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Unit 5. The plot thickens - fall and fall out
Introduction
In the previous unit, we saw how God acted redemptively  in meeting the first man and 
woman at the point of their rebellion. The aim of this unit is to highlight the areas within the 
so-called ‘Fall’ narrative that underline God’s redemptive character and activity, and to see 
how the theme continues to unfold in the immediate aftermath.

Genesis 3
We see God’s redemptive purposes in three aspects of the narrative in Genesis 3.

The serpent and the seed
Genesis 3:15 has received a lot of attention since at least the 2nd century AD.12  It has 
been the source of a great deal of speculation, being subject to at least as much eisegesis 
(reading into the text) as exegesis (reading out of the text). Without adding to any dubious 
interpretative history, it seems both responsible and reasonable to see in the text at least a 
hint of redemptive promise. We might even say that we find an indication of the trajectory 
of redemption. Enmity will exist between the woman and her seed and the serpent and his 
seed. But verse 15b seems to point to an event when the enmity will reach a definitive 
climax. There is coming a time when the seed of Eve will strike a decisive blow against the 
serpent (“bruise your head”).

This has been described often as the proto euangelion, because it is read as the first 
statement of the gospel. However, in our desire to see the good news, it would be an error 
to miss the reciprocal nature of the event (“bruise his heel”). The crushing of the serpent 
comes at real personal cost to the one inflicting the blow. Yet is it too hopeful to think that a 
blow to the head is more decisive than one to the heel?

So even in wrath we find mercy, and in judgement there is grace. The rebellion of the man 
and woman will not thwart God’s intentions. His promise of redemption is spoken with all 
the authority of his creative word.

In the short span of Genesis 3:14–19, the God of the Bible is shown to be both just and 
merciful. The scene puts God on display as one who upholds righteousness and yet 
offers hope to guilty human rebels. He is a God of justice and so renders just 
condemnation for the transgressors. Yet he is also a God of mercy, and so he makes 
plain that his image bearers will triumph over the wicked snake.13

12 “He, the sole of whose foot should be bitten, having power to tread upon the enemy’s head; but the other 
biting, killing, and impeding the steps of man, until the seed did come appointed to tread down his head, — 
which was born of Mary.” Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book 3:23:7 in Roberts, A., The Ante-Nicene Fathers: 
the writing of the Fathers down to AD325, Vol. 1 — the Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus 
(Cosimo, 2007), 457.

13 Hamilton Jr, J. M., ‘The Skull Crushing Seed of the Woman: Inner-Biblical Interpretation of Genesis 3:15’, 
in Southern Baptist Journal of Theology,10:2 (Summer 2006)



A woman named Eve
At the end of God’s speech, the narrator tells us that “the man called his wife’s name Eve, 
because she was the mother of all living.” (Genesis 3:20) Clearly, this event differs from 
the other two cited in this unit, because it describes something the man does, rather than 
God. However, let us examine it here and respect the flow of the biblical narrator.

What encouraged the man to name the woman as he did? After all, the naming of Eve 
follows on immediately  from the LORD God’s three judgements against the serpent, the 
woman and the man (verses 14-19). Not for a moment are we left wondering whether 
humanity  will continue to exist. Indeed, despite the warning that eating the fruit would lead 
to death (2:17), God in the midst of his curse promises children to Eve. Eve, who with her 
husband was the bringer of death and judgement, is named ‘Life’. This is what Henri 
Blocher has delightfully termed the “confession of hope”.14

Garments of skin
Immediately  after their act of wilful and devastating disobedience, the man and woman try 
to hide their newly discovered nakedness with leaves (3:7). However, in 3:21, the LORD 
God assumes the role of tailor. This is an extraordinary act of grace. God does not seek to 
reverse the process, nor act as though nothing had happened. He takes the man and 
woman where they are, in their sin, and deals with one aspect of the consequences. 
Blocher puts it perfectly:

God covers sin and its degradation. Here we may recall the biblical picture of justification: 
the gift of a new robe, rich and pure. History is irreversible, but God is able to do a new 
thing: we remain sinners, with no merit of our own to show, but where sin has abounded, 
grace has abounded all the more. And the amazing thing is that God brings to fulfilment in 
the garments of salvation depicted in the beginning by those of Genesis, the paradoxical, 
revelatory function of clothing. Clothed in the grace of God, the children of God are freer 
and more open to the eye of God and man than were Adam and Eve. We are perfectly 
protected and perfectly disclosed.15

Genesis 4–11
It might be thought that the primary function of these chapters is to show the inexorable 
spread of sin. Indeed, the ‘fall out’ from the ‘Fall’ is both shocking and expansive. In these 
chapters we encounter the violence of Cain (4:8) and Lamech (4:23-24), the spread and 
intensification of sin (6:5), and human self-assertion of Babel (11:4).

But God is no more a passive observer in the drama than he was in chapter 3. He is active 
and intimately involved at each of those points of insurrection, and not just in judgement.

Cain
The story  pivots on Cain’s rage when the Lord accepts the offering of his younger brother 
but rejects his (Genesis 4:5). Why did God do that? One answer must be, “Because he 

14 Blocher, H. In the Beginning: the opening chapters of Genesis, (IVP, 1984), 192.

15 ibid., 191-192.



could.” The LORD, by virtue of who he is, was free to accept or reject. Pagan sacrifices 
might have held some magical spell over their deities by imposing some sort of obligation 
upon them, but not so Yahweh.

But what does this sovereign God do with the anger and sullen resentment of the older 
brother? Like the father in the story told by Jesus in Luke 15, he goes out to meet him! He 
engages him in conversation. He encourages him towards a right response. Even after the 
grotesque act of fratricide (4:8), God withholds execution, and when Cain laments his 
punishment (4:13-14), the Lord provides protection for the fugitive (4:15).

This is an extraordinary narrative: blatant sin is met with surprising grace. Of course, this is 
not the first time God has responded in such a way. As in chapter 3, the purposes of God 
continue. Cain the murderer has a son and builds a city and so fulfils the mandate given to 
his parents to fill and subdue (1:28). From Cain’s line comes music and industry (4:21–22).
In the face of arrogant aggression (4:23-24), Eve gives birth to another son and the line 
continues. Clearly Cain would not be the one to bruise the serpent’s head, but perhaps 
Seth, “another offspring” (cf. 3:15) would?

Despite all the ravages of sin, it spreading through the generations, its violence, 
vengeance and murderous rage, the isolation, alienation and anxiety to which it leads, 
and the disorders and ambiguities of life in this broken world, God can still be known. 
Eve said so in her cry of faith (4:25). The story-teller says so too: at that time men 
began to call on the name of the Lord (4:26).16

Noah
This particular unit deserves far fuller attention than can be afforded in this unit. However, 
the redemptive character of God is displayed in a striking way in the early  part of chapter 
6. The author has drawn attention to the spread of sin and God’s intense and emotive 
response to the evil (6:5-7), with verse 7 reading as the ultimate “final solution”.

Most translations of verse 8 begin with the word ‘but’. In verses 5, 6 and 7 the word 
‘man’ (adam) is repeated on three occasions. The emphasis in the preceding verses has 
been on the universality of sin, and the context gives us no ground for an exception. Yet, 
we are told, Noah “found favour”. Alex Motyer draws attention to the fact that the ‘x found 
favour in the eyes of y’ formula (which occurs on around 40 occasions in the Old 
Testament), “deals with a situation where ‘x’ can register no claim on ‘y’ but where ‘y’, 
contrary to merit or deserving, against all odds, acts with ‘grace’.” (See Genesis 18:3, 
19:19, 30:27). To highlight this point, Motyer suggests we reverse the reading of 6:8: 
“grace found Noah.” 17

So although in verse 9 Noah stands out from the rest of humankind on account of being a 
“righteous man, blameless in his generation”, it is a consequence of verse 8 rather than an 
explanation: “When grace comes (verse 8), it produces the changed and distinctive life of 
the new man (verse 9).”18  If Motyer is right in his exegesis, then this is consistent with 
God’s actions throughout human history: where sin abounds, grace super-abounds

16 Atkinson, D. The Message of Genesis 1-11, (IVP, 1990), 117.

17 Motyer, A. Look to the Rock (Kregel, 1996), 43.

18 ibid., 44.



Babel
The most disturbing feature of the incident at Babel is its resonance with Genesis 3. In the 
archetypal sin, the first man and woman wanted to be like God and decide for themselves 
the nature of good and evil (3:5). In chapter 11, the inhabitants of the plain of Shinar 
wanted to reach heaven and make a name for themselves (11:4). This is a clear affront to 
the prerogative of the Creator. The sin is further compounded by  their wilful refusal to do 
what God had commanded the human race to, that is “fill the earth” (1:28): they want to 
build the city lest they be “dispersed over the face of the whole earth” (11:4).

But how does God react to this further rebellion? Unsurprisingly (by now!), he takes the 
initiative and comes down (11:5). Again, he acts in judgement, but in so doing he ensures 
that his original intent is fulfilled (11:8-9).

Von Rad claims that unlike the previous stories within Genesis 1-11, the Babel narrative 
“ends without grace”.19  This appears to raise the question, “Is God’s grace finally 
exhausted?” Von Rad finds the answer in the ensuing genealogy: “The answer to this most 
universal of all theological questions is given with the beginning of the saving history, the 
call of Abraham and Yahweh’s plan for history indicated therein, to bless ‘all the families of 
the earth’ through Abraham.”20

Abraham is the tenth in line from Noah, and Noah was the tenth in line from Adam. Our 
next unit will look at how with Abraham, God begins “the decisive implementation of the 
plan of God.”21

Reflection
What is the link between God’s promises in Genesis 12:1–3 and all that has 
happened in chapters 1–11? Does this affect your view of how Jesus fulfils the 
promises to Abraham?

19 Von Rad, G. Old Testament Theology: Vol.1, (SCM Press Ltd, 1975), 163.

20 ibid., 164.

21 Blocher, H. In the Beginning: the opening chapters of Genesis, (IVP, 1984),  211.


