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Man: Darkness: How Dark?
“In him was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.  (John 1:4-5)

What are the moral and spiritual implications of the Garden of Eden and man’s violation of God’s law?  Did Adam and Eve only impact themselves?  Are there ongoing consequences to subsequent humanity?  If so, what are they?  These questions lie at the heart of some of the most heated theological discussions in the history of Christianity.  God’s warning to Adam that accompanied the giving of the law to him was as simple as the law itself.  “And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: 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.”  (Genesis 2:16-17)  In the form of this law God revealed His gracious nature; the first statute of this simple law defined man’s incredible privilege in the garden.  He had full access to everything in it, along with personal fellowship with God his Creator.  Next the law simply defined one prohibition; man could not eat the fruit of one tree in the garden, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  And finally the law simply and clearly prescribed the penalty that God associated with the breaking of this law; in the day that he broke it by eating of the fruit of this tree man would “surely die.”  Could any covenant be simpler?  Is there any obscurity in any part of what God said to Adam?  Man’s laws typically grow in complexity to the point that an ordinary citizen needs an attorney to understand what the law says; much less know how to keep it.  God’s law—not just this one; read the Ten Commandments—is characterized by clarity and simplicity.  As if ten simple rules did not adequately present man with an understandable moral code, God condensed those Ten Commandments to two principles; love God and love your neighbor.  

We readily conclude that complexity could not explain the subsequent events in the Garden of Eden.  Neither in the initial narrative from Genesis nor in any subsequent Biblical passages do we read of any duplicitous design on God’s part to orchestrate man or man’s conduct in the garden so that God stated openly that man should keep this law, but secretly willed that man should violate it.  


Occasionally theologians faced with the teachings of Scripture that they either cannot explain or with which they do not agree will appeal to God’s “secret will.”  The typical argument from God’s secret will is incredible at best.  “God makes public and concise commands that you obey Him and His laws.  However, God secretly ordained that you would fall, sin, and bring judgment upon you, but God’s secret will intended to manipulate your calamity for His greater glory, so the duplicity is for a greater good.”  No, advocates of this idea will not be so straightforward in their defense of a divine “secret will,” but the nuances of their reasoning will eventually surface in ideas that mirror this illogical and duplicitous argument.  The whole idea of a secret and unrevealed will of God, or of a secret truth handed down outside of Scripture, reflects ancient gnositic error, not New Testament truth.  My first objection to the whole notion of a divine “secret will” is that Scripture never mentions such a will.  Secondly, advocates of the idea inevitably use this argument to impose moral contradiction onto God, an inexcusable violation of God’s essential holiness.  God will not violate His moral character!  And, finally, if God has a secret will, how do these folks know so much about it?  How did God let the secret out of the bag?  On what basis do they claim to be so intimately informed as to the provisions of God’s “secret will”?  In the Genesis account and throughout Scripture the moral fault for sin consistently falls on man, never on God.  Advocates of this notion occasionally appeal to God’s foreknowledge as if it were causative.  “If God foreknew that man would sin, He necessarily had to cause it.  If He foreknew it, the events could not be otherwise than they are.”  This argument confuses God’s attribute of omniscience with His actions.  In Romans 8:29 Paul asserts that God “foreknew” a certain people.  In this case the word refers to an act of love; God loved a people in advance of their being born.  However, this passage does not appeal to the divine attribute.  God’s foreknowledge, His attribute of omniscience, knew every event that would unfold in the history of the universe, but Scripture does not attribute God’s omniscience to be the effective cause of every event.  This concept defines God’s awareness of—not His causing of—all events.  On occasion in both testaments Scripture specifically mentions things that God did not cause and does not approve.  If divine omniscience is causative, these passages could not present the truth of God’s omniscience, nor of His spotless holiness.  


The occasional surfacing of this deterministic view of God and His interaction with man goes to the heart of the first man, Adam, and his Edenic experience.  If a divine “secret will” robotically compelled man to do as he did, even in his eating the forbidden fruit, we face the dilemma of God Himself being responsible for sin, but diabolically blaming man for it.  On the near-opposite side of the theological issue we have the Pelagian view of man and the fall; man was—and is—basically good.  At its heart the Pelagian view built its appeal on this premise and became the basis for the moral example view of redemption.  According to this view, Adam’s only impact on subsequent humanity was that he set a bad example.  The other side of this same heretical coin is that Jesus’ only contribution to man’s redemption is that He set a good example.  Although this view in its maturity appeared several centuries after Pelagius, its seeds were planted by Pelagius.  (Both the moral influence theory introduced by Peter Abelard and the example theory introduced by Socinius build on the faulty view of man first developed by Pelagius.)

There is a world of theological turf between the two extremes of robotic determinism and Pelagianism.  Let’s condense this topic to a simple issue relating to Adam’s ability in the Garden of Eden.  Was he capable of keeping the law that God gave to him?  Then we should consider a follow-up question; after the sin—or fall—was he capable of keeping the law that God gave to him?  Consider the two questions in these simple sequences.  
1. Before the fall, Adam was capable of keeping the law.  However, he chose not to keep it.  

2. After Adam ate the forbidden fruit and thereby broke God’s law—and despite the divine sentence—man remains capable of keeping God’s law.  

3. These two conclusions lead to a third question.  If man could keep the law before he broke it, and if he can keep the law after he broke it, in what way did he fall?  There is no substantive change in his position before or after the fall.

Now let’s follow the questions with different answers.  
1. Before the fall, Adam was not capable of keeping the law.  It matters little whether we attribute Adam’s inability to his basic constitution or to God’s secret orchestration, man could not keep the law.  

2. After Adam ate the forbidden fruit and thereby broke God’s law—and despite the divine sentence—man remains incapable of keeping God’s law.  

3. These two views lead to an opposite moral conclusion, but they lead to a similar fundamental question.  Before the fall, man was incapable of keeping the law; after the fall he was incapable of keeping the law.  Again as with the first scenario, there is no substantive change in man’s position before or after the fall.  

 
These two scenarios set up quite different logical consequences, but neither of them explains the present state of man as described in Scripture.  Now let’s recreate the Biblical sequence of the fall.  

1. Before the fall, Adam was capable of keeping the law.  However, he chose not to keep it.  

2. Man chose of his own free will to break God’s law and put himself (and his posterity) under the sentence of that law, immediate and ultimate death.
3. Subsequent to his breaking of God’s law, man, including his offspring, is incapable of keeping God’s law.  

Only this scenario depicts a distinction between man before the fall and after the fall.  Only this scenario explains a “fall” of man under divine judgment—God’s specific warning and judgment—for his sin against God.  When God warned man of death as a penalty, He framed a true and grave warning.  Whatever our explanation, we must account for a profound difference in the moral character of man before and after Adam’s experience in Eden.  We shall study this question further.  
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