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??
The Challenge

NOTE; BE SURE TO ANSWER ALL THE QUESTIONS YOURSELF BEFORE READING 
THE ANSWERS IN ORDER TO MAKE THE MOST OF THIS STUDY.

1.   The serpent is "that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world."  He is 
described as a great red dragon, with seven crowned heads and ten horns.  In the heavenly vision from Revelation, 
the crowns and horns represent his tremendous power-he is a creature that strikes fear and dread into the souls of 
mere men. 
There are several treacherous or intimidating elements in this scene.  To begin with, the serpent's appearance is 
frightening.  Even if he did not appear as the dragon of Revelation, it was certainly not as a common snake.   In 
Hebrew the same word is used for serpent and dragon.  It was a frightening figure in Hebrew thought.  If you can't 
imagine a dragon, picture a coiled rattlesnake, ready to strike.
Apart from his appearance, the serpent's presence is intimidating:  where did this creature come from?  He also is 
treacherous in his words:  he contradicts the only source of knowledge Adam and Eve have, the Creator they know 
as Father who has been nothing but good to them.  And he is intimidating in his method: the snake, as one of the 
beasts, is presumably under Adam's dominion.  Yet here he is presenting himself as a creature with superior 
knowledge and information.  Not only that, he completely by-passes Adam, who was in charge of the garden, 
speaking instead to Eve.  He appears to be no respecter of authority-a usurper, in fact.  Suddenly, things are not as 
they had seemed.

2.   The serpent wants Eve to eat the fruit and die.  Why would he have such contempt for the human creatures?
What have they done to deserve such hatred?  It is at this point in Genesis that we begin to sense that we cannot get 
answers to these questions from this story alone.  Even though it is the beginning of our human history, we feel as 
if we are coming in on another story already in progress.  How did God get such an enemy?  There are only hints at 
the explanation in Scripture.  The Church teaches that Satan, who was an angel, rejected God and His reign (see 
CCC 391-395).  "The devil and other demons were indeed created naturally good by God, but they became evil by 
their own doing" (391).  This angelic rebellion manifests itself in an attack on God's human creatures.  The devil, 
who is in the form of a serpent here, ignores Adam, the one placed in charge of the garden.  His pitch to Eve is, in 
itself, an act of insubordination, perfectly in keeping with his character.

3.   The serpent could never have gotten into the garden without God's permission.  In the first chapter of Genesis, 
we saw that God created all things.  There cannot be, among any of the creatures, a power equal to or independent 
of Him.  Even though the serpent is clearly evil, he did not get into the garden by some horrible cosmic accident.
We find that we cannot help but ask, "Why??  Why would God let a diabolical enemy into the garden to tempt the 
humans?"  If we took seriously the rich details of God's goodness in the first two chapters, we must conclude that, 
however it may appear to us, His goodness is not violated in this episode.  Ultimately, evil and the suffering it causes 
are mysteries.  But St. Thomas Aquinas wrote that "There is nothing to prevent human nature's being raised up to 
something greater, even after sin; God permits evil in order to draw forth some greater good.  Thus St. Paul says, 
'Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more' and the Exultet sings, 'O happy fault�which gained for us so 
great a Redeemer!'" (CCC 412)  This is an idea to which we will return in a future lesson.
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Read Genesis 3:1-3
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4.   Adam was charged with "keeping" or guarding the garden.  And God gave him directly His command regarding 
the trees in the garden.  Hearing the serpent's words, Adam should recognize the threat that they pose to his wife and 
start wondering how he should intervene.  If he doesn't know what to do, he should cry out to God for help-fast!

5.   God said, "you may freely eat of every tree of the garden." The serpent changes the command from a positive to 
a negative-from an invitation to a prohibition.  The meaning, strictly speaking, is the same: either way, there is a tree 
that is forbidden.  But by emphasizing the one tree over the many, the serpent makes Eve focus on what she can't 
have rather than on the bounty God provided for them.  He makes God seem to be harsh and restrictive, when 
actually He wants them to live and be happy. God knows that the only way that can happen is for them to stay inside 
the boundaries He has set.

6.   Eve places the emphasis back where it belongs.  She replies that God said they may eat freely of the fruit of the 
trees, but that there is one that will kill them, so they need to stay away from it.  Prior to the serpent's question, it 
doesn't seem to have occurred to them to eat of that tree.  What turns their situation into a test of whether to keep 
God's Word is not that they have a choice but the new spin the serpent puts on the situation, which calls into 
question God's love and His motives.

�

7.   Everything the serpent offers is already true, although not in the way he pretends.  Let's take the things he says 
one at a time: 
"You will not die."  It is true already that Adam and Eve were intended for immortality, which is evident in the 
presence of the other tree, the Tree of Life.
"Your eyes will be opened."   Their eyes are already open.  Adam saw Eve when God presented her to him and burst 
into delight at the sight of her.  Gen. 2:25 tells us that Adam and Eve saw each other's nakedness without shame.
There is nothing lacking in their eyesight.
"You will be like God." Adam and Eve are already like God in the greatest of possible ways for a created being.
They were made in His image, and they continue His work on earth.
"Knowing good and evil."  We have already looked at the way Adam and Eve know good and evil in chapter 2.
They know what God has revealed to them to be good and evil, although they have not yet experienced it. The 
serpent suggests not that they shall experience evil (for where is the attraction in that?) but that they will be able to 
determine for themselves what is good or evil.  This temptation strikes at the heart of their relationship with God.
Can they trust God to be the only reliable authority about what is good and evil?  Don't they want to figure it out for 
themselves?

8.   John tells us that Satan "is a liar and the father of lies." Satan is adept at lying under the cover of partial or 
twisted truth.  When he says "You will not die," there is a grain of truth in it.  Adam and Eve do not die physically 
the moment they eat the fruit.  Their death was a spiritual one, and, as we will see, it happened immediately.  This 
characteristic of Satan-mixing a little truth with a lie-is what makes him so cunning and dangerous.

9.   The serpent wants her to exercise freedom from God.  He describes a life that could be hers for the taking.  He 
urges her to throw off restrictions on her behavior, to be independent and autonomous. Implicit in this temptation is 
a taunt:  "Don't be such a creature.  Have you no pride?"

The Offer
Read Genesis 3:4-5
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11.   Eve sees that the tree is good to eat, lovely to look at, and that it would make her wise.  She decides that this 
is more important than obeying God's prohibition.  She shifts her focus from what she knows to be true (that eating 
will bring death) to the way things appear (that eating will be pleasurable and make her wise).  Of course, the beauty 
and desirability of the tree should have served to remind her of the goodness of God.  It ought to have been a 
physical representation of the care, wisdom, and love of God.  God isn't standing there in the garden, rehearsing 
how He had done everything necessary to provide for His children.  The goodness of creation is His silent witness.
But once this focus is lost, Eve loses her way.  At some point she apparently thinks, "Why not?  Why shouldn't I 
decide for myself what to do?  I could be like God!" and with that thought turns away from Him.
I John 2:15-17 tells us that love of (inordinate attachment to) the world or the things of the world cannot co-exist 
with love for the Father.  The world is not an end in itself.  It is meant to lead us to God and to make us want to live 
in obedience to the Magnificence Who created it.  If our focus shifts from the God Who created the world to the 
world He created, we lose our way as Eve did.  Faith requires us to acknowledge that the unseen realities are of 
more importance than the seen, that what we see should direct us to what we don't see.  That is why St. John tells us 
that love of the world short-circuits our lives.  Our affection is meant only for God.  The world is much too small 
and temporal to bear that passion.  Like an overloaded fuse, if our love rests on the world, our lives are snuffed out; 
only "he who does the will of God abides for ever."

12.   Because Eve turns and gives fruit to her husband, it appears Adam is right there with her in the garden.  Some 
Bible translations are more specific:  the NIV says she "gave some to her husband, who was with her."  That is 
perhaps the only way to get across in English what is abundantly clear in the Hebrew.  All the verbs the serpent uses 
are in the second person plural, indicating that he is speaking to more than one person.
We are not told why Adam is silent.  Given that he is in charge and sees it all happening, he should do something.
Quite possibly the snake was intimidating, if not physically, then by the fact that he appears to have superior 
knowledge and contradicts God.  Adam may be wondering where he came from�why God didn't warn him�where
God was at the moment�whether the serpent was right, and whether he should do what it says because right now it 
looks pretty dangerous.  Perhaps Adam perceives a veiled threat from the serpent when he assures Eve that they 
wouldn't die if they eat the fruit.  "No, eating it won't make you die, but not eating it might."  At the most basic 
level, the serpent's challenge causes Adam to wonder whether he can trust God.  And-like uncertainty does to us so 
often-he's rendered speechless and unwilling to act.

The Decision
Read Genesis 3:6

10.   In the first two temptations of Jesus in the desert, Satan challenges Him to renounce His human limitations and 
act like the Son of God that He was.  He taunts Jesus with the same challenge he gave to Eve:  throw off the yoke 
of creatureliness.  Jesus does not rise to the bait; He does not try to prove himself. He freely accepts the limitations 
placed on Him by being human.  In the third temptation, Satan tries to win Jesus' allegiance away from God for 
himself.  In this, he is a usurper, just as he was in the garden.  His aim in both places is to set himself up as a rival 
authority to God.  In each temptation, Jesus answers by quoting God's Word and referring to His commands.  He 
chooses humility, which is dependence on God, instead of the pride of autonomy.  "Then the devil left him, and 
behold, angels came and ministered to him (Matt. 4:11)." 
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13.   Because God is omnipresent and all-knowing, God was there even if He was not visibly present to Adam and 
Eve.  That He doesn't intrude into the situation means that He wants Adam and Eve to demonstrate their love by 
freely choosing to obey Him.  It is clear that God intended man to fulfill his destiny by his free choice.  This test 
makes that choice a real one.  To "love" God when everything is calm and happy isn't really love-it's appreciation.
To love Him enough to obey Him when everything looks wrong is the proof of real love. 

 14. Sometimes we're inclined to think this test wasn't fair because of its severity.  It is important for us to guard 
against this reaction.  We need to recall what Adam and Eve knew about God and about themselves before the 
appearance of the serpent.  It might help if we make a list:
- They knew they existed through the will and power of God.
- They knew that this God was good and cared for every aspect of their lives.
- They knew that even their communion with each other was literally a gift from God's hand.
- They knew they were like God because they could procreate and have dominion.
- They knew that God had revealed to them what was good (obedience) and what was evil (disobedience).
- They knew death existed as a consequence of disobedience.
- They knew they had received the blessedness of life in the garden as a gift from God; they had done nothing to 
earn it.
- They knew they could preserve this life of blessedness by their obedience and lose it by their disobedience.
Once we conclude that Adam and Eve could have passed the test, we wonder why they didn't.  That will be our 
next question.

15.   Responses may vary.  Adam's status as child of God, husband of Eve, and keeper of the garden requires him to 
stand up in some way to the serpent, and he does not.  He should have stepped in to defend his bride, the garden, 
and God's name in whatever way that battle had to be fought.  If the thought of that was frightening to him, he could 
have cried out for help from God:  "Oh, Father!  What do I do now?"  Was he silent because he was calculating the 
cost of opposing the serpent?  Did he think it might cost him his life, or, if not his life, at least some pain?  Did he 
find no encouragement in the presence of the Tree of Life?  God had said the only way he would die would be to eat 
of the forbidden fruit.  Does he not trust God?
No, he does not.  His trust in God dies when he encounters the serpent.  He does not trust God enough to face down 
the challenger, whatever it might cost.  Adam's unwillingness to act, even if it meant suffering, left Eve vulnerable 
to the serpent.  She is left to manage all on her own.  She valiantly tries to make the best of it, but what effect does 
Adam's silence and inaction have on her?  Adam's self-donation would have confirmed her in what she knew to be 
true about God.  His living example of putting complete trust in God's Word would have led her to do the same.

16.   Responses will vary.  Faith, for Adam and Eve, would have meant two things.  First, they would have believed 
God's Word to be absolutely true, no matter what the appearance of things might otherwise suggest. That is, unseen 
realities are greater than seen realities.  Second, they would have been willing to act on the trustworthiness of God, 
no matter what the cost.  By faith, Adam would have believed that God was trustworthy when He told them that 
death would result from eating forbidden fruit.  Believing in God's honor and recognizing the serpent to be a liar, he 
would have repelled him, by any means necessary, even at the cost of pain and suffering.   Faith, then, is trust in 
God, Who cannot be seen, by belief and action.
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