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In this article, I aim to show, first, that theodicy tends to be a major motivating factor 
grounding biblical-theological arguments in favor of historicity; and second, that a 
historical Adam/Fall fails to address adequately the questions theodicy raises. I do not 
argue here for or against the historicity of Adam; nor do I seek to offer a new theodicy. 
My intended contribution is more modest: to critique the strong impact that theodicy 
has on the question of the historicity of Adam/the Fall and to open space for nonhistorical 
interpretations. I conclude by commending Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s exposition of Gene­
sis 1-3 as theologically fruitful.
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Theodicy as a Key Motivating 
Factor
Recently, debates over the historicity or 
nonhistoricity of Adam/Eve and “the 
Fall” have become central to faith-science 
discussions concerning human origins 
(that is, the implications of evolution), 
in light of advancements both in science 
and in biblical scholarship. This question 
has drawn the attention of the ASA, as 
evident in two recent annual conferences 
(2020 and 2021) and in previous issues 
of Perspectives on Science and Christian 
Faith.1 A concern that arises is that the 
understandable desire to align scien­
tific advancements with scripture and 
theology, especially when accompanied 
by unexamined biblical and theological 
assumptions, might press scientifically 
minded interpreters prematurely to 
accept concordist readings of scripture. 
One such assumption is that the bibli­
cal figures Adam and Eve are crucial for

addressing theodicy problems raised by 
evolutionary biology.

A major motivation and impetus for 
affirming a historical Adam and Eve is 
the perceived need for a historical Fall. 
This, in turn, is thought to be necessary 
to ground and explain (give an account 
for) the universality of sin and thus also 
the universal human need for salvation 
in Christ. Further, it is often argued that 
“the Fall” must be historical in order to 
safeguard the goodness and sovereignty 
of God. If a real, historical Adam and Eve 
are responsible for abusing their free will 
and thus introducing sin and evil and 
death into the world, then God is not 
responsible for it. God is not the author of
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evil. So, this doctrine is motivated, in no small part, 
by theodicy.

For example, in a recent book defending the historic­
ity of Adam and the Fall, Michael Reeves and Hans 
Madueme write,

Traditionally, belief in a historical sin and fall of 
Adam has been an essential part of Christian theo­
dicy. That is, because Adam and Eve committed 
the first sin at a particular point in time and so fell 
with all the creation they had been appointed to 
rule, we can say that God did not create an inher­
ently fallen world. He is not the author of evil.2

On the following page, Reeves and Madueme go on 
to insist that the consequences of denying the histo­
ricity of Adam and the Fall for Christian faith and 
belief are dire:

Christians can affirm both the absolute sovereignty 
of God, that he is truly the Lord and creator of 
all, and the absolute goodness of God, in that he 
is not himself the source of evil. But if there was 
no historical Adam and no historical entry point 
of evil into the world, then those are things we 
cannot affirm, and our very Christian confidence must 
be shaken to its foundations.3

While this way of stating things is rather extreme 
(do the foundations of Christian faith really rest on 
any position about the historical Adam?4), this con­
nection between theodicy and historical Adam/Fall 
is common and widespread. James K. A. Smith, for 
example, writes that the doctrine of the [historical] 
Fall offers “a theological account of human ori­
gins that doesn’t jeopardize the goodness of God or 
human responsibility”5 and cites the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church which states that “The doctrine of 
original sin is, so to speak, the ‘reverse side’ of the 
Good News ..."6 Peter Enns notes that “For many 
Christians ... it is theologically necessary for there to 
be some sort of Adam somewhere in human history 
who is personally responsible for alienating human­
ity from God.”7 Oliver Crisp reports that “historic 
accounts of the doctrine [of original sin] are usually 
deployed in order to ״ provide a theological expla­
nation of how it is that human beings are in their 
current vitiated moral condition.”8 Donald Macleod 
considers the historicity of Adam/the Fall to be “a 
fundamental part of Reformed theodicy” since “God 
could not be the author of sin; neither, then, could 

he be the creator of a depraved creature.”9 C. John 
Collins summarizes: “Christian theologians use the 
‘fall’ to explain the need for sacrifice and redemp­
tion, and thus the purpose of Christ’s incarnation; 
they also use it to account for the problem of evil 
(and some extend that to include all manner of ‘nat­
ural’ evil, such as earthquakes and mosquitoes).”10 
This is but a representative sample of the common 
connection made between historical Adam/Fall and 
theodicy.11

The Problem with the Theodicy­
Historicity Connection Demonstrated
The problem with using the traditional doctrine of 
original sin in this way is that it fails to provide an 
effective and convincing solution; original sin fails 
as an answer to the theodicy problem. Before explain­
ing why, allow me to clarify what I mean by “the 
traditional doctrine of original sin.” By this expres­
sion, I mean the idea that an original historical 
couple—Adam and Eve, as two specific persons in 
real history, traditionally believed to be the first two 
human beings that God created—committed the first 
sin(s), fell from a state of original righteousness, and 
thereby infected the human race with sin by some­
how transmitting a sinful nature or condition to their 
offspring.12 While there are variations on the doctrine 
of original sin, this summarizes the most common 
traditional elements.13

As discussed above, many appeal to the necessity 
of this doctrine in order to explain why there is sin 
and evil in the world without attributing their ori­
gins to God. Many fear that abandoning belief in the 
historicity of Adam, Eve, and the Fall, would leave 
God vulnerable to the charge of being the author of 
evil: God would be either less than perfectly good 
or less than perfectly sovereign and powerful. I do 
not believe that denying historicity necessarily leads 
to this kind of choice, but the purpose of this article 
is not to argue that point. Instead, I will focus on 
why a historical Adam/Fall does not even solve the 
theodicy problem very well. Please note, I am not 
suggesting that God is, in fact, responsible for sin 
and evil. I am instead suggesting that the histori­
cal Adam/Fall defense does not succeed, as many 
assume it does.
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Eschatological Considerations That
Complexify the Problem
Consider eschatology, specifically our future glori­
fied state.14 In that state, we will be perfected, fully 
sanctified, no longer capable of sinning or experi­
encing a “Fall” like the one depicted in Genesis 3. 
Otherwise, the pattern of fall and redemption could 
go on infinitely and Christ would have to be cruci­
fied and risen repeatedly. Instead, the redemptive 
work of the triune God will be truly finished; more 
precisely, what God accomplished decisively in Jesus 
will be fully consummated, the between-the-times 
eschatological tension of already—not yet will be fully 
resolved. What we received by our reception of the 
Spirit as a foretaste, down payment, and shadow will 
be fulfilled, completed, and made fully and holisti­
cally real or actualized. The ultimate will take up 
and transform the penultimate.15 We will finally see 
things clearly, as they truly are, and experience the 
unhindered and unveiled presence of God as never 
before. We will be remade to be like Jesus in our 
hearts, minds, relationships, character, motivations, 
and desires; in short, we will be fully transformed 
into his image, refashioned perfectly into the image 
of Christ who is the perfect image of God the 
Father. Consider the following representative New 
Testament texts related to our future glorification:

For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; 
then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; 
then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 
(1 Cor. 13:12)

Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but 
we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling 
of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 
sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and 
we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe 
itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with 
immortality. (1 Cor. 15:51-53)

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit 
of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, who 
with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, 
are being transformed into his image with ever­
increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who 
is the Spirit. (2 Cor. 3:17-18)

Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off 
your old self with its practices and have put on the 
new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in 
the image of its Creator. (Col. 3:9-10)

But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly 
await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who, by the power that enables him to bring every­
thing under his control, will transform our lowly 
bodies so that they will be like his glorious body. 
(Phil. 3:20-21)

Dear friends, now we are children of God, and 
what we will be has not yet been made known. But 
we know that when Christ appears, we shall be like 
him, for we shall see him as he is. (1 John 3:2)

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 
“Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the 
people, and he will dwell with them. They will be 
his people, and God himself will be with them and 
be their God. He will wipe every tear from their 
eyes. There will be no more death or mourning 
or crying or pain, for the old order of things has 
passed away.” (Rev. 21:3-4)

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of 
life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of 
God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great 
street of the city. On each side of the river stood the 
tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding 
its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are 
for the healing of the nations. No longer will there 
be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb 
will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. 
They will see his face, and his name will be on their 
foreheads. There will be no more night. They will 
not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, 
for the Lord God will give them light. And they 
will reign for ever and ever. (Rev. 22:1-5)

In addition to being fully perfected and glorified, we 
will also be fully free—freer, in fact, than ever before. 
“Losing” the capacity to sin is not actually a loss, but 
a gain. To be able to sin is not freedom in the full­
est sense, because sinning is a negation of our being. 
It is a closing down and restraining of our potential 
and possibilities. It causes us to resist loving God 
and neighbor, enslaves us to spiritual and systemic 
powers (Rom. 6:17-18; Eph. 6:12; Col. 2:15), and dis­
torts our thinking (Rom. 1:28; 2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:21) 
and acting (Rom. 1:24ff; Gal. 5:16-21). It is a turning- 
in-on-ourselves, cor curvum in se (the heart turned or 
curved in upon itself) as Bonhoeffer put it, drawing 
from Luther.16 The enthronement of self is, ironi­
cally, the distortion of self and the captivity of the 
self to itself. The reason for this is that God created 
the self to find its meaning, identity, alignment, and
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eschatological completion or consummation beyond 
itself, in God. As Pannenberg argues, the human 
self is inherently exocentric, centered transcendently 
beyond itself (to find completion in God) as an 
intrinsic structural feature of its being.17 The capac­
ity to sin does not add anything freeing or liberating 
to this; rather, it offers a counterfeit “freedom” that 
ultimately detracts from, distorts, constrains (worse, 
enslaves), and kills the self’s true being. It offers free
dom-from (freedom as radical autonomy, ultimately 
isolation) but not freedom-for God and others, or 
even freedom-for being and becoming one’s own true 
self.18 In all of this, the temptation to sin is subtle and 
deceptive: as in Eve’s experience, sin draws us by 
appealing to what is genuinely pleasing, desirable, 
and good, but then corrupts by using the good as a 
means to attaining ungodly and evil ends. It offers 
to make us “like God” but in such a way as to live 
without God.19

Now, in light of this brief consideration of our glori­
fied state, a troubling question arises: If it is possible 
for us to be made fully free and yet totally incapable 
of sinning, as our future glorified state revealed in 
scripture suggests, then why did God not create us in 
this state to begin with? Why create human beings that 
are vulnerable to sin and evil? Why create us “cor­
ruptible,” though not yet corrupted, as Athanasius 
put it?20 This question, though not in itself insur­
mountable, reveals the failure of “original sin” (as 
defined above) as a fully effective theodicy. Original 
sin is a solution that only pushes the problem back a 
step, where we confront a larger problem: If God is 
capable of making us totally good and totally free, if 
God is capable of renewing us and refashioning us 
into the image of Jesus Christ such that we are des­
tined to become totally good and totally free in our 
glorified state, why did God not begin this way and 
so avoid all the sin, evil, pain, suffering, sickness, 
corruption, violence, destruction, and all other forms 
of ungodliness that human beings have caused and 
experienced?

There seems to be some awareness of this problem in 
the theological literature. First, many scholars have 
noticed and pondered the striking fact that in the 
Genesis narrative, God’s good creation goes off the 

rails very quickly—almost immediately, in fact.21 This 
seems rather strange and unlikely, given Christian 
convictions about God’s absolute goodness, wisdom, 
and sovereignty (for a skeptic or atheist, it potentially 
raises questions about God’s competence and/or 
love for humanity and for creation). Was the imme­
diate intrusion of sin and evil really unavoidable? 
Yet, the “immediacy” of sin seems to be something 
that the biblical narratives emphasize, as observable 
in the way that later revelation draws on Genesis 3 
to describe the patterns of sin in Israel’s history. As 
Gary Anderson notes,

By attending to how the biblical story expanded 
over time, we can see that the text is more interested 
in establishing the immediacy of human disobedi­
ence than it is in creating a seamless whole that can 
be read with a minimum of friction. Indeed, “im­
mediacy” may be the best way to define “original 
sin” in its Old Testament context. As soon as Israel 
receives the benefaction of her election, she offers 
not praise and gratitude but rebellion.22

Second, theological commentators have noticed 
that there seems to be something inadequate about 
human beings in Genesis 2-3. For example, Philip 
Hefner, wrestling with the idea that the first humans 
would have carried within them certain effects of the 
history of evolution (including some habits and ten­
dencies that favored survival yet would later—with 
the emergence of moral consciousness—be viewed 
as morally problematic, sinful), writes, “The symbols 
pertaining to the doctrine of Original Sin render the 
primal experience of being intrinsically inadequate, 
while that inadequacy is key to the process that 
makes life possible and enriches it—the vitium origi- 
nis.”23 James K. A. Smith argues that God’s repeated 
pronouncement of the goodness of creation in Genesis 
1 should not be taken to mean perfection. Rather, 
goodness is associated with creation, while perfec­
tion is the eschatological goal toward which creation 
is moving, its telos.24 This is a helpful and theologi­
cally meaningful distinction to make. However, 
the question still remains: Why did God not make 
creation perfect to begin with? Moreover, it is not just 
Christians who struggle to explain the origins of sin 
and evil and the apparent inadequacy of the origi­
nal humans to resist. The Jewish rabbinical tradition 
also speculates on the origins of the good and evil
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“inclinations” or “impulses” (Hebrew: yetzer hatov 
and yetzer hara) within human beings, troubled by 
the assumption (which many accept) that God must 
have created the evil impulse within human beings. 
Stan Porter summarizes, “The rabbis seem to con­
ceive of the yetzer hara as generally a bad influence, 
placed within individuals by God, and to be treated 
objectively as a thing to be rejected, although the law 
is seen as a means given by God of controlling it.”25

Third, the Reformed theologian Donald Macleod 
offers a theological explanation. He ponders the 
question: how is it possible that Adam could fall, 
when we consider that Adam was a holy and 
righteous man, unaffected by sin, evil, suffering, 
or oppressive or malevolent social structures and 
influences, and living in an idyllic paradise with all 
his needs and desires met? It is an important and 
difficult question. In my view, it is one that those 
who appeal to the historicity of Adam/the Fall for 
the purposes of theodicy tend not to address ade­
quately. Drawing on the historic Reformed tradition, 
Macleod provides three basic answers. First, the per­
suasiveness of Satan influences Adam and Eve (the 
tradition makes an interpretive assumption here, 
since, as Old Testament scholars often point out, the 
text does not identify the serpent as “Satan,” though 
Revelation 12:9 might set an interpretive precedent 
for this; moreover, attributing sin and evil to Satan 
succeeds only in pushing the problem back a step). 
Second, Adam and Eve abuse their free will. Third, 
and most striking and relevant to the present dis­
cussion, God withheld efficacious or restraining grace, 
that is, the grace necessary to enable Adam and Eve 
to resist temptation to sin. To define efficacious or 
restraining grace, Macleod appeals to William Ames 
(a seventeenth-century Reformed theologian) who 
describes it as “the strengthening and confirming 
grace by which the act of sinning might have been 
hindered and the act of obedience effected was not 
given to him—and that by the certain wise and just 
counsel of God.”26

While Macleod’s argument succeeds in provid­
ing a logical theological rationale to explain how it 
was possible for Adam and Eve to sin (within his 
stream of the Reformed tradition), it seems to me to 

be inadequate as a theodicy, raising at least as many 
problems as it solves. God is affirmed to be good, 
because God grants to Adam and Eve their own free 
will and seemingly equips them with everything 
they need to flourish. However, problematically, 
God withholds the one thing necessary for them to 
succeed in arguably the most important aspect of 
being human, theologically speaking: the efficacious 
or restraining grace required to resist sin and to fully 
acknowledge and submit to the Creator God as Lord. 
The problem is not logical (given a compatibilist 
understanding of freedom), but moral: Why would 
God do this? I am not suggesting that God lacks suf­
ficiently justified reasons for allowing sin and evil 
into the world. (While I do not fully understand 
God’s reasons, God is God and I am not, and I trust 
him because of his Word, character, saving acts in 
history, and present guidance, comfort, and calling!) 
I am simply suggesting that the traditional belief in a 
historical Adam/Fall does not itself resolve the theo­
dicy problem.

Finally, many acknowledge that the origins of 
human sin and evil are ultimately veiled in mystery. 
As Haynes observes, even a theologian as impor­
tant to the traditional doctrine of original sin as 
Augustine acknowledges this: “In De libero arbitrio, 
Augustine plainly states that he does not know why 
Adam would choose a nothing, a nihil, like sin. There 
is not an efficient cause that can explain the choice of 
disobedience rather than the Good itself. All that he 
can say is that it must be a kind of defectivus modus.”27 
And while theodicy is central to their argument for 
a historical Adam/Fall, Reeves and Madueme nev­
ertheless admit, “Why the hearts of Adam and Eve 
should have turned to sin is of course a mystery. 
There we seem to be dealing with the impenetrable 
obscurity of darkness, the illogicality of evil.”28 One 
wonders why it is theologically acceptable to Reeves 
and Madueme to see this aspect of the problem as 
being hidden by the “impenetrable obscurity of 
darkness” but unacceptable to read the Genesis 2-3 
narrative as theologically and existentially informa­
tive and authoritative though not explanatory in a 
literal, historical, or causal kind of way. The line they 
draw to constrain the degree of allowable mystery is 
arbitrary.
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In addition, the Genesis 3 account itself shows no 
interest in providing a theodicy to explain the mys­
tery of evil’s origins, neither explicitly nor even 
implicitly. Rather, its concern is to disclose the nature 
and workings of sin and how God responds to and 
deals with it. Moreover, its purpose is not simply 
explanatory but existential-theological: it calls its 
readers to make a choice in the midst of their own 
experiences of temptation: to trust and obey God or 
not. We will return to this theme at the end of this 
article.

The Difference between Our Present 
and Future States
So, what accounts for the difference between ou 
present sinful state and our future glorified state 
Two things, I suggest.

First, in our glorified state, our union with Christ is 
perfected. The doctrine of union with Christ is cen­
tral to Christian soteriology (and to other important 
doctrines, such as theological anthropology and 
ecclesiology29) and is closely connected to Trinitarian 
theology and its emphasis on human participa­
tion in God’s activity: by the Spirit we are drawn to 
participate in Christ’s relationship with the Father 
and in Christ’s ministry and mission in and to the 
world.30 This Trinitarian-participatory emphasis 
transcends problematic dichotomies concerning 
human agency such as passive vs. active and works 
righteousness (or Pelagianism) vs. cheap grace (or 
antinomianism). Instead, God’s initiative awakens 
and empowers human willing, choosing, and doing; 
our agency is drawn into God’s own activity. We 
can see this dynamic at work in passages such as 
Philippians 2:12-13, “Therefore, my dear friends, ... 
continue to work out your salvation with fear and 
trembling, for it is God who works in you to will 
and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose,” and 
Philippians 3:12, “Not that I have already obtained 
all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press 
on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold 
of me” (the underlined text indicating God’s initia­
tive and action, italics indicating our participation by 
the Spirit). Participation flows from union: we par­
ticipate with/in Christ by the Spirit because we are 

united to Christ (and thus also to the Father) by the 
Spirit.

One key scriptural passage that depicts union with 
Christ is John 14-17, especially by its use of “in” 
language (italicized in the following passages).31 In 
John 14:15ff, Jesus promises the disciples that the 
Father will send the Holy Spirit and this Spirit will 
“live with you and be in you” (v. 17). Then he says, 
“On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, 
and you are in me, and I am in you” (v. 20). We see 
this pattern again in chapter 17, when Jesus is pray­
ing for his disciples, specifically for their unity. He 
prays “that all of them may be one, Father, just as 
you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in 
us so that the world may believe that you have sent 
me” (v. 20). So, to synthesize, the Holy Spirit will 
come to indwell, be in, the disciples; and, by that 
act of indwelling, the Spirit will thereby place them 
in Christ who is in the Father.32 The previous two 
chapters draw implications from this union lead­
ing to Trinitarian participation: first, that only by 
remaining in Christ will disciples bear much fruit (as 
branches connected to the vine), and second, that the 
Spirit (who is one with the Son) will remind them of 
everything Jesus said and guide them into all truth 
(John 16:13). Importantly, the Spirit does not do this 
autonomously, but speaks only what the Spirit hears, 
just as Christ says and does only what he hears and 
sees the Father saying and doing (John 8:27-28). The 
Pauline epistles also make frequent use of “in Christ” 
language, which occurs in different ways about 
216 times in Paul33 (more than any other expression), 
though I will not survey that material here.34

By our union with Christ, we come to share in some 
very important qualities, benefits, and experiences 
that could not otherwise be fully attained or real­
ized. Two are particularly relevant. First, by this 
union we come to share in God’s own Life. To say 
that Life is an attribute of God is to say more than 
simply “God is alive,” which is rather obvious. It is 
to say more fundamentally that life is an attribute 
that belongs characteristically and necessarily to God 
alone.35 God alone has infinite, eternal, immortal, 
necessary/noncontingent, underived and self-sus­
taining Life; all other life is creaturely life, and thus
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finite, temporary, mortal, contingent, derived, and 
dependent on God for its existence and sustenance. 
In the Garden of Eden, the Tree of Life depicts not 
the immortality of human beings (their being made 
from the dust depicts their inherent mortality36) but, 
rather, their radical dependence upon God—who 
transcends them—for life: eternal life is a gift that 
God offers, not a quality that human beings intrinsi­
cally possess. And the New Testament reveals that 
God makes this gift available through Christ in the 
Spirit such that, as 2 Peter 1:3-4 puts it, we become 
“partakers of the divine nature.” Trinitarian partici­
pation in the divine life is, in this way, the fulfillment 
of what the Tree of Life symbolizes in the Garden.

Second, by our union with Christ we come to share in 
God’s own Goodness. Like life, goodness is an attri­
bute of God, a property that is proper to the divine 
nature. As Jesus says in Mark 10:18 (cf. Luke 18:19), 
“Only God is good.” We do not become good, in the 
fullest sense of glorification and total sanctification, 
simply by imitating God (Pelagianism); rather, we 
become good by sharing in God’s own Goodness 
through our union with Christ by the indwell­
ing Good and Holy Spirit. By this indwelling, we 
are fully sanctified, made holy and complete. We 
attain fully transformed hearts and wills that over­
flow into rightly ordered and directed desires and 
actions. We also gain true wisdom. As Paul writes 
in 1 Corinthians 2:10-16, “we have the mind of 
Christ,” an amazing statement! Theologically, what 
Paul affirms is that we participate by the Spirit in 
the mind of Christ. Perhaps this is a fulfillment of 
what Jeremiah prophesied concerning the coming 
new covenant when God would write his law onto 
our hearts (Jer. 31:33), a fulfillment by the Spirit’s 
presence and activity of what the law demanded 
but could not empower, the law being a preliminary 
shadow of the real thing to come (Heb. 8:10; 10:16). 
And perhaps this is the ultimate fulfillment of what 
the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil signifies 
in the Garden—namely, access to knowledge and 
wisdom to live rightly, not in abstract terms but in 
relationship with God and in alignment with God’s 
own heart, aims, character, wisdom, and presence.

It is important to affirm that our union with Christ 
has always been the goal of God’s creation. As 

Athanasius once put it, human beings were created 
“by nature corruptible, but destined, by grace follow­
ing from partaking in the Word [that is, union with 
Christ], to have escaped their natural state, had they 
remained good.”37 This affirmation finds support in 
so-called “incarnation anyway” theologies, which are 
currently growing in influence but have important 
precedents in the historical Christian tradition (for 
example, Karl Barth in western theology and many 
in eastern theology, such as Rupert of Deutz, d. 1135, 
the first to propose incarnation without the Fall 
according to Georges Florovsky).38 These theologies 
propose that the incarnation of the Son was always 
part of God’s plan, because human union with Christ 
by the Spirit was always God’s goal, irrespective 
of the Fall. The evangelical theologian Oliver Crisp 
makes a compelling case for “incarnation anyway” 
in a recent article in the Journal of Reformed Theology. 
He offers the following summary of the rationale for 
this view:

God desires to create a world in which there are 
creatures with whom he may be united, so that they 
may participate in his divine life. Indeed, participa­
tion of creatures in the divine life is a final goal of 
creation, perhaps even the ultimate goal (though 
we need not commit ourselves to that claim for 
present purposes). To that end, God conceives of 
human beings as creatures ideally suited to such a 
relationship ... (On the Christological union view 
I am expounding here it is not possible for sinless 
human creatures to take the initiative and unite 
themselves to God independent of an act of divine 
condescension and accommodation such as that 
envisaged in the incarnation. Even sinless human 
beings are not capable of this feat of metaphysical 
bootstrapping!)39

By means of the incarnation, human beings are first 
united to Christ and then formed into the image and 
likeness of Christ, both by means of the Spirit.40 Thus, 
we come to “image God as we are conformed to the 
prototypical image of God in Christ.”41 As hinted 
at above, the Fall is not the primary reason for the 
incarnation, nor is it even necessary for the incarna­
tion to take place. As Crisp argues,

Union with God is not contingent upon human sin. 
It is independent of any fall. In fact, it is indepen­
dent of any creaturely action. On this view, God 
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desires union with his creatures so that they may 
participate in the divine life.42

Of course, given the existence of sin and evil in the 
world, the incarnation (in conjunction with cross, 
resurrection, and ascension) does also necessarily 
address the sin problem. But strictly speaking, the 
incarnation does not require the Fall; rather, its pri­
mary purpose is to bring human beings (fallen or 
not) into union with Christ and make them fit for the 
kingdom of heaven.

The second feature that accounts for the difference 
between our present sinful state and our future glo­
rified and perfected state is our transformation via 
resurrection. In 1 Corinthians 15:35ff, Paul teaches 
that “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 
God” (v. 50).43 In saying this, Paul is not referring 
only to our sinful flesh (or sinful nature); he is refer­
ring to our earthly nature.44 This is made clear by his 
citation of Genesis 2:7 (note: before the Fall) to refer 
to Adam as a representative of perishable human 
nature (1 Cor. 15:45, larger context vv. 42-50). In 
order to inherit the kingdom, we need a new body, 
one that is neither simply earthly nor ethereal or 
ghostly, but what Paul calls a “spiritual body” (thus 
coining the term soma pneumatikon), one — as Gordon 
Fee puts it—“adapted to the new conditions of heav­
enly existence.”45 Or, as Scott Nash explains, Paul’s 
point is that “everyone who inherits the kingdom 
must be transformed into a kind of being appropri­
ate for existence in that realm. Death of the body is 
not required, but transformation beyond flesh, blood, 
and corruption is.”46 Receiving a new spiritual body 
requires the transformational work of God to bring 
about our resurrection.47 David Garland stresses 
that “Paul wants to emphasize that the body that 
will be raised is radically different from its earthly 
counterpart.”48 Fee explains that, according to Paul, 
the earthly body (Adam) belongs to the present age 
while the heavenly body (Christ) belongs to the life 
of the Spirit in the age to come. Paul thus points to 
“two orders of existence,” with Adam and Christ as 
their respective representatives and the two types 
of bodies as the concrete expressions of existence.49 
Paul’s point is that “one can assume full pneumatikos 
existence only as Christ did, by resurrection, which 
includes a pneumatikos body.”50

Drawing these insights from 1 Corinthians 15 into 
the argument of this article, I wish to make two con­
nections. First, the transformation of our embodied 
existence via resurrection distinguishes our present 
sinful state (and even the innocent but perishable 
state depicted in Genesis 2-3) from our future glori­
fied and perfected state. Second, I believe that Paul’s 
reflections on resurrection add further support to 
the “incarnation anyway” proposal outlined above. 
Even without sin and the Fall, the incarnation and 
resurrection of Christ were necessary to transform 
perishable and corruptible human creatures vulnera­
ble to sin into imperishable and incorruptible beings 
transformed into the image and likeness of Jesus, 
sharing in his everlasting Life and perfect Goodness 
via participation by the Spirit, and therefore invul­
nerable to sin and death.

Moreover, the reflections I have offered on union, 
incarnation, and resurrection prompt an alternate 
narration of scripture’s theological plot. Most often, 
when Christians narrate the basic theological plot of 
the Bible, they do so chronologically, or at least dia- 
chronically, according to the sequential unfolding of 
the biblical narrative. In this approach, the basic nar­
rative structure is: Creation ^ Fall ^ Redemption ^ 
New Creation (fig. 1).

Figure 1. Diachronic or Chronological Narrative

But, following David Kelsey’s suggestion in his 
magisterial two-volume work on theological 
anthropology, there is another way to narrate the 
theological plot of the Bible without losing any of 
these categories.51 Let’s call this a theological narration 
of the plot’s narrative: it envisions the whole story
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from an eternal or divine perspective, or synchronic- 
ally rather than diachronically (fig. 2).

Figure 2. Theological or Synchronic Narrative (Incarnation Anyway)

First, God acts to create all that is not God. Second, 
God acts to perfect, complete, and consummate all 
that God has created. Third, when creation (human 
beings in particular) deviates from God’s plan and 
sin and evil enter the world with devastating and 
destructive consequences (fig. 3), God intervenes in

Figure 3. Incarnation Anyway (Intrusion of Sin)

order to redeem, restore, heal, reconcile, and realign 
creation with its originally intended trajectory, 
toward eschatological consummation (fig. 4). So, this

Figure 4. Incarnation Anyway (Sin, Incarnation, and Atonement)

theological/synchronic narrative plot moves from 
Creation toward Eschatological Consummation, with 
Redemption as a set of intervening acts culminating 
in Christ’s saving work by the Spirit, which restores 
creation on its path toward the New Creation. The 
theological/synchronic narrative has the advantage 
of depicting an “incarnation anyway” theological 
framework while also accounting, secondarily, for 
sin and redemption. Its primary benefit is to show 
that human sin/fallenness does not drive the logic of 
eschatological consummation; creation does (along with 
incarnation, the divine assumption of humanity).

Implications for Re-reading
Genesis 1-3
I have intentionally limited the scope of this article 
and sought to keep its intended contribution modest. 
My primary aim has been to demonstrate that appeal­
ing to the historicity of Adam/the Fall to explain the 
origins of sin and evil does not sufficiently address 
the theodicy problem. I have not ventured to provide 
an alternate theodicy or argued in favor of a nonhis
torical interpretation of Adam/the Fall. Rather, by 
challenging the theodicy-historicity connection as 
unhelpful, I have sought to make space for the pos­
sibility of nonhistorical interpretations. Theodicy is 
not the only reason that people argue for historicity,52 
but it is a significant and widespread motivating 
factor that influences how and why many interpret­
ers read certain biblical texts in that direction. So, 
by bracketing out questions of theodicy, I hope to 
encourage fruitful theological perspectives and read­
ings of scripture.

To conclude, I offer five brief, mutually related 
suggestions for reading Genesis 1-3 without 
assuming the historicity of Adam and Eve or the 
Fall (I recognize that Genesis 1-3 is rich in content 
and significance well beyond what I can represent 
briefly here). I have proposed that a fruitful way 
to read scripture’s plot is to frame it theologically/ 
synchronically, whereby we read the beginning (cre­
ation) in light of the end (eschatology) and the center 
(Christology).

First, within this perspective, it is possible to read 
Genesis 1-3 as a theological narrative of “creation,
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temptation and sin,” rather than as the historical Fall 
of the first two human beings, either alone or at the 
headwaters of an original human population.53 A 
nonhistorical reading can still interpret the narra­
tive as affirming that sin and evil are realities that 
emerge in human history (God does not create or ini­
tiate them), while admitting that the details remain 
mysterious.

Second, in keeping with historic Christian convic­
tions about divine revelation and scripture, we 
should read Genesis 1-3 as inspired, revelatory, 
and authoritative narratives that disclose funda­
mental theological truths about God, human beings, 
God’s intentions for creation (including humans), 
the problem and consequences of sin, and divine 
judgment and grace. Careful exegesis and theologi­
cal reflection will help us to expound the details; 
but fundamentally, the text’s theological concerns 
should be primary and central to interpretation. 
While commentators are widely divided over ques­
tions of historicity (and related critical matters such 
as dating, author(s), and sources), there is a remark­
able degree of agreement on the theological teachings 
of Genesis 1-3.54 Moreover, while the historicity of 
Adam is unlikely to make much of a difference to 
Christian life and practice, the theology of the nar­
rative is deeply significant and authoritatively 
instructive.

Third, Genesis 1-3 teaches that the essence of sin is 
rebellion against God, the enthronement (via usurpa­
tion) of human autonomy, will, cunning, and desire 
above God’s sovereignty, creative and sustaining 
purposes, wisdom, and love. The latter are meant 
to be central to human existence, grounding and 
properly aligning their worship and allegiance, their 
identity and purpose, and their moral and spiritual 
discernment; in short, God is the true Source (now 
hidden and inaccessible by human means alone) of 
all we are, all we have, all we do, and all we are des­
tined to become. Theologically, the text affirms that 
sin and evil are an affront to God’s character, will, 
and Lordship. The text does not solve the problem 
of the ultimate origins of evil, including malevolent 
inclinations, motivations, and influences, as the ser­
pent’s presence and role in the narrative indicates.

Fourth, we should read Genesis 3 as a diagnosis 
of the human sinful condition and state, initially 
directed at God’s people (Israel) but applicable to all 
humans. Whether or not Genesis 3 intends to indi­
cate an ontological corruption of human nature as 
a result of the original sin of one man (or couple) 
is highly contested among theologians, and an idea 
that many Old Testament scholars reject. What the 
narrative clearly and vividly depicts is the nature, 
workings, and consequences of temptation and sin. 
Thus, the story speaks profoundly into human life, 
and confronts readers (and listeners) with a funda­
mental existential-theological choice. It does not 
set out to explain the causal mechanisms of the ori­
gins and spread of sin in a modernist or historicist 
kind of way. This by no means weakens or softens 
its message; it is theologically sufficient for God to 
tell us that we are sinful without fully explaining 
the details of how we came to be sinful. That we are 
sinful is a basic revelatory fact, a basic Christian con­
viction founded upon divine revelation and known 
to us experientially by its effects. Its truthfulness 
does not rest on the need for a historical Adam/Fall. 
Characteristically, scripture itself does not blame 
Adam and Eve for the sin it exposes and condemns 
in Israel’s later history; rather, it holds sinners pres­
ently committing sin responsible and exhorts them to 
repent and seek the Lord.

Some commentators speculate that Genesis 3 is a 
retrospective narrative, projected back into Israel’s 
primordial past in order to address its present 
experiences of sin and judgment (that is, during 
Deuteronomic history or exilic existence).55 As 
such, the Genesis account “reveals the essential 
nature of sin so that we shall recognize it clearly 
when we encounter it in the historical accounts of 
human actions that are to follow in abundance in the 
Bible.”56 One fruitful suggestion that several biblical 
scholars have made is that Genesis 2-3 performs the 
function of ancient wisdom literature, inviting us to 
live in reverence for God and to walk in his ways.57 
Commentators have noted links with the book of 
Proverbs (for example, Prov. 3:18 depicts wisdom 
as a “tree of life”) and the New Testament book of 
James.58 Genesis presents us with a choice: choose
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God and thus pursue wisdom, love, harmony, and 
blessing—in short, life; or, choose self and thus 
pursue foolishness, disordered desire, chaos and dis­
cord, and judgment/curse—in short, death. We see 
the infectious, distorting, destructive, and debilitat­
ing effects of the choice to sin depicted graphically 
in Genesis 4-11 and reappearing everywhere in 
scripture.

Fifth, it is important to point out that a nonhis- 
torical reading of Adam/the Fall does not imply or 
require that we reject or deny any central, classical/ 
orthodox, or even evangelical Christian theologi­
cal convictions. The historicity issue is a secondary 
matter which need not be used in foundationalist 
fashion as a prolegomenon to ground the theological 
teachings of Genesis 1-3. Embracing a nonhistori- 
cal reading does not require a drift into theological 
liberalism or heterodoxy. As Oliver Crisp rightly 
notes, “There is no single, agreed-upon definition of 
original sin in the Christian tradition”; rather, “there 
are various versions of the doctrine that attend to a 
common set of theological themes, though they dif­
fer amongst themselves about the precise dogmatic 
shape of original sin.”59

An influential theologian whom I would like to com­
mend to my readers—one who was a strong critic 
of theological liberalism (that is, modernist theol­
ogy influenced in its methods by Enlightenment 
assumptions and biases, in the tradition of Kant, 
Schleiermacher, Harnack, Troeltsch, and others) 
yet did not hold to a historical view of Adam/the 
Fall—is Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Reflecting on the use of 
mythological themes and metaphorical language in 
Genesis, in his book Creation and Fall: A Theological 
Exposition of Genesis 1-3, Bonhoeffer writes:

Who can speak of these things except in pictures? 
Pictures after all are not lies; rather they indicate 
things and enable the underlying meaning to shine 
through. To be sure, pictures do vary; the pictures 
of a child differ from those of an adult, and those of 
a person from the desert differ from those of a per­
son from the city. One way or another, however, 
they remain true, to the extent that human speech 
and even speech about abstract ideas can remain 
true at all—that is, to the extent that God dwells 
in them.60

Elsewhere, when discussing God’s fashioning the 
Adam (the human) out of clay, Bonhoeffer writes,

Surely no one can gain any knowledge about the 
origin of humankind from this! To be sure, as an 
account of what happened this story is at first 
sight of just as little consequence, and just as full of 
meaning, as many another myth of creation. And 
yet in being distinguished as the word of God it 
is quite simply the source of knowledge about the 
origin of humankind.61

Bonhoeffer explains, “That the biblical author, to the 
extent that the author’s word is a human word, was 
bound by the author’s own time, knowledge, and 
limits is as little disputed as the fact that through 
this word God, and God alone, tells us about God’s 
creation.”62 For Bonhoeffer, the theological import of 
Adam is that by addressing Adam, God is addressing 
the reader/hearer of the text. When the text describes 
Adam, it is describing us (whether Israel in the past 
or God’s people in the present); when it is address­
ing, judging, and holding forth grace to Adam, it is 
doing all of this to us.63 Repeatedly in Creation and 
Fall, Bonhoeffer speaks of the Bible as an address to 
God’s people, and not simply one taking place in the 
past but an address that also speaks to readers and 
hearers today.64

Bonhoeffer’s nonhistorical approach to Genesis 1-3 
did not lead him into a drift toward theological lib­
eralism; actually, his existential-theological reading 
of the text equipped him to challenge and criticize 
liberalism (indeed, Karl Barth—perhaps the most 
influential Protestant critic of theological liberal­
ism in the twentieth century—drew inspiration 
from Bonhoeffer’s Creation and Fall, specifically 
Bonhoeffer’s relational-existential interpretation of 
the imago Dei). Additionally, Bonhoeffer’s theologi­
cal reading of the text enabled him to see and utilize 
themes from Genesis 1-3, which are truly central to 
the text, to criticize Nazi ideology, German national­
ism, anti-Semitism, and ecclesial corruption. Indeed, 
his decision to teach Christian theology via the book 
of Genesis (a Jewish text!) at the University of Berlin 
in the winter semester of 1932-1933 (Creation and 
Fall is the published form of these lectures) is itself 
a profoundly prophetic and subversive speech act: 
Bonhoeffer is not just saying things; he’s doing things
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by saying things! Moreover, his approach to the Bible 
is not merely a minor detail, a feature only inciden­
tal to his theology. In fact, his Genesis lectures take 
place closely after his profoundly evangelical “dis­
covery” of the Bible as God’s Word (Bonhoeffer also 
mentions his discovery of the Sermon on the Mount 
and prayer), marking his movement from academic 
speculation and abstraction toward a more con­
crete, direct, and literary approach.65 His theological 
insights from this period draw on his earlier aca­
demic work (Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being) 
but now involve more direct engagement with the 
biblical text and attention to concrete application; and 
these insights and themes go on to influence his later 
works (for example, Discipleship, Life Together, Ethics, 
and Letters and Papers from Prison) and inspire his 
social activism and political resistance. In sum, while 
Creation and Fall is not a perfect book (its exegesis 
could be improved with insights from contemporary 
biblical scholarship), it is a powerful theological, pas­
toral, and ethical exposition of Genesis 1-3, which 
draws on themes central to the text and is evangelical 
in its theological assumptions, yet does not require 
Adam to be a literal, historical figure.

Conclusion
I began this article by demonstrating the significant 
and widespread impact that theodicy has in motivat­
ing interpreters to press for a historical reading of 
Adam/the Fall. I then set out to show why the histor­
ical Adam/Fall solution fails to address adequately 
the questions raised by theodicy. Considering our 
future eschatological glorified state, in which we 
will be made both completely good (our sanctifica­
tion perfected) and fully free (both free from sin, 
even the capacity to sin, and free for loving God and 
others perfectly), raises the troubling question: Why 
did God not make us this way from the beginning 
and so avoid the sin, evil, suffering, and death that 
characterizes human history? This question reveals 
the weakness of the historical Adam/Fall solu­
tion as a fully effective theodicy. I then suggested 
that a theological/synchronic approach to narrat­
ing scripture’s theological plot, one that supports 
an “incarnation anyway” theology, enables an alter­
nate theological reading of Genesis 1-3 that avoids 

the problem and that opens space for more fruitful 
theological engagements with the text. I concluded 
by commending Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theological 
exposition of Genesis 1-3 as an example of such pro­
ductive theological hermeneutics. ▲
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