Some thoughts on the Temptation of Adam and Eve

Satan says ‘you will be like God knowing good and evil”
– many have struggled to interpret this – How did God ‘know’ evil? –ideas have been proposed such as ‘cognitive knowledge’, ‘experiential knowledge’, etc. or some avoid the problem by maintaining it is merely a statement of ability or capability. What is correct? This note is offered as a solution to this conundrum.
Review of interpretations
1. Zondervan Encyclopedia: The temptation was an occasion for sin (not a cause – it is not sin to be tempted). Satan called God’s integrity into doubt by an accusation that God had deceived them with a deliberate lie in order to preserve to his own exclusive possession the knowledge of good and evil. Failing to trust God’s integrity led to the loss of man’s integrity.

2. J Vernon McGee: Righteousness is innocence that has not fallen to temptation. Satan first cast doubt on God’s word.  Then  Eve added  that God had said they must not touch the tree. Satan substituted his own word for God’s Word ‘You certainly will not die.’ McGee also sees in v6 the same 3 temptations that Christ endured. (flesh – food/stones, mind – beautiful/kingdoms, wisdom/religion) (I think this is special pleading)

3. Calvin: Satan first adds to God’s command ‘Has God actually said you shall not eat of any tree in the garden?’ Eve’s attempt at obedience also adds to Gods command ‘nor touch it’ and minimises somewhat the penalty ‘lest you die’ in place of ‘you shall die’. Satan then denies Gods words with a suggestion of God’s unwillingness to share his glory and adduces a promise of divinity with which to tempt Eve.

4. Keil-Delitzsch: The interrogative expresses surprise is it really true? and better is any tree rather than every tree. Eve replied instead of turning away (as she should have done) … her added ‘nor touch it’ shows she is already questioning God. The serpent’s reply is not ‘surely you won’t die’ but an outright denial of God’s words ‘you surely will not die’ and he implies God’s envy – he doesn’t want you to be like him  They also suggest that God’s statement in 3:22 as he expels them from Eden ‘They have become like us knowing good and evil’ may be ironic.

5. Buswell: ‘knowing good and evil’ cannot merely be ‘cognitive’ knowledge of good and evil else the threatened curse 2:16,17 would have no value, it must be ‘experiential’ knowledge  and what is more, ‘experiential ethical’ knowledge – the term is elsewhere used of moral immaturity of juveniles –e.g. Deut 1:39, Isaiah 7:14-15 & Jon 4:6. Thus to the meaning of ‘like gods knowing good and evil’  - Basically Buswell does not have a problem.

a. ‘elohim’ is used in several places to imply men capable of moral judgment and understanding (receiving) the word of God. Ps 82, John 10:34,35 and others.

b. Buswell sees in God’s eternal decrees (approbation of good and judgment of evil) that God will always have had (or whatever tense you want to use) experiential ethical knowledge. (i.e. for Buswell God is outside time)

c. Buswell believes that anyway the angel’s ‘probationary period’ was history by the time that the Fall of man occurred. i.e. that Satan had fallen already. (I do not think this is so; see section entitled ‘Satan is a Liar’)
God and time
There are different views of God and time.
1. God is completely ‘outside’ of time – All times and all places are alike to Him

a. This is one of several human constructs to try and explain difficulties of predestination and freewill, God’s omnipotence and the significance of second causes. 

b. Personally I think this just replaces one mystery with another. It still doesn’t explain how God can be “the author of all that comes to pass yet not so as to be responsible for sin”.(WC) It just doesn’t seem to me to leave room for human significance and therefore it doesn’t explain where sin comes from

c. As I can find no biblical evidence for this viewpoint I think it is a human construct that leaves us with more problems than we started with. For instance; it has nothing positive to say about the importance of prayer nor explain what Pascal said; ‘God created man with the dignity of causality’

d. 2 Peter 3:8 ‘with the Lord one day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as one day’ does not give support for this viewpoint. Peter is making the point that God is patient for he goes on ‘The Lord is not slow to fulfil His promise but is patient towards you, not wishing that any should perish’ Peter is in fact warning us  that we must not put God into some straight-jacket of our own making and in the process of so doing Peter affirms the continuity of time as it applies to both God and man

2. God is partially ‘outside’ of time - in this construction God is sort of ‘overhead’ in time – A man in a boat drifts through meadows under a bridge, through a town and out into meadows again. It takes him hours. A pilot in a helicopter overhead sees the whole view-point at the same time.

a. This puts God in a more passive role. He sees what is happening and reacts to it. From our perspective he appears totally in control but this allows our actions to have significance and meaning without ever facing up to the problems of the mystery of Divine omnipotence and human significance.

b. It is frequently also an ‘Arminian’ type of view point held by many who do not otherwise hold that view. God reacts now (or maybe reacted back then) to something that he sees happening in the future. This ultimately diminishes God’s predestining power to the point of non-existence.

c. Of the three views I am discussing here at this has the least biblical evidence in favour of it – I can find none whatsoever; and causes the greatest theological problems, by which I mean it is more out of tune with the rest of the biblical revelation about the nature of God. It makes God a reacting being rather than ‘the author of all things that come to pass’. 

3. God views time as we do and at least in some ways has bound himself by it. 

a. The Bible consistently tells us this and gives us no evidence for any other viewpoint. God’s view of history talks about how the past affects us and Him. How the present affects us and Him and how the future will affect us and Him. That has happened to God and we can talk about it. Later, firstly this will happen and when it has happened then that will happen says 1 Corinthians 15:21ff.

b. Especially; the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus in particular is seen as a turning point to God in his dealing with men. 

c. Also, communication (within the Trinity) requires a sequential process – even when it occurs before all worlds!

d. I am not limiting God, merely taking my information from the bible… if God says ‘communication’ I can only interpret it in human terms - else a better translation would be “the father and the son were in ‘blah’ before all worlds”. If God says something will happen then I have to understand it as being in the future – there is no evidence that it means something different, that we have to use words in a special sense when they refer to God – Unless He has told us to do so this is a very dangerous procedure indeed.

e. In particular I am not restricting God to be limited by time or implying that God is subsumed under time. Rather the opposite. Time is subsumed in God. It is or happens because He is.
 I will admit that we can only talk analogically. To say that God exists in a non-spatial location is just as analogical a statement as to say ‘heaven is up’. God may inhabit a non-spatial location – and we have some biblical evidence for that. God may exist in a non-temporal time but I do not see the biblical evidence for such an idea. 
The biblical evidence talks about time and sequence and continuation. Of now and then and of what will be and it doesn’t limit this to us, it always includes God himself. ‘God is patient’ is a statement of God and time.  If not so then words have no meaning.

f. This ‘solution’ (I think it is the reality) partially resolves the problem of God’s omnipotence in that we are told that He says and it is - the prophetic perfect - even if the time-scale of the ‘is-ness’ is way up in front of the present time. It also partially resolves the mystery of God’s omniscience. Whatever comes to pass happens because He has said it will. Whatever is happening now is because ‘in Him all things cohere’ as Colossians says. It does not minimize the mystery of God’s omnipotence and human significance. In fact, it is the only view that gives human significance any reality. The mystery and the problems for our understanding are still there, but at least they are there within a biblical framework. 

I espouse the view that God is in time as we are – at least as far as all the evidence we have is concerned. Yes, that does pose problems about God’s omnipotence and omniscience in the context of human significance but these are a mystery that may be beyond us while we yet see ‘as in a misty mirror’ (1 Corinthians 13:12) and may  be overcome partially by remembering that the Bible says that God defines what comes to pass by word of power. We do not have to have him looking down the corridors of time and reacting to something that has not yet happened. He defines what happens. It is humanity, not God, who are made with ‘eternity in our hearts yet not so as we can tell the end from the beginning’ (Ezek 3:11)

Satan is a liar
1. Remember that Satan ‘is a liar and the father of lies’ 

a. Therefore maybe it needs no interpretation – maybe God did not have a knowledge of Good and Evil in any experiential way

b. Word game! 

i. Sin - WC ‘is the want of conformity to or transgression of the will of God’

ii. Evil is the result of sin

iii. Since it is logically impossible for God to oppose his own will, therefore God cannot produce ‘Evil’ (‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right’) (Statements like ‘Is there good in the city and I have not caused it; is there evil in the city and I have not done it.’ Are statements of God’s omnipotence on the one hand and his judgement on the other and ‘calamity’ might be a better word here than evil.

iv. Therefore, God cannot have experiential knowledge of evil before some created being has disobeyed and therefore sinned (and been judged)

2. If it be countered that Satan had already fallen and therefore God did already have experiential knowledge of evil then I do not think that this is so. 

a. I understand Isaiah 14 and especially Ezekiel 28 to suggest that Satan’s fall also occurred here in Eden, at this point in time. The descriptions are too reminiscent of Eden and the subject is spoken of as ‘the signet of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty/you were in Eden, the garden of God… you were an anointed cherub…you were blameless in all your ways from the day you were created until unrighteousness was found in you … I cast you to the ground’ extracts from Ezekiel 28:11-19

b. I appreciate that the Ezekiel passage is essentially about the king of Tyre. And we must never be engaged in double fulfilment of scripture whose meaning is one. But typology is a common biblical idiom. Under no circumstances had the king of Tyre actually been in Eden or been a cherub or been perfect. Even the ‘casting to the ground’ is reminiscent of ‘on your belly you shall go’ of Genesis 3:14. Besides which, in the Isaiah passage – specifically about the king of Babylon, we have dominical authority to refer it to Satan’s fall.(Luke 10:18)

c. Thus I conclude that Satan’s Fall may have been exactly what we are reading about in Genesis 3. His decision to try and usurp God’s power in the particular context of God’s creation and destroying those ‘created in God’s image’ that he himself was created to serve.(Hebrews 1:14)

d. If so, then the claim that Satan’s Fall had already provided God with the ‘experiential knowledge of good and evil’ is invalid. The claim itself a lie and part of the Fall of Satan. 

The conversation

Gen 3:1
The serpent’s question: ”Did God actually say ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden?’”

The serpent’s question

a) casts doubt on God’s word ‘did God actually say’ expects a response of ‘no’ – interesting subtlety, for the correct answer is ‘no’ – God actually did not say that.

b) adds to God’s word – God did not say in Genesis 2 ‘you are not to eat from any of the trees’

Gen 3:2-3
The Woman’s answer: ”We may eat of the fruit of any of the trees in the garden but God said ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it lest you die.’”

Eve instead of turning away

a) gives the correct ‘no’ answer

b) but in her turn adds to God’s word – nor touch it

c) and adds her doubts by changing God’s word in case you die from God’s much more definite ‘you will surely die’ of Genesis 2:17

Gen 3:4-5
The serpent’s Statement: “You will not surely die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God knowing good and evil.”

Satan’s first statement (as opposed to a question) – And Satan ‘was a murderer from the beginning and has nothing to do with the truth because there is no truth in him …He is a liar and the father of lies…’ says Jesus in John 8:44

a) denies Gods Word and substitutes his own. You surely will not die

b) denigrates God by implying that God is small minded, jealous for his own status, unwilling to share even knowledge with man. In view of our later knowledge of God’s love toward us that spares not his own son this is an outright lie of enormous proportion.

c) I suggest that ‘you will be like God, knowing good and evil’ is also a lie It is only the serpent’s word that have led us to think this. I disagree with Buswell’s contention that ‘elohim’ here can be used of men and specifically man’s ability to make moral and ethical judgements. While ‘elohim’ can mean that and does so elsewhere in the bible, in this context, all the way through the temptation, ‘elohim’ has been used to refer to ‘God’- the author of the command that they are discussing and the serpent is subverting. It would be strange to suddenly change its meaning in verse 5. It is possible that part of the serpent’s misleading was to imply this very dichotomy but I suspect that it is more likely that as a result of the usage here and the Fall itself that the other meaning has come into being.

The Results 

Gen 3:6
 ‘The woman looked. She saw it was good for food and was to be desired to make one wise.’
The threefold temptation of 1 John 2:16 ‘the desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions is not from the Father but from the world’ and, we might add, from the prince of this world

i. The woman took and ate and gave to her husband 

ii. Her Husband was with her

So why was he not protecting her from Satan? We know from 1 Tim 2 that ‘the woman was deceived but the man was not deceived’ Buswell (1:283) suggest that she was of a finer mind than Adam and more interested in subtlety – does this imply Adam was too thick to see the danger? Personally, I think not. Paul said he was not decieved, Adam knew what he was doing – he did this with his eyes open to what it would mean. (yes! a deliberate reference on my part to the next verse)

iii. Her husband ate

Gen 3:7
 Their eyes were opened.

iv. They knew they were naked and attempted to cover themselves

Note: Now they have knowledge, but they do not have experience to decide whether it is good or bad knowledge. (And the bible doesn’t tell us either. Note well that up until this point to be naked, even to be together naked, was ‘very good’ Gen 1:31) This to me is another pointer to the incorrect nature of Buswell’s interpretation of ‘elohim’ meaning moral capability in verse 6. Even with the knowledge, they are incapable of deciding what kind of knowledge they have.

Gen 3:8
 They tried to hide from God
They might not have the capability to decide the nature of their new status but they did have a guilty conscience! Some commentators have said that Adam and Eve had no conscience before the Fall. This I cannot see. The Fall did not involve any new creative action on God’s part. Definitely they did not have a bad conscience before the Fall. (C.S.Lewis points out that a ‘bad conscience’ is actually a good conscience in that it is doing a good job) If that is the sole function of a conscience – to be doing a good job in convicting humanity of guilt, then they may not have needed a conscience before the Fall. However, I think that the word has a more positive meaning than merely that negative one. The base root for the word used for ‘conscience’ in Greek means ‘awareness’ and I do not think that the word only implies a guardian against evil.. Paul uses the word positively in Romans 9:1 and 2 Corinthians 1:12. as an awareness of what is right.

Conclusion
I do not think we have to hold to the some conceptual idea that God knew good and evil in any experiential way until this point in time. I think it is a lie of Satan’s to suggest that he did so. In fact, I consider this is the proper interpretation of ‘a liar in whom there is no truth’ viz, that Satan’s first full statement was a lie in every way.

John Barrs, April 2003
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� Quite clearly I do not think of time as another dimension like the spatial dimensions of up, right and forward.


� Further to the footnote above: maybe the fact that we have evidence that God inhabits a non spatial location, but does not (as far as we can see) inhabit a non temporal time is  itself evidence that time is not merely another dimension or if it is, it is not so in the same sense of the spatial dimensions. I have always felt uneasy in the mathematical use of time as though it could flow in either direction. If it cannot – and there is nothing other than speculation to suggest that it can - then has anyone investigated the mathematical implications of using a model that allows zero time or negative time? How many of the equations have been tested to see if uni-directional time is violated in or during the solution of them? How many of our peculiar views result from such a fundamental error? 





