Does Genesis 2:15-3:7 help the ‘Problem of evil’ argument?

The problem of evil argument is a Theological and Philosophical problem caused by the assumed existence of evil in a universe created by an all powerful and all loving being. This problem has existed since Epicurus[footnoteRef:1] and continues to interest philosophers even in contemporary times with philosophers such as William L. Rowe[footnoteRef:2]. This essay will be defining God as that commonly depicted by monotheistic religions, such as Christianity, one which is omnipotent (all powerful), omniscient (all knowing), and omnibenevolent (all loving). As well as this, this essay will be defining evil as something that causes issues for humans, whether directly or indirectly, knowingly or unknowingly, physically or mentally. This will be classed under four sections; natural evil, an evil which occurs naturally such as an earthquake; Moral evils, an evil which is committed willingly by a human; Metaphysical evil, evil caused by imperfections; Physical evil, an evil caused by physical pain or mental anguish. However, this essay will be mainly focussed on the idea of Moral and metaphysical evils. To try and see if the problem of evil is truly a problem for the existence of the previously defined God this essay will look at the biblical myth of Genesis 2:15 – 3:7 as well as surrounding texts which will from now be referred to as the ‘Garden of Eden story’ or any similar configuration. [1:  David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, (London, Penguin Books Limited, 1779), p. 186.]  [2:  William L. Rowe, 'The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism', American Philosophical Quarterly, 16.4 (1979), 335-341 (p.336).] 


Firstly we will be outlining the logical from evil argument and seeing If it can apply to the Garden of Eden story. This was initially put forward by Epicurus.
‘If he willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then is he impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then is he malevolent. Is he both able willing? Whence then is evil?’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Hume, Dialogues Concerning’ p. 186.] 

This is further simplified to the basics of; if a then b, if god exists there would be no evil; b is false, evil exists: Therefore since no b, no a, god must not exist. This is further developed by Mackie[footnoteRef:4] who gives three factors that are at play, belief in God as all loving, belief in god as all powerful and that evil exists, these factors can’t exist all together as they are contradictory, one must be removed for it to be true. When looking at the story of the Garden of Eden we might be able to see that several evils occur, the first of which is arguably within the first few lines of the story, specifically genesis 2:17 ‘but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die.’[footnoteRef:5] This can be seen as God preventing Adam from achieving a higher level of understanding or ability as he is commanding him not to consume an apple from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. This is an example of a metaphysical evil, specifically one which comes under the idea of absence theory, a theory which argues that ‘the more numerous and impressive a thing’s capacities, the more real and thus better it is’[footnoteRef:6], therefore the lack of things makes it less real and worse and therefore has a level of evil, an absence of something can be evil. This then shows that God preventing Adam from eating the apple that will give him the understanding good and evil, therefore God is ensuring an absence of something and therefore is causing an evil through preventing Adam from gaining capabilities. However one could argue against this by saying God is preventing a greater evil by allowing a smaller evil, if Adam were allowed to have the forbidden knowledge then with his newfound knowledge of good and evil he could understand and bring on sin as we see happens in Genesis 3:7 ‘Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.’[footnoteRef:7]. On the other hand, why would God not trust his creations with the knowledge, surely an all powerful, all knowing and all loving being would have the ability to and want to give his creations this knowledge and teach them or just make them with the ability to use the knowledge well and not commit sins. The second possible example we can find of an evil happening within this story can be found within Genesis 3:6 ‘she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it’[footnoteRef:8]. In this section Eve supposedly wilfully eats the forbidden fruit and even manages to get Adam to eat some. This could be seen as a moral evil, Eve is wilfully corrupting herself and Adam by not obeying Gods orders. This could be seen as Eve committing an evil and therefore God cannot be all powerful. However this essay will take a different approach to this section, did Eve truly commit an evil? In Genesis section 3:1-5[footnoteRef:9] the serpent tries to and succeeds in tricking Eve into eating the forbidden fruit, which would mean that it wasn’t necessarily wilful as being tricked or conned into something does not mean that action was fully understood, neither the consequences nor the action can be seen as purposeful and therefore wilful. Furthermore it is debatable as to whether even Eve could resist the serpent fully in any situation as some later interpretations of the Garden of Eden story say that the snake is actually being used as a vessel by Satan[footnoteRef:10]. Under this interpretation we may be more understanding of Eve as it would be near impossible to resist. This does not remove the evil however, rather transfers it once again to God, why would an all powerful, all knowing, all loving God let something corrupt his creation, for there to be the temptation in the first place something must have gone wrong in the first place, why was the serpent able to tempt something, committing an evil, in the first place. One Reason this could be seen as less of an issue for said God, could be that off free will, which we will explore in the next paragraph. However, overall this section of the essay does seem to push further the idea that the originally defined god can not be possible, especially with the examples previously given within the Garden of Eden story. [4:  J. L. Mackie, ‘Evil And Omnipotence’, Mind, 64.254 (1955), 200-212 (p. 157).]  [5:  The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, Authorised King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), Genesis 2.17.]  [6:  Andrew Chignell, "Kinds and Origins of Evil", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/evil-kinds-origins/>.]  [7:  Holy Bible, Genesis 3.7.]  [8:  Ibid, Genesis 3.6.]  [9:  Ibid, Genesis 3.1-5.]  [10:  Apocalypse of Moses, 16:1-5] 


Next we will look at a possible way in which evil could not cause issues for the existence of a god and analysing the Garden of Eden story’s application to this. One of the main counter arguments to the problem of evil is the free will argument. The free will argument is that, evil is a result of free, rational and fallible human beings, and that if God created a world with no free beings, rather than the current one that beings have free will and the evils that come from that, then the world wouldn’t be as good as it currently is[footnoteRef:11]. We will initially look at the situation in the last paragraph, in which the serpent tempts Eve into eating the fruit, why was it possible for a creation of God to tempt another being into committing a sin in the first place. With the free will argument we may find an answer, if we accept the free will arguments response then we must believe that because without free will, and therefore the ability to commit such sins, the world would not be as good as it could be. However, why would God not just ensure that creatures would not try to wilfully commit evils such as the supposed evil of the temptation and Adam and Eve’s disregard for God’s command. This, however, would not be true free will, if God has limited what they could want to or have the desire to do then the serpent and Adam and Eve do not have true free will. One issue this essay sees with this explanation is that, we may only think that humans need free will to be in the best world because we believe we have free will and couldn’t understand a world without it, because we are not all powerful. However this God is, so why can’t they create a perfect world without free will and without evil, either God is not omnibenevolent and doesn’t care enough or God is not omnipotent and is set under some limits that limit their power. Furthermore if we once again look at Genesis 2:17[footnoteRef:12] then we can once again see the evil of absence, Adam being unable to gain abilities, causing him to suffer an evil by lack of good. How is it possible for this to be explained by free will? If Adam were given the choice to gain this ability then one could argue that his free will causes the evil rather than God, yet it is God instead who commands him not to eat from the tree. [11:  Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, And Evil, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), p.27.]  [12:  Holy Bible, Genesis 2.17.] 


Overall this essay believes that Genesis 2:15-3:7 does help the problem of evil argument and causes issues for the existence of an omniscient, omnibenevolent and omnipotent god. By applying the logical argument to Genesis 2:17 we can see that the evil of absence Is being directly caused by God, and the counter argument that God is preventing a greater evil doesn’t necessarily hold up if God is actually all powerful. This is also held up by Genesis 3:1-5 which we can see doesn’t make as much sense if God is all powerful, all knowing and all loving, since he is not able to prevent the evil from happening. Whilst for some issues the free will argument will be of help, such as within Genesis 3:1-5, as it is the free will to go against Gods commands that supposedly causes the sin. In other cases such as Genesis 2:17, free will has very little to do with the situation, and the evil is still happening, due to God, therefore how can God be all loving, all powerful and all knowing. The answer must be that, either there is no God, or that this God doesn’t exist but a different one with one of the qualities removed does exist.
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