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S i M P Ly  S T A T E d ,  in our world things are not the way they 
are supposed to be.1 One would have to be living in a bubble not to 
know that. A tsunami wipes out millions of people in the Pacific 
Ring of Fire. A child dies of leukemia. A famine overwhelms large 
parts of East Africa. A husband abuses his wife. Warlords prowl 
the hills of Afghanistan. A gunman enters an elementary school 
and murders scores of students and teachers. yet evil does not 
have to be so dramatic to qualify as evil. Tarring a reputation 
by gossip, adjusting the figures on one’s income tax, glancing 
lustfully at the opposite sex—these are not the way things are 
supposed to be either.

Finally, even though everything in us cries out for life, every-
one, even the most privileged people, will ultimately have to face 
death, the great leveler. We sense profoundly that death is not 
natural or normal, as much as we try to whitewash it. Things 
are not the way they are supposed to be.

natural disasters certainly qualify as evil, for they are often 
horribly destructive. So do famines, whether or not they are per-
petrated by corrupt human beings. We will discuss those subjects. 
yet surely the most devastating forms of evil come from human 
causes. Are human beings, then, the ultimate cause of evil? What 
if there is a God, one who is both good and all-powerful? Would 
he not somehow be ultimately responsible for evil? if so, how is 
he then still good? The question is: where does evil come from?

B e f o r e  w e  m o v e  o n

 r What is the connection between a natural disaster and 
a human act of terrorism? despite their differences, why 
might both indicate that things in the world are “not the 
way they are supposed to be”?
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 r How would you define evil, working from the descriptions 
in these opening paragraphs?

 r What are some causes of evil? Are there different causes 
for different kinds of evil? Are there other possible causes 
that the author did not mention?

 r Where might the ultimate responsibility for the existence 
of evil lie? Why?

tHings migHt HavE BEEn DiffErEnt

There is no disputing that human beings cause evil. One of 
the most powerful novels of the twentieth century was Albert 
Camus’s The Fall, set in a bar in Amsterdam. in the novel, Jean-
Baptiste Clamence confesses his life’s story to a stranger. He had 
been a prominent, respected defense lawyer in Paris. Always on the 
side of the widow, always ready to help the poor, he had thought 
of himself as a model human being, well above the average slob. 
Until one night as he was walking home, crossing the Pont neuf, 
he spotted a woman leaning over the bridge. She was about to 
take her life. He walked right by. He even heard the splash, a 
struggle, and then . . . nothing. Why hadn’t he helped her? Why 
had he failed to intercede? As the story unfolds, Clamence tells of 
other occasions when he lost nerve. Here he is now, a broken man, 
in Amsterdam, telling a complete stranger about his sinfulness. 
Amsterdam is cold, dark, dreary. its canals run in circles, just like 
the circles of Hell in dante’s immortal Divine Comedy.

Camus, not necessarily a Christian, had a profound sense 
that we are in a fallen world and that we are all complicit in the 
cowardly state that allows and even perpetrates evil. The heart 
of this evil is deception, including self-deception. All of us are 
involved. Camus is confessing for all of us. if there were no decep-
tion, think what our world would look like. The economy would 
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be stable. Spouses would not cheat on each other. Advertising 
would be honest. The very title of the book, The Fall, shows that 
Camus had some awareness of the abnormality of the world. A 
fall from what? When did it happen? Why are things so abnormal? 
is there a scientific explanation? does science have anything 
at all to say about this state of affairs, or do we rely solely on 
“religious” truth?

B e f o r e  w e  m o v e  o n

 r How do human beings cause and perpetuate evil? How 
is our complicity in evil the result of deception?

 r What does the story of Jean-Baptiste Clamence illustrate? 
in what sense is he “confessing for all of us”?

 r What do you think the world would look like without 
deception?

What about death itself? in what sense are human beings 
the cause of their own death? Here we need to draw back the 
curtain. Though it might seem incredible to us today, the bibli-
cal account of how things went wrong provides a convincing 
explanation for human causality, all the while showing us 
how the good, all-powerful God of the universe is somehow 
both in control and nevertheless innocent of the entrance of 
evil into our world.

B e f o r e  w e  m o v e  o n

 r What new claim is the author making? What does this 
mean about the ultimate responsibility for evil?

What is evil, anyway? Suffering is usually disagreeable and 
can be evil when it is caused by something that is wrong. So we 
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would not call the sensation of being burned evil if it protects 
us from the fire. But it would be evil if we caused someone to 
be burned for malevolent purposes. The ultimate definition of 
evil is that it is against God. Put the other way, evil is what God 
is against. On almost every page of Scripture we are told that 
God opposes evil—indeed, that he is outraged by it. Habbakuk 
describes him this way: “you who are of purer eyes than to see 
evil and cannot look at wrong” (Hab. 1:13). “Ah, sinful nation,” 
God calls israel, “a people laden with iniquity” (isa. 1:4). The idea 
of blaming God for evil is repulsive to the authors of Scripture. 
“Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘i am being tempted by God,’ 
for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no 
one” (James 1:13). indeed, God is “the Father of lights with whom 
there is no variation or shadow due to change” (1:17). So then, if 
God is God, how did evil come into the world?

B e f o r e  w e  m o v e  o n

 r What is the author’s definition of evil? How does it com-
pare to your own definition from earlier? How does it 
encompass the different examples of evil given at the start 
of the booklet?

The Bible teaches very insistently that there was a before 
and an after. in the earliest pages of Genesis, we read that God 
made the world good. Following the grand description of the 
creation week, the first chapter of Genesis concludes this way: 
“And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was 
very good” (Gen. 1:31). The crown of God’s creation is mankind, 
made after his own image, made male and female (1:26–27). The 
great calling of humanity is to multiply, to spread over the earth, 
and to rule over it for God’s sake (1:28–30). Everything was good 
and right. Adam and Eve were placed in a gorgeous garden and 
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told to take care of it. in the ancient world, kings and queens 
often had beautiful gardens around them to signify their royalty.

This account becomes more intriguing. The Lord God placed 
our first parents, particularly Adam, in a special role. He was 
to represent the entire human race and set the direction for its 
future. Why such an arrangement? Because God wanted human-
ity to be united. To accomplish such a solidarity, he set them in 
a covenant relation to their head. A covenant is an arrangement 
whereby God enters into a contract with his people. no analogy 
is perfect. But it is something like subjects’ being united through 
their king, or tribe members’ being united through the chief. in 
this case, our human fellowship in the covenant is an earthly 
reflection of the way that God himself relates to the entire cre-
ation as its covenant head.

With such an arrangement characterizing humanity through 
its head, God gave our first parents an opportunity to grow into 
greater maturity and to become even happier than they were. in 
doing so, he set the stakes high. For Adam and Eve were respon-
sible not only for their own futures, but for the future of all 
humanity. God put them to a test, telling them to resist eating 
of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
Everything else was permitted, but not that tree. Take that fruit, 
and you die (Gen. 2:16–17). Resist, and you grow and grow until 
you attain eternal life.

Why such a test? For one thing, it was God’s way of showing 
this first couple who was in charge. Though he never ruled them 
harshly—quite the contrary—the Lord wanted human beings, 
with all the privileges they received, to remember where those 
privileges and gifts came from. For another, this was part of God’s 
plan for the future. He wanted to bring mankind from the state 
of innocence in the garden to a state of fuller maturity, even of 
consummate bliss. According to the Bible, the way to achieve 
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such maturity is both to learn, often through trials, to discern 
good and evil, and also to know how to resist evil (deut. 1:39; 
30:15; 2 Sam. 14:17; 1 Kings 3:9; etc.). Even Jesus, God’s Son, had to 
learn good and evil through trials with respect to his humanity 
(Phil. 2:8; Heb. 5:8). Thus, knowing good and evil is more than 
an intellectual concept. it has to do with experience. Adam and 
Eve already knew the concept of evil: disobeying God would lead 
to death. But they could develop into a higher state of wisdom 
and growth only by experiencing and resisting the temptation 
to “be like God” (Gen. 3:5).

B e f o r e  w e  m o v e  o n

 r What is a covenant head? What are the benefits of having 
a covenant head?

 r Why would God test his creation? What were the benefits 
of passing the test?

 r What does it mean to know good and evil? How are good 
and evil known?

goD’s PurPosEs

This might seem a strange story to us. Why such an apparently 
arbitrary test? And if the world was created good, how exactly did 
evil intrude? Why a talking serpent? We do not know all the details 
here. no doubt the serpent is the voice-piece of the devil, in which 
case we must presume a fall in the invisible world. Even though it 
was originally created good, the invisible angelic world developed 
trouble sometime before Genesis 3. All we really know is that some 
angels were considered faithful and others were not (1 Tim. 5:21). 
For an israelite reader, the serpent was a lowly, repugnant crea-
ture, one that represented the enemies of God himself (Job 26:13; 
isa. 27:1). The serpent here is described as “crafty” (Gen. 3:1). The 
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