Original sin. Does science provide the answers for human kinds sinful nature?

Science and religion are often pitted against one another. Religion can be portrayed as a primordial way of thinking with science now providing the answers for what once could not be understood. Most notably Sigmund Freud theorised that religion allowed or kept people in a state of child like response and understanding. He believed that the decline in religion would be as a result of humanity’s strive for adulthood and adopting the scientific approach.[footnoteRef:1] [1: Robert Alan Segal and Nikolas P Roubekas, The Wiley Blackwell Companion to the Study of Religion, 2nd ed. (Blackwell Pub., 2021) p. 120.] 

However, there are those who believe that science is not to be pitted against religion, but instead is a tool to be used to compliment religion. 
As John Lennox once said, 
When Issac newton for example discovered his law of gravity, and wrote down the equations of motion, he didn’t say marvellous I now understand it, I’ve got a mechanism, therefore I don’t need God. In fact it was the exact opposite, it was because he understood the complexity and sophistication of the mathematical description of the universe, that his praise for God was increased.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  Richard Dawkins vs John Lennox, The God Delussion debate, [Video], 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zF5bPI92-5o> [Accessed 5th Jan 2026], 29:56. ] 

This essay will explore the subject matter of original sin within the book of Genesis and compare this to recent understanding of disruptive behaviour within children. In comparing both the essay will seek to establish if there can be a link or some commonality between the religious account and the scientific account. It Is important at this juncture to understand that the studies utilised in regards to disruptive behaviour have been chosen as it covers what would be considered the first sin recorded in the biblical texts, that is rule breaking although the source does examine others disruptive behaviours. Although the psychological studies are tailored to overt disruptive behaviour and include those considered more disruptive it is accepted that disruptive behaviour is universal during early childhood.[footnoteRef:3] Regardless of their expression of disruptive behaviour and the severity, the issue remains that each child expresses disruptive behaviour at some point.  [3:  Richard E Tremblay, ‘Developmental Origins of Disruptive Behaviour Problems: The “original Sin” Hypothesis, Epigenetics and Their Consequences for Prevention’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51.4 (2010), p. 341.] 

This is true and aptly described by Tremblay when explaining that children run away from their parents as soon as they learn to walk.[footnoteRef:4] Tremblay is not the only person to take note of a child’s disruptive behaviour from a young age. Charles Darwin noted from as early as eleven months his son passionately pushing away objects that he did not want as well as attempting to slap a nurse as a result of them removing an item from him. Darwin concluded that the behaviour is instinctive, comparing it to a young crocodile understanding to snap its jaws.[footnoteRef:5] Dawrin’s observations of his child’s disruptive behaviours are further supported by psychological studies, now understanding that the anger emotion is present from birth or very soon after and can be expressed through facial expressions initially until the motor skills develop to allow physical aggression.[footnoteRef:6]   [4:  Richard E Tremblay, ‘Developmental Origins of Disruptive Behaviour Problems: The “original Sin” Hypothesis, Epigenetics and Their Consequences for Prevention’, p. 349.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 347.]  [6:  Richard E Tremblay, ‘Developmental Origins of Disruptive Behaviour Problems: The “original Sin” Hypothesis, Epigenetics and Their Consequences for Prevention’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51.4 (2010), p. 347.] 

Understanding that disruptive behaviour is at least attributed close to birth is important. The reason for the disruptive behaviour however is where psychologists have attempted to gain further understanding. Through their studies they have established that disruptive behaviours have a high heritability of being present between family, specifically parent to offspring.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore studies have also been conducted regarding environmental impacts. These studies did not take into account the genetic factors but they did identify environmental risk factors that impacted children with disruptive behaviour.[footnoteRef:8] For example as children develop, they not only learn about breaking rules, but how they can break the rules learning from their surroundings.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Richard E Tremblay, ‘Developmental Origins of Disruptive Behaviour Problems: The “original Sin” Hypothesis, Epigenetics and Their Consequences for Prevention’, p. 353.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 354. ]  [9:  Ibid. p. 349.] 

The comparison of sin with disruptive behaviour in children is not to say that all children are sinful. This may have traditionally been a thought when having children baptised, as baptism is seen as the washing away of sins. Today however the pastors adopt a more silent approach to the nature of baptism, to avoid the language associated with sin and guilt.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  SJ Riordan, ‘“No What without a How”: The Theology of Original Sin’, Heythrop Journal, 65.5 (2024), p. 469, doi:10.1111/heyj.14345.] 

[image: ]Adam and Eve, depicted in figure 1, are the portrayal of the first humans within the biblical texts and the first people to display disruptive behaviour.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Rembrandt Rijn, Adam and Eve, [Print], <Adam and https://amica.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/AMICO~1~1~23916~201832Eve - The AMICA Library>, 1606, [Accessed 6th January 2026]. ] 

Some liken the story of Genesis to a myth, a way of portraying a story as to mankind’s nature. Jordan B. Paterson interprets the snake for instances as representing chaos within the garden of Eden or within man. The ying and yang symbol, in that perfection cannot be achieved without chaos being present.[footnoteRef:12] Rationale for the account merely being a depiction rather than true is because the word Adam within Genesis can be used to represent Adam the man, singular, and Adam as mankind.[footnoteRef:13]    [12:  Jordan B. Peterson, ’12 Rules For Life, An Antidote To Chaos’, (Allen Lane, Penguin Random House UK, 2018), p. 47.]  [13:  Biblehub, <https://biblehub.com/hebrew/120.htm>, [Accessed 6th January 2026]. ] 
Figure 1

Something that all church fathers can agree on is that all humans sin, and all are marked with the stain of Sin.[footnoteRef:14] That is a statement difficult to disagree as it is written in the New Testament of the Christian Bible, Romans 3:23 ‘For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’. What is contested however is how we have fallen short and into sin. [14:  Isabella Christine Image, The Human Condition in Hilary of Poitiers: The Will and Original Sin between Origen and Augustine, First edition. (Oxford University Press, 2017) p.146. ] 

When studying original sin, it becomes apparent that there two main theories considered, often amongst scholars these theories are polarised and it is felt it must be one or the other.[footnoteRef:15] The theories are, social conditioning for example environmental factors that result in one becoming conditioned to the sinful nature or the world based on other human’s sin.[footnoteRef:16] The other being inheritance, whereby we have inherited our sinful nature because of our ancestors. In the article Original sin, Human evolution and Gene culture interactions it is explained that scientists are also looking at how potentially sinful actions are passed down genetically, making some people more susceptible to sinful actions than others.[footnoteRef:17] The terminology of Sin within this work is attributed to acts one might consider sinful, such as racism or violence.  [15:  SJ Riordan, ‘“No What without a How”: The Theology of Original Sin’, Heythrop Journal, 65.5 (2024), p. 471, doi:10.1111/heyj.14345.]  [16:  SJ Riordan, ‘“No What without a How”: The Theology of Original Sin’, p. 472.]  [17:  Phillip Goggans and Patrick McDonald, ‘Original Sin, Human Evolution, and Gene-Culture Interactions’, Theology and Science, 22.1 (2024), p. 137, doi:10.1080/14746700.2023.2293618.] 

What becomes evident is that from scholarly debate and discussion these two theories are those that are accepted to be responsible for the sinful nature of humankind as a Christian would describe. When considering the two theological theories, and comparing these two to the earlier studies regarding disruptive behaviour, it could be said that the characteristics of each form a part of disruptive behaviour and sin. 
When considering the theological account there is hereditary sin, along with environmental impacts that both can contribute to the sinful nature of mankind just as those that are found in disruptive behaviour. When considering the science, and applying this to the Genesis 3 account there are parallels between the two. 
There are environmental impacts within the Genesis 3 account. Adam and Eve find themselves in an environment, the garden of Eden. Within this garden they are instructed not to eat of one particular tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.[footnoteRef:18] Also forming part of the environment which is the serpent.[footnoteRef:19] Had the serpent not been present and prompting them would Adam and Eve have eaten from the fruit, or would they have obeyed the instruction. Just as found among children with disruptive behaviour that they learn how to break rules as they grow, so Adam and Eve learnt that they too could break the rules. [footnoteRef:20] [18:  The Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version, Genesis 2:15-17. < https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%202&version=NRSVUE> [Accessed 5th January 2026].]  [19:  The Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version Genesis 3:1-5. <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%203&version=NRSVUE> [Accessed 5th January 2026]. ]  [20:  Richard E Tremblay, ‘Developmental Origins of Disruptive Behaviour Problems: The “original Sin” Hypothesis, Epigenetics and Their Consequences for Prevention’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51.4 (2010), p. 349. ] 

In explanation as to why all of humankind is considered to have sinned and fallen short, it could be considered, if humans are all genetically linked to Adam and Eve in some fashion, then as per the disruptive behaviour study, one would expect the modern human to have inherited the disruptive behaviour through genetics. 
In response to the earlier question posed, does science provide the answer to original sin? Science can provide some explanation to humankind’s sinful nature, in that we can understand what impacts the desire for disruptive behaviour and it is not a one size fits all. However, what is left is the question of why or how disruptive behaviour came to be in the first place. If it were instinctive and to fit the evolutionary model proposed by Darwin then what purpose would rule breaking serve to survive.[footnoteRef:21] This is a gap that science currently is unable to answer.  [21:  Richard E Tremblay, ‘Developmental Origins of Disruptive Behaviour Problems: The “original Sin” Hypothesis, Epigenetics and Their Consequences for Prevention’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51.4 (2010), p. 347.] 

As Lennox explains Christians are often guilty of using a God of the gaps to tackle difficult subjects, these gaps are sometimes closed by science. However, he explains that there are gaps that science opens.[footnoteRef:22] The answer as to why and how is therefore is a gap that remains open, and may be best considered through the biblical texts.  [22:  Richard Dawkins vs John Lennox, The God Delusion debate, [Video], 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zF5bPI92-5o> [Accessed 5th Jan 2026], 28:45.] 

During the writing of this essay AI has not been used, all sources are recorded within the Bibliography. 
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