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A biblical ethic is naturally 

predisposed toward narrative expression. The 

chief cause of the bend toward narrative 

methodology in biblical ethics is that the Bible 

itself takes the form of narrative. Those who 

wish to form an ethical framework from 

Scripture based on moral concepts rather than 

on narrative expression must wrestle with the 

fact that narrative and not reason is the way in 

which Scripture conveys truth.1 Because 
 

1 Johan Baptist Metz, "A Short Apology of Narrative," in Why 
Narrative?: Readings in Narrative Theology, ed. Stanley 
Hauerwas and Gregory L. Jones (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1989), 252. 
2 Gordon D. Fee and Douglas K. Stuart, How to Read the 
Bible for All Its Worth, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2014), 95–96. 
3 R. Dennis Cole, “Old Testament Narrative: Telling the Story 

of God’s Handiwork in History,” in Biblical Hermeneutics: A 
Comprehensive Introduction to Interpreting Scripture, ed. 
Bruce Corley, Steve Lemke, and Grant Lovejoy (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman, 2002), 272–74. 
4 A. K. M. Adam, “Metanarrative,” ed. Robert L. Brawley, 
The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Ethics (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2014). 

narrative is the primary means of ethical 

expression in the biblical text, understanding 

the narrative of the Bible is essential for 

constructing a biblical ethic.  

Christian Scripture contains multiple 

narrative levels. Local narratives comprise the 

most basic level of narrative. Local narratives 

are bound into units containing unique 

characters, settings, and plots.2 At times 

strings of local narratives form cycles of 

narratives within the text in which the 

individual narratives function as parts within a 

larger cycle.3 Local narratives and narrative 

cycles are important for understanding the 

ethical message of Scripture, but the most 

ethically fertile level of narrative is the 

metanarrative that encapsulates all other levels 

of narrative.4 The ethical message of Scripture 

hearkens to readers through its metanarrative 

and beckons readers to join in the story by 

conforming their ethical understanding to the 

force of the narrative.5 

If the Bible is a story, then it must 

have a beginning and an end. As in all stories, 

to understand the meaning of the narrative one 

must grasp the meaning of these two terminal 

points. At the beginning of the biblical story is 

the narrative of the creation of the world in 

Gen 1–3. The creation narrative naturally falls 

into two sections with Gen 1:1–2:4 

representing a holistic view of creation and 

Gen 2:4–3:246 a focused view on the role of 

human agents in the creation and the fall.7 

 
5 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-

Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2005). 
6 For the sake of brevity, Gen 2:4–3:24 will be referred to 
hereafter as Gen 2–3.  
7 Possible form-critical reasons for dividing Gen 1:1–2:4 are 
outside the scope of this paper. For a discussion of the 
thematic and narrative continuity between Gen 1:1–2:4 and 
Gen 2:5–3:24 see John H. Walton, The Lost World of Adam 
and Eve: Genesis 2-3 and the Human Origins Debate 
(Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2015), 63–70.  

5



Christus Cultura: The Journal of Christianity in the Social Sciences 

 

 

 

Because Gen 2–3 is the beginning of the story 

of God and humanity, the narrative of Gen 2–

3 orients the ethical force of the biblical 

metanarrative. 

An examination of Gen 2–3 cannot 

provide an all-inclusive understanding of the 

ethical force of the biblical narrative. The 

current study examines how the setting of the 

narrative of Gen 2–3 orients the ethical 

expectations of the biblical metanarrative for 

which it serves as an introduction.8 Others 

have discussed the ethical implications of the 

entire Eden narrative, but the current study 

gives special attention to the temporal and 

spatial settings of Eden and their role upon the 

ethical force of the narrative. 9  

The current study concludes with a 

juxtaposition of the beginning of the biblical 

metanarrative in Gen 2–3 and the climax of 

the biblical metanarrative in Rev 21–22. The 

focus of the final section will be to propose 

how the setting of Gen 2–3 informs the 

understanding of the ethical message of the 

biblical metanarrative and serves as an 

appropriate beginning for constructing a 

biblical ethic in the contemporary world. 

 

 

The Curious Setting of Eden 

Understanding how the setting of Gen 

2–3 orients the ethical force of the biblical 

metanarrative requires an analysis of the 

major features of the narrative setting of the 

passage. Each element of the setting of Gen 2–

3 has curious qualities that have significant 

implications for the ethical force of the 

narrative. The spatial setting of Eden has deep 

significance for the ethical implications of 
 

8 Others have endeavored to provide a broader picture of the 
ethical implications of the biblical metanarrative. See John 
Goldingay, Israel’s Gospel, Old Testament theology 
(Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2003); Brian Brock, 
Singing the Ethos of God: On the Place of Christian Ethics in 
Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).  
9 Robert P. Gordon, “The Ethics of Eden: Truth-Telling in 
Genesis 2–3,” in Ethical and Unethical in the Old Testament: 
God and Humans in Dialogue, ed. Katharine Dell, Library of 

Gen 2–3. In this passage, the reader 

encounters curious waters, curious soil, and 

curious trees that shape the meaning of the 

narrative as well as its ethical implications. 

 

 

The Curious Waters of Eden 

The first mention of water in Gen 2–3 

comes in the description of the state of the 

ground in Gen 2:5–6. Instead of rain, the 

source of water upon the earth came in the 

form of the ‘ēd which rose upon the earth.10 

Whatever the appropriate translation of ‘ēd, 

the word denotes an otherness to the initial 

way in which the earth was irrigated. The 

presence of the‘ēd rising from the earth 

highlights the fact that the lack of vegetation 

in the fields (agriculture) mentioned in Gen 

2:4–5 comes from the absence of man and not 

the absence of God creating a fecund world 

ready to produce agriculture.11  

The presence of the ‘ēd contributes to 

the ethical force of the narrative of Gen 2–3 

by demonstrating that the lack of agriculture 

upon the earth is due to the absence of 

humankind, not the absence of water or any 

other non-human element. The vital role of 

humanity in the appropriate ecology of 

creation is essential in orienting the ethical 

force of the narrative of Gen 2–3 in terms of 

the relationship between humans and the rest 

of creation. Creation without humanity does 

not constitute a fully functioning ecology. 

Humanity is dependent upon all other 

elements of creation, but the other elements of 

Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 528 (New York: T&T 
Clark, 2010), 11–33.                                                                                                                                                                                                  
10 The translation of the Hebrew  ֵאד has long baffled 
interpreters. For a discussion see Robert Alden, “‘ēd. Mist,” 
Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament I:17; David 
Toshio Tsumura, The Earth and the Waters in Genesis 1 and 
2: A Linguistic Investigation, JSOTSup 83 (Sheffield: JSOT 

Press, 1989), 94–116. 
11 Gordon Wenham,Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical 
Commentary 1a (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), 59. 
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creation are equally as dependent upon 

humanity to achieve their intended role.12 

The curious waters of Eden are not 

limited to the ‘ēd.13 One of the most peculiar 

descriptions of Eden is the description of the 

river that flows out of Eden, which first waters 

the Garden of Eden, then splits into four 

branches: the Phishon, the Gihon, the Tigris, 

and the Euphrates (Gen 2:10–14). The 

description of the rivers seems to be a strictly 

physical description locating Eden, however 

any attempt to read the description as a 

physical boundary throws the reader into 

geographical disarray. Beyond the uncertainty 

of locating the Pishon and Gihon14 any 

attempt to recreate the geography of Gen 

2:10–14 requires the reader to imagine a space 

where the Tigris and Euphrates flow from a 

common tributary rather than flowing parallel 

coming together just before Persian Gulf.15  

One explanation to this geographical 

oddity would be to dismiss the description of 

the space of Eden as strictly figural, that is to 

dismiss any connection to a concrete-physical 

world and explore only a figural/symbolic 

reading of the description of Eden’s location. 

Such a dismissal, however, would be overly 

simplistic. Thomas Dozeman observes, “A 

simple dichotomy between fact and fiction 

will not capture the dynamic role of 
 

12 Noah J. Toly and Daniel I. Block, “Keeping God’s Earth,” 
in Keeping God’s Earth: The Global Environment in Biblical 
Perspective, ed. Noah J. Toly and Daniel I. Block (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2010), 19–21.  
13 Cf. Isa 51:13; Eze 28:13; 31:9; Joel 2:3. In addition to the 
explicit references to Eden in the OT, there are multiple 
passages which elicit Edenic themes. See George W. Savran, 
“Beastly Speech: Balaam’s Ass and Intertextuality in the 

Garden of Eden,” JSOT 64 (1994): 33–55.  
14 See Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–
17, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 166–70. 
15 See Carl G. Rasmussen, Zondervan Atlas of the Bible 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 76–77. 
16 Thomas B. Dozeman, “Biblical Geography and Critical 
Spatial Studies.” inConstructions of Space I: Theory, 
Geography and Narrative eds. Jon L. Berquist and Claudia V. 

Camp (Library of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 481; 
New York: T & T Clark, 2007), 100. 
17 The idea of conceived and perceived space is heavily 
influenced by spatial theory. For an overview of the use of 

geography in the writing of biblical history. 

Rather the two perspectives must be related in 

a geographical interpretation of the four rivers 

of paradise.”16 A better way forward is to 

understand the description of the space of the 

rivers in such a way that embraces the 

concrete-physical and conceptual natures of 

the description in Gen 2:10– 14. 

Understanding the rivers of Gen 2:10–14 as a 

part of the spatial setting of Gen 2–3 requires 

considering the conceptual or conceived space 

of the rivers rather than only their physical or 

perceived space.17 

The presentation of the conceived 

space of the rivers in Gen 2:10–14 begins with 

the fact that rivers have their headwaters in the 

region of Eden. Multiple etymologies of the 

name of the region of Eden have been 

proposed.18 The most likely etymology for 

Eden is that it comes from an Aramaic 

cognate meaning abundance, particularly an 

abundance in water supply.19 The etymology 

of Eden orients the use of the conceived space 

of the rivers that are flowing from Eden in the 

narrative of Gen 2–3.  

Eden’s identification with plentiful 

water has a profound effect on the 

presentation of its conceived space and the 

ethical implications of the narrative of Gen 2–

3. First and foremost, the presentation of Eden 

spatial theory in biblical studies see Mark K. George, “Space 
and History: Siting Critical Space for Biblical Studies,” in 
Constructions of Space I: Theory, Geography and Narrative. 
eds. Jon L. Berquist and Claudia V. Camp (Library of Hebrew 
Bible/Old Testament Studies 481; New York: T & T Clark, 
2007); Christopher Meredith, “Taking Issue with Thirdspace: 
Reading Soja, Lefebvre and the Bible,” in Constructions of 
Space III: Biblical Spatiality and the Sacred, eds. Jorun 

Okland, J. Cornelis de Vos, and Karen Wenell (Library of 
Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 540; London: 
Bloomsbury, 2016).  
18 For example, that it was a name for the region of northern 
Mesopotamia, or that it comes from a Sumeric cognate 
meaning “steppe.” John H. Walton, Genesis, NIV Application 
Commentary 1 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 167.  
19 David Toshio Tsumura, Earth and the Waters in Genesis 1 
and 2: A Linguistic Investigation (Library of Hebrew 

Bible/Old Testament Studies 83; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2000), 137–53. See also Mathews, 201.  
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as a space with plentiful water emphasizes the 

paradisiacal nature of Eden because plentiful 

water for irrigation in the ancient Near East 

(ANE) meant a greatly diminished chance of 

famine.20  

The most important element of the 

conceived space of Eden presented in Gen 

2:10–13 is that a river flowing from the region 

of Eden watering the garden of Eden and then 

out of Eden it separates and becomes 

headwaters of four rivers. Whatever the 

perceived location of the four rivers, their 

conceived location is a river which flows out 

of the river which waters the Garden of Eden. 

The primacy of the river, which flows from 

the region of Eden to water the Garden of 

Eden, has two major ethical implications. 

First, the fact that the location of the 

Garden of Eden is along the tributary to four 

other major rivers highlights the fecundity of 

the Garden of Eden itself. The waters of the 

fertile places of the ANE must first flow 

through the Garden of Eden. This shapes the 

conceived space of the Garden of Eden by 

further highlighting the ideal nature of the 

garden for agriculture. The imagery comes 

together to demonstrate that the Garden of 

Eden is an agricultural paradise. God has 

taken man and placed him in a space where he 

can perfectly fulfill his vocational role. There 

is ecological balance because there is a man to 

keep the garden and abundant water to sustain 

it. Secondly, that the river which flows from 

Eden provides water for other major rivers 

demonstrates that Eden is the center of 

 
20 Peter Lau, “Famine,” The Lexham Bible Dictionary 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
21 See Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, The JPS Torah 
Commentary 1 (Philadelphia, PA: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1989).  
22 McQuilkin and Copan, An Introduction to Biblical Ethics, 
81–84; David VanDrunen, Divine Covenants and Moral 
Order: A Biblical Theology of Natural Law (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2014), 41–77; Christopher J. H Wright, Old 
Testament Ethics for the People of God (Downers Grove, Ill, 

2004), 118–22. 
23 See Walton, The Lost World of Adam and Eve, 92–95. 
24 'ā ̄pār is nearly always translated “dust” in English Bibles. 
There is nothing wrong with the translation, but the reference 

creation—that is as the source of creation’s 

life and food.21  

Many ethicists highlight Adam’s role 

as the archetypical human and the profound 

ethical implications of this role.22 Paul makes 

Adam’s archetypical role clear in the New 

Testament in  Rom 5 and 1 Cor 15.23 An 

understanding of the role of Eden’s conceived 

space opens the possibility that just as Adam 

and Eve are the archetypical humans, Eden is 

the archetypical place. Eden is the conceptual 

center of the world. What happens in Eden 

will not stay there but will have effect on all 

places in creation. The fact that the rivers of 

the world flow from Eden demonstrates that 

God has oriented creation with Eden at its 

center, and from Eden the rest of creation 

receives life. Any movement away from Eden 

is a movement away from the center of 

creation, away from the center of fecundity, 

away from the ideal space for God’s creatures. 

 

 

The Curious Soil of Eden 

The setting of Eden has great effect on 

the characters of the narrative of Gen 2–3. The 

intricate relationship between characters and 

setting is nowhere more evident than in the 

description of the creation of the man in Gen 

2:7, “And YHWH God formed the man from 

the topsoil ('ā ̄pār)24 of the soil ('ādāmāh).”25 

A more traditional understanding for the word 

'ā ̄pār is “clay,” specifically the clay material 

associated with the work of a potter.26 The 

reason that many interpreters understand the 

in Gen 2:7 is to the loose dirt at the top of the ground. While 
this may be thought of as “dust” the agricultural setting makes 

“topsoil” a legitimate option and a helpful one to demonstrate 
the continuity of the agricultural theme of the narrative. See 
Francis Brown, Samuel R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, The 
Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010),  646–47. 
25 Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the Old 
Testament are the author’s own and are from the Biblia 
Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Stuttgart: German Bible Society, 

1997).  
26 John Lee Thompson, ed., Genesis 1–11 (Downers Grove, 
Ill., 2012), 71–75; Wenham, 59–60. 
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material used to shape the man as having a 

connection to the work of a potter is because 

he verb used for forming in Gen 2:7 is yṣr. yṣr 

is commonly used to describe the work of a 

potter.27 While YHWH’s creative activity is 

described using such vocabulary, the material 

described by 'ā ̄pār has stronger ties to the 

concept of fertile soil than to the concept of a 

potter’s clay.28 The text makes clear that 

'ā p̄ār is soil rather than clay by noting that the 

'ā p̄ār comes from the 'ādāmāh. From the 

'ādāmāh YHWH brings forth the vegetation 

within Eden, as well as the other life forms 

created within the Garden (Gen 2:18–19). 

Realizing the agricultural vocabulary 

of 'ādāmāh and 'ā ̄pār opens significant 

windows for understanding the ethical force of 

the narrative of Gen 2–3. First it orients the 

relationship between Adam and the rest of 

creation. That Adam and the rest of the 

created life are made from the same material 

encourages humanity to view themselves 

within the same ecology as the rest of 

creation. Whatever may separate humanity 

from creation, it is not materialistic. Just as the 

relationship between humanity and water 

emphasizes the symbiotic need of human and 

non-human elements for proper ecological 

function, so the material link between 

humankind and other forms of life serves to 

remind readers of the biblical narrative that 

humanity is a component of creation as well 

as its captain. 

Though humanity’s materialistic 

connection to creation enforces the concept of 

humankind as a part of creation, the reality 

also raises the issue of why humanity is not 

equal to the rest of creation. Already in Gen 

1:28 God commanded humans to “fill up the 
 

27 Wenham, 59. See Isa 44:9–10; Jer 18:2. 
28 Hamilton, 156–60. 
29 Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 69. 
30 See VanDrunen, 58–60 for a discussion of the role of 
humanity as representatives of God's sovereignty within 

creation. 
31 See Andra Elena Cicarma, “The Animals and Gods of 
Ancient Egypt. Examples of Osirian Animals as the 
Receptacles or the Recipients of the Transmigrating Soul,” 

earth and bring it under control and rule over 

the fish in the sea and the birds in the heavens 

and all the living things that move about on 

the earth.” The authority of the man over 

creation is further demonstrated in YHWH’s 

commission to name the other living things in 

creation (Gen 2:19–20).29 Although the man is 

made of the same material as the other living 

beings in the created order, he is superior to 

them. That the man is equal to the other living 

things in substance but superior to them in 

authority and value highlights that the 

privileged place of humanity in creation 

comes from their role as God’s divine image 

bearers, not material superiority. 

The ethical force of the relationship 

between the man and soil in the narrative of 

Gen 2–3 orients the understanding of the 

ethical force of the metanarrative of scripture. 

The role of humanity as God’s representative 

exercising dominion over the earth is an 

element of humanity’s divinely appointed 

function, not material superiority.30 The Bible 

rejects any notion that humanity is subservient 

to other forms of created life—a notion well-

known to other ANE cultures31—but this 

rejection comes from understanding the 

special relationship between humanity and 

God, not the materialistic superiority of 

humanity. Oriented by the ethical principles of 

Gen 2–3, Paul lambasts Roman paganism, 

crying out “they changed the glory of the 

incorruptible God for the ones in the same 

image as perishable humans and birds and 

four footed animals and reptiles” (Rom 

1:23).32 Worshipping anything that is of the 

same substance as created things is unworthy 

of the divine image bearers. 

Scientific. Journal of Humanist Studies 7, no. 13 (2015): 27–
34; Katy Feroze Dalal, “Cambyses the Achaemenid and the 
Story of the Apis Bull: A Vindication,” in K R Cama Oriental 
Institute: Second International Congress Proceedings 
(Bombay: K R Cama Oriental Inst, 1996), 111–24. 
32 Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the New 
Testament are the author’s own and are from the Eberhard 
Nestle et al., Novum Testamentum Graece (Stuttgart: 
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2012). 
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Contemporary readers of the biblical 

narrative will find significant implications in 

the assertion of Gen 2–3 that humanity is 

separated from the rest of creation by divine 

decree and not material superiority. Scientific 

advances, in particular the decoding of the 

human genome, have shown that the genetic 

makeup of human beings is not radically 

different from that of other species.33 The 

genetic similarity between humans and other 

forms of life present no ethical issues when 

determining the place of humanity within 

creation. The biblical narrative makes clear 

from Genesis forward that the distinction 

between humanity and the rest of creation is in 

the relationship between humanity and God, 

not humanity and the materialistic universe.  

Likewise, the narrative of Gen 2–3 

makes clear that the role of humanity in ruling 

creation does not come from the nuanced 

physical differences between humanity and 

other forms of created life. Humanity has a 

higher purpose in the created order, not 

because of opposable thumbs and microRNA, 

but because God has decreed that humanity 

bear his image and breathe with his breath.  

 

 

The Curious Trees of Eden 

The first mention of the trees in Eden 

comes in Gen 2:9. Here the narrative states 

that “the tree of life was in the midst of the 

garden and also the tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil.” After the initial mention of the 

trees, the narrative diverges to the discussion 

of the rivers in Eden and the creation of the 

man. The narrative effect is that the reader is 

left wondering about these two trees, each of 

which are named in ways that cannot help but 

catch the reader’s attention. Diverting 

attention away from the trees in 2:10–14 only 

to return to discussing the foreboding nature 
 

33 See Gabriel Santpere et al., “Differences in Molecular 

Evolutionary Rates among microRNAs in the Human and 
Chimpanzee Genomes,” BMC Genomics 17 (2016): 1–12. 
34 Wenham, 64. 
35 Hamilton, 162. 

of the tree in 2:15–17 lends dramatic 

anticipation to the narrative.34  

The conceived space of the tree of life 

and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

must be considered to understand their role in 

the narrative. There are few descriptors of the 

perceived space of the trees beyond the fact 

that they are appealing to the eye and to the 

pallet.35 The conceived space of the trees, 

however, has dramatic implications for the 

narrative of Gen 2–3. 

 

 
Image Credit: Pixabay 

 

 

Both trees are in the midst (beṯôḵ) of 

the Garden of Eden. Some translations 

translate beṯôḵ as “middle.”36 Hamilton notes, 

“The phrase In the middle of the garden need 

not be taken literally to mean that these two 

trees were in the exact center of the garden.”37 

Hamilton’s assertion is valid considering the 

broad semantic domain of beṯôḵ. Even though 

the narrative does not locate the trees in the 

geographic center of the garden, the fact that 

they are in the “midst” of the garden is 

36 See the New International Version (NIV). The New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV) curiously translates beṯôḵ 
as “midst” in Gen 2:9, but as “middle” in Gen 3:3. 
37 Hamilton, 162. 
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significant. The trees are literally “in the 

thick” of the setting of Eden. Whatever 

narrative is unfolding within the space of Eden 

will involve these two curious trees. 

Within the conceptual world of the 

ANE, the author of Gen 2–3 presents the 

familiar concept of the tree of life in an 

unconventional manner.38 Rather than the tree 

of life representing a structural element of the 

cosmos, the tree represents the sustaining 

element for life in God’s intended creation. 

The conceptual space of the tree of life in the 

garden effects the narrative of Gen 2–3 by 

highlighting the intended perpetuation of life 

from the outset of the biblical narrative. 

Walton sees the role of the tree as removing 

the burden of mortality from humanity, “The 

tree of life indicates that though the human 

body was created mortal, it was not God’s 

original plan for us to feel the constant burden 

of impending death.”39 

The conceived space of the tree of life 

becomes an established theme in the biblical 

narrative. Multiple Old Testament (OT) and 

New Testament (NT) texts reference or invoke 

the imagery of the tree of life.40 Cole notes 

that the tree of life “was apparently a concept 

widely current among the Israelites.”41 The 

role of the tree of life in the biblical narrative 

deserves special consideration due to the 

continued influence of the tree of life on the 

biblical narrative. 

The major ethical implications of the 

role of the tree of life in the narrative of Gen 

2–3 are clear. The role of the tree of life in the 

narrative of Genesis 2–3 orients the biblical 

narrative toward an understanding that death 

is not the intended outcome of human 

existence. From Gen 2–3 forward, the biblical 

narrative possesses an ethical force that 
 

38 Other ANE myths contain trees which sustain life by 
providing the physical structure that sustains the cosmos. See 
Jennifer O’Reillym “The Trees of Eden in Medaeval 
Iconography,” in A Walk in the Garden: Biblical 
Iconographical and Literary Images of Eden, Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament Supplement 136 (Sheffiedld, 
England: JSOT Press, 1992), 170; Walton, The Lost World of 
Adam and Eve, 120–21.  

expects the alleviation of death from the 

creatures who bear God’s image. 

The role of the second tree introduced 

in Gen 2–3 within the conceived space of 

Eden is more difficult to determine. The tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil is not a 

well-known concept within the ANE world.42 

Unlike the tree of life, the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil is not a major 

theme through the rest of the biblical text. The 

tree of the knowledge of good and evil is not 

named after Gen 2:17 and is not referenced 

after the close of the narrative of Gen 3. The 

lack of familiarity with the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil in the conceptual 

world of the ANE and the lack of biblical 

reference or allusion to the tree makes its role 

within the conceived space of Eden difficult to 

determine. 

Many interpreters have proposed that 

the tree’s function within the narrative of Gen 

2–3 brings about an unwanted sexual 

awareness.43 The above examination of the 

conceived space of Eden, however, 

recommends that such a choice does not fit the 

ethical force of the narrative. Understanding 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

requires attention to the way the tree 

contributes to the conflict of the narrative. 

How could a tree that represents such 

polarities not influence the narrative? Walton 

recommends, “Good and evil is consistently 

used as a merism and therefore indicates a 

whole range of knowledge, not knowledge of 

two isolated things.”44 The tree, therefore, 

should be taken to reference the full spectrum 

of knowledge—that is the knowledge things 

both good and evil.  

If the tree represents a broad range of 

knowledge then the consequence of eating its 

39 Walton, Genesis, 185. 
40 See Prov. 3:18; 11:30; Rev 2:7; 22:2–19. 
41 R. Dennis Cole, “Foundations of Wisdom Theology in 
Genesis One to Three” (Master’s Thesis, Western 
Conservative Baptist Seminary, 1978), 98. 
42 Walton, The Lost World of Adam and Eve, 122. 
43 Walton, Genesis, 214; Thompson, 138–39. 
44 Walton, Genesis, 170. 
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fruit can be viewed as transforming the man 

and woman’s approach to knowledge, not just 

knowledge of one particular thing. The choice 

to partake of the fruit means that humanity has 

rejected an existence in which what is known 

to them is that which is revealed by God. 

God’s command not to eat of the fruit is not 

one that limits the breadth of knowledge, but 

one that limits how knowledge is acquired. In 

the garden, humanity was to be reliant upon 

God for his sustenance. This was true of food 

and companionship and was to be true of 

knowledge itself.  

Eating of the fruit does not result in 

inappropriate knowledge, rather, it results in 

knowing something in an inappropriate way. 

The man and woman make a choice to be like 

God in becoming sovereign over their own 

actions. Hamilton posits “What is forbidden to 

man is the power to decide for himself what is 

in his best interests and what is not.”45 The 

curse of the tree of knowledge of good and 

evil is that it gives the man and woman what 

they want—a pretended sovereignty. 

No other element of the setting of 

Eden has so much effect on the narrative of 

Gen 2–3, or the metanarrative of the Bible. 

The man and woman’s choice to eat of the 

fruit of the tree catapults the narrative away 

from one motivated by a happy symbiosis 

between God and humanity in the ideal 

agricultural setting to a narrative motivated by 

the tension between what God desires for his 

creatures and what they desire for themselves. 

This theme is central to the metanarrative of 

the Bible. God’s desire for humanity versus 

humanity’s desire for itself is the conflict, 

driving the metanarrative of human history. 

The metanarrative is played out in the OT 

through the conflict of God’s people Israel 

being called to live under God’s commands, 

but constantly going their own way. The 

metanarrative finds consummation in the NT 

as Jesus restores humanity’s ability to live 
 

45 Hamilton, 166. 
46 Ibid., 169. 

under God’s control through his death and 

resurrection. 

All ethical issues are oriented by 

whether or not human creatures will live under 

God’s control. The tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil within the narrative of Gen 2–3 

infuses the metanarrative of the Bible with the 

overarching plot of humanity’s usurpation of 

God’s sovereign design through seeking to 

exert their own sovereignty in the acquisition 

and application of knowledge. Humankind has 

chosen to partake of a wide variety of 

knowledge, the conflict of the narrative is now 

driven by the fact that they will consistently 

partake of destructive knowledge if left to 

their own devices. 

 

 

Leaving Eden . . . And Coming Back 

to Something Better 

The movement away from Eden occurs 

in the climactic ending of the narrative of Gen 

2–3. Understanding the setting of Eden causes 

readers to understand the movement away 

from the garden for the tragedy that it is. 

Hamilton notes “So then, man leaves the 

garden, and the opening behind him has been 

barred. Paradise has been lost and forfeited.”46 

Genesis 2–3 makes clear that the setting of 

Eden is the ideal setting for humanity. The 

narrative makes equally clear that the ideal 

setting has been lost. Cherubim with swords 

are now stationed by God to prevent humanity 

from re-entering the garden paradise.  

That Cherubim are symbols of God’s 

presence in all other appearances in Scripture 

indicates that they are symbols of God’s 

presence in Gen 3.47 God, who once 

fellowshipped with the man and woman in a 

garden paradise, now prohibits them from 

entering into that space. The movement away 

from Eden orients the metanarrative of the 

Bible by creating a sense of sustained tension 

within the metanarrative in regard to the 

47 Ibid., 210. 
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condition of humanity and their place in the 

world. The biblical story is a story driven by 

space. Abraham is promised the space of 

Canaan, Joshua and the Israelites are to 

possess the space. The kings are to keep the 

space but cannot. The Persians restore the 

space and the people rebuild their temple—

then weep at its completion out of 

dissatisfaction (Ezra 3:12). The New 

Testament echoes the expectation that there 

must be a new space—a new heaven and a 

new earth (Isa 65:17; 66:12; Rev 21–22). The 

narrative expects a resolution to the loss of the 

ideal space within the presence of God. 

The book of Revelation contains a 

vision that resolves the expectation of the 

metanarrative. The space of the new heaven 

and new earth in Rev 21–22 contains many 

features that echo the imagery of a restored 

Eden.48 The conceived space of the new 

heaven and earth in Rev 21–22 provides 

fascinating parallels with the conceived space 

of Eden. The most obvious parallel is the 

presence of the tree of life (Rev 22:2). The 

presence of the tree of life in the new heaven 

and new earth recommends that the alleviation 

of human death is resolved in the 

eschatological resolution of the biblical 

metanarrative. 

The ethical force of the metanarrative 

pushes toward an ethic of life. The above 

examination of the setting of Eden indicates 

that life is at the center of the paradisiacal 

garden of Gen 2–3. The Garden has life 

providing waters, life sustaining soil and a life 

prolonging tree. These themes are present in 

the new creation of Rev 21–22. The ethical 

implication is that anyone seeking to orient 

their ethics according to the ethical force of 

the biblical metanarrative must have ethics 

oriented towards life. Biblical ethics must be 

oriented by the concept that God is moving 

the story of creation in the direction of life. If 
 

48 Grant R. Osborne, Revelation, Baker Exegetical 
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich: 
Baker Academic, 2008), 768–76. 

his creatures are to make ethical decisions, 

then they must orient their actions and 

decisions in a manner that values life. 

A less obvious facet of the relationship 

between the setting of Eden and the setting of 

the new heaven and earth in Rev 21–22 is the 

absence of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil. The absence of this tree indicates that 

the new heaven and new earth cannot simply 

be viewed as a restored Eden but is something 

better.  Stevens notes that John’s Apocalypse 

contains a theme of a “transcended Eden.”49 

The tree which symbolized the opportunity of 

humankind to reject God’s provision for them 

is removed from the setting of Eden. 

Careful consideration of the narrative 

setting of the Garden of Eden in Gen 2–3 and 

the setting of the new heavens and the new 

earth in Rev 21–22 orients the metanarrative 

of Scripture by demonstrating a resolution of 

sin. This is not to say that the biblical 

metanarrative has an ethical force that 

eliminates free choice, rather the biblical 

metanarrative has an ethical force that 

anticipates a return to correct ethical decision 

making for God’s people. The space of Eden 

is an ideal agricultural paradise, but the 

narrative setting makes readers ever aware of 

the capacity of the characters within the 

setting of Eden to choose for themselves what 

God has forbidden. The setting of the new 

heavens and the new earth offers no such 

option. 

The above examination reveals the 

importance of considering the setting of the 

narrative of Gen 2–3 for understanding the 

ethical force of the biblical metanarrative. The 

ethical implications of the space of Eden are 

myriad, the two most important being that the 

ethical force of the biblical metanarrative 

moves toward an ethic of life and an ethic that 

anticipates a resolution of sin. Because Gen 2–

3 is the beginning of the story of God and 

49 Gerald L Stevens, Revelation: The Past and Future of 
John’s Apocalypse (Eugene, Oreg., 2014), 566. 
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humanity, the narrative of Gen 2–3 orients the 

ethical force of the biblical metanarrative. Rev 

21–22 confirms that the ethical force found at 

the beginning of the metanarrative will be 

realized in the eschatological culmination of 

the story. 
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