORD is used in this 
verse. What a wonder that is, seeing that Adam had in fact broken 
the covenant. Here God enters into another covenant which will be 
formalized with Abraham, the covenant of grace. In this promise 
God will perform all that is necessary to bring about its fulfillment, 
unlike the covenant of works, where man alone had to fulfill it by his 
personal, perfect obedience.

The response of our first parents, in whom God’s Spirit had already 
worked convicting them of sin, shows Adam exercising faith in God’s 
promise:

Genesis 3:20 And Adam called his wife’s name Eve; because she was the mother of 
all living.

Adam, who had just a little while ago blamed Eve for leading him into 
sin, and even blamed God for giving her to him, now calls Eve the mother 
of all living. In fact, she will be the mother of all living, not simply by 
having children, but by this means will even bring the Messiah into the 
world. Adam was the head of the covenant of works and some believe 
therefore he cannot have been saved. Adam was our representative in 
the probation, but once he failed, he is no longer head. If Adam was not 
saved, then it would mean the work of Christ does not reach as far as the 
curse is found. Thanks be unto God that it does.
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Genesis 3 opens with the serpent but ends gloriously with the promise 
of his destruction by our Savior. Our first parents leave Paradise, only 
to be given the hope of a permanent Paradise, into which Satan can 
never enter. Beloved friend, if you have not fled to Christ for refuge, 
you are still under the wrath and curse. If you remain, you will perish, 
for there is no other Savior God has provided. Come to Him without 
delay, be washed from all your sin, and be made a new creation. May 
the Holy Spirit convict you and lead you to the only source of all 
blessing. The hymn of August Toplady will be the cry of every sinner 
who is renewed by the Spirit:

  Rock of Ages, cleft for me,

 Let me hide myself in Thee;

 Let the water and the blood,

 From Thy riven side which flowed,

 Be of sin the double cure,

 Cleanse me from its guilt and power.

 Not the labor of my hands

 Can fulfill Thy law’s demands;

 Could my zeal no respite know,

 Could my tears forever flow,

 All for sin could not atone;

 Thou must save, and Thou alone.



45
The Greatest Catastrophe                                                                 Dr. Kuldip Singh Gangar

 Nothing in my hands I bring,

 Simply to Thy cross I cling;

 Naked, come to Thee for dress,

 Helpless, look to Thee for grace;

 Foul, I to the Fountain fly,

 Wash me, Saviour, or I die.
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