David Heywood's Introduction to the Old Testament Session 13c

Session 13: The Primeval History of Genesis 1 - 11

C. The story of the Garden of Eden

In the previous session we noted that the story of creation in Genesis 2:4-25 is only the first half
of the story of the first man and woman and the Garden of Eden. Genesis 3 is its continuation
and, like Genesis 2, it explores basic features of human life and experience in the form of a story.

Activity 13.1
Read Genesis 3
List the patterns you find in this story that interpret basic features of human life

Here are some of the patterns you might have noticed:
»  sinis pictured a disobedience to a command
> the description of temptation: the woman is attracted by an apparent good

>  the motive in the temptation: to become wise, to know good and evil, to become like
God

the result of disobedience: shame and the fear of God
enmity between the woman and the serpent as a result of the temptation
child-bearing becomes marred by pain

the disruption of relationships between the sexes
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the disruption of the relationship with nature: the first couple are no longer able to eat
the fruit of the garden; fulfilling work (the tending of the garden) becomes frustrating
toil
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the certainty of death: a return to the dust from which they came
»  banishment from the Garden

>  clothes made by God to cover the shame of Adam and Eve

There is much to ponder in these features of the story, but we must remember that treating it in
this way is rather like dissecting an animal in a laboratory: by the time of the dissection, the
animal is dead. In a similar way, if we simply turn the story into systematic theology, we kill it.
One of the essential features of the story is that it has life: constantly suggesting and evoking
new responses.
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Among the traditions of the exodus told and retold at the shrines of Israel was the tradition of
Israel’s rebellion in the wilderness. The key passages are found in Exodus 32, 33 and 34:

These traditions show that the result of Israel’s sinfulness in the desert was that they were no
longer to be in direct fellowship with Yahweh and further, that the penalty for sin is death.

There is a clear parallel between Israel’s experience in the wilderness and that of Adam and Eve
in the Garden. Both Israel’s rebellion and Adam’s and Eve’s disobedience breaks fellowship
with Yahweh. Adam and Eve no longer inhabit a Garden where God walks at the time of the
evening breeze. And just as in the wilderness, the penalty for sin is death.

The story of the Garden places Israel’s experience in a larger context: it shows that these features
of their experience are a general law: sin leads to division from God and to death. It also
examines some other features of the common experience of humankind. For example, it gives an
answer to the question of Ecclesiastes as to why, for so many people, work is “nothing but toil
and a chasing after wind'. It links the great mystery of shame between the sexes to the loss of
relationship with God. Psychologically, shame is the result of the failure to establish a secure
boundary between oneself and others, and thus a failure to develop whole personhood. This is
seen as a consequence of being cut off from the divine source of personhood.

But finally, the editors also knew that God was merciful:
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The story of the first sin also ends on a note of mercy: God himself makes Adam and Eve clothes
of skins.

This opening story sets up a pattern for the rest of these opening chapters of Genesis, which we
will explore in the next section.
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