Eve     2











A RECEPTION HISTORY OF EVE



Heather Lynn New




From Patriarchs to Prophets: Reading and Reception (HPRS7015)
Dr. Jessica Keady
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Lampeter, Wales
November 3, 2025



Assessment #1 – A Reception History of Eve
Introduction:
Reception history is the study of how a text, particularly a biblical text, has been interpreted throughout time by various groups: how various cultures understood the text, depicted it, and retold it. A reader/interpreter of a text is bound by the limitations of their frame of knowledge/reference and, consciously or unconsciously, they read and respond to the text through the lenses of those limitations. Their culture, language, education, gender, sexuality, time and place in history, etc. all contribute to a reader’s understanding – or lack thereof – of a text. No two people will ever read the same text the same way because no two people’s backgrounds are exactly the same. Additionally, a text can mean different things to the reader at different stages in life. A child might believe the stories in the Bible are literally true, but as an adult might realize that the Bible contains a lot of myths and metaphors. This essay will discuss some of the depictions of Eve in both Jewish and Christian mythology, and how those different depictions can give the reader a new perspective on her character.
Reception History of Biblical Interpretation
If one was to ask the average Bible-believing Christian (regardless of denomination) to recount the story of Eve and the Garden of Eden, they would likely respond by saying that (a) God formed her from one of Adam’s ribs as a helpmeet for him; (b) she was deceived by the snake into eating the fruit from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil in violation of God’s prohibition and encouraged Adam to sin, too; and (c) their disobedience brought sin into the world, and they were expelled from the Garden as punishment.
In terms of character, Eve has been slandered as weak and manipulative because not only was she not strong enough to withstand the Serpent’s temptation to eat the prohibited fruit, she also caused her husband, Adam to disobey, too. However, Eve is not depicted that way in Genesis at all. A closer reading of the text reveals two creation stories in the opening chapters of Genesis. They have been stitched together by an editor, and they contradict each other in several details. Genesis 1:1-2:3 is attributed to an author called “P,” (for Priestly source), and Genesis 2:4-4:25 is attributed to “J” (for JWYH, the word they use for God, as opposed to the word Elohim used in the first chapter. Genesis One (P) says 
“And God created man in his image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. God blessed them and God said to them, ‘Be fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep on earth.’” (Gen 1:27-28 emphasis mine). 
In this version of the story, Adam and Eve are created together at the same time, and created as equals and both given stewardship over the earth. It was not Adam alone; they were a team. 
In Chapter Two (J), Adam is created before Eve, then God placed him in the garden with instructions not to eat the fruit from the tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil (Gen. 2:15-16). Since Eve was not yet created, this prohibition may have been intended solely for Adam alone. In Genesis Chapter Three, God goes seeking for Adam in the Garden, and when he finds him, he asks if he had eaten from the forbidden tree; God did not ask Eve if she did.
The use of adam in J is concentrated in the primeval history of Genesis 2-11. In Gen. 2:4b-4:25, the term refers to a specific male being. Elsewhere in the primeval narrative, it refers to humankind in general…In the context of Genesis 2-11, the individuality of the figure adam in Gen 2:4b-3:24 must be seen as representative…
While the individuality of the adam figure in Gen 2:4b-3:24 is evident throughout the story, the restriction of adam to a male individual begins clearly only from 2:18. Thus the beginning of the story addresses the issue of human beings in general in the presence of Yahweh. The disobedience that follows is not to be blamed primarily on the woman in the garden, but is the responsibility of the whole human community. (Anchor Bible Dictionary vol. 1 pgs. 62-63).
Nowhere in the Genesis story is Eve portrayed as evil, deceptive, or manipulative; that’s a later invention. In fact, Jewish legend claims Eve was created as a replacement for Adam’s first wife, the defiant Lilith, who refused to submit to Adam’s authority. Considered a demon due to her rebellious ways, Lilith argued that she was Adam’s equal because they were created from the same red clay at the same time. She flew away from Adam and the garden and refused to return when ordered to by the angels God sent to retrieve her. The angels warned her that if she didn’t return to Adam, one hundred of her children would be killed each day. She still refused, and accepted her punishment. God then created Eve as a substitute from Adam’s rib (Ginzberg 64). In other words, Eve was specifically created as a help meet for Adam with the expectation she would be submissive to him. Interesting enough, Lilith is also associated with – the mythical huluppu tree from Mesopotamian mythology) and a snake, and is sometimes even depicted as one. 
Nor does Genesis state that touching the tree was forbidden; Eve may be repeating hearsay instructions from Adam. Jewish legend states that Adam’s exaggeration was the reason why it was so easy for the serpent to convince Eve to eat the fruit. The serpent pushed Eve into the tree, saying, “Thou seest that touching the tree has not caused thy death. As little will it hurt thee to eat the fruit of the tree. Naught but malevolence has prompted the prohibition, for as soon as ye eat thereof, ye shall be as God.” (Ginzberg 72). It is also true that the serpent did not lie to Eve about dying, because they didn’t die on the day they ate it, like God said they would in Genesis 2:17. 
Though Eve is punished by God, she was not thrown out of the garden for her transgression, only Adam was expelled. “Now that the man has become like one of us, what if he should stretch out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever! So the LORD GOD banished him from the garden of Eden, to till the soil from which he was taken. He drove the man out, and stationed east of the garden of Eden the cherubim…” (Genesis 3:22-24 emphasis mine to indicate that the words used are in singular form). This may indicate Eve gave birth to (some of) their children while still in the garden, even though the story of Cain and Abel comes after the expulsion in Genesis. (Zevit 225)
According to the Christian doctrine of original sin, Adam and Eve’s actions had far-reaching consequences. They were no longer “innocent”, but “sinful”, and that sinful nature was passed on to their human descendants. However, this teaching was a later doctrinal invention by misogynistic men. The author of the pseudo-Pauline epistle of I Timothy blames Eve saying, “Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor” (I Timothy 2:14). Conversely, the legitimate Apostle Paul says in Romans, “Sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned...” (Rom. 5:12). However, not all Jews do not accept this doctrine. They consider the source of evil to be “the evil inclination” and practising the laws of the Torah helps fight the urge to give in to it.
Is Reception History Valuable?
I believe the story of Eve is a good example of exactly why Reception History has value. Throughout millennia Eve has been disparaged and depicted as a femme fatale who was responsible for Adam’s fall, and for bringing sin into the world. However, a closer reading both the biblical text and Jewish Midrashim demonstrates that this was not so. When one realizes that not everyone has always read/reads the Bible the way you do, and that others have seen something different in it due to their unique perspective, it makes for a much richer reading experience; it brings the text to life and encourages dialogue between faith groups.
Knowing that there are two versions of the creation story gives a new perspective on the idea that she was taken from Adam’s side. It shows them as equals. The story of Eve has been used as justification for the mistreatment and subjugation of women for millennia.  help her reclaim her voice and - by extension - the voices of her daughters.


References
Ginzberg, L. (2003) The Legends of the Jews vol. 1 From Creation to Moses in the 
Wilderness: Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society.
JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh: The Traditional Hebrew Text and the New JPS Translation:
Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1999 – 5759.
Novum Testamentum Graece: Greek English New Testament. 28th Revised Edition: 
Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2013.
Wallace, H. “Adam” Pages 63-64 in vol 1. of The Anchor Bible Dictionary:
Edited by D. Freedman. 6 vols. New York: Doubleday, 1992.
Zevit, Z. (2013) What Really Happened in the Garden of Eden?: 
New Haven: Yale University Press
