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Although there are divergences of opinion on details, most paleo-anthropologists date the first hominin 
remains to some six to seven million years ago and think the first humans appeared just under two million
years ago. The most likely hypothesis for the evolution of anatomically modern Homo sapiens places 
their origin some 150,000 to 100,000 years ago, with an original population of perhaps 10,000.

While many Christians have thought this account incompatible with the biblical account of the origin of 
“Adam,” some theologians today are attempting to hold both to orthodox tenets of the faith along with the
findings of modern science.

Certainly one of the most problematic dimensions of biblical origins and modern science is the question 
of the origin of evil, since the Bible seems to teach (in Genesis 3) a punctiliar event in which an original 
couple transgressed God’s commandment after an initial paradisical period. This has led many 
theologians to view biblical/ theological truth and scientific truth as Non-Overlapping Magisteria 
(NOMA), belonging to different domains, which guarantees no contradiction between them.

As an alternative to a naively concordist attempt at reconciling Scripture with science (or vice versa), this 
approach is fully understandable. But is that all there is to be said? Is an Old Testament scholar simply to 
ignore the scientific account of human origins as she interprets the biblical text? Certainly, the 
assumptions and presuppositions of the scholar will affect what he sees (and doesn’t see) in the biblical 
text.

This paper engages in a re-reading of the narrative of Genesis 3 (in the context of the Primeval History, 
Genesis 1-11) in order to see if awareness of hominin /human evolution might open up new avenues of 
interpretation. I conceive of this paper as an experimental probe to see if what we know of the evolution 
of Homo sapiens sapiens in the context of the development of hominins might illuminate aspects of the 
text that readers have previously missed.

The danger here, of course, is of trying to force an evolutionary reading on this ancient text, which would 
be anachronistic (and a new form of concordism). So instead of jumping directly to evolution and trying 
to connect it to Genesis 3, the paper will engage in a thick description of the text’s theological motifs, 
which will prevent our being immediately overwhelmed by the claims of contemporary science.

Beginning with a brief examination of the two divergent accounts of human creation in Genesis 1 and 2 
as necessary context for Genesis 3, the paper focuses on a developmental (process-oriented) reading of 
the famous account of the “fall” (as it came to be known in later tradition).

This involves exploring the prohibition of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the subsequent 
narrative of transgression and judgment, and the spread of violence in Genesis 4. This reading would be 
in dialogue with a virtue ethics approach to the development of moral consciousness and with 
evolutionary anthropology. The primary question would be whether reading Genesis 3 in connection with 
human evolution might shed light on conceptualizing the origin of moral evil, including the notion of a 
“historical” or “eventful” fall.


