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(Section II) 

ST EPHREM, COMMENTARY ON GENESIS, 

Section II (Genesis 2–3) 

 

Many of the themes in the Paradise Hymns find their best illustration in St Ephrem’s own prose commentary on 

Genesis, whose second section covers chapters 2–3 of that Biblical book. Even though the beginning and end of 

this section of the commentary cover topics not alluded to in the Paradise Hymns, it has seemed preferable to offer 

a complete translation of it, rather than a series of excerpts. 

1. After speaking about the Sabbath rest, and how God had blessed and sanctified this day, 

Scripture* returns to the narrative of the initial establishment of creation, this time passing 

over, with only a few words, things it had already spoken of* and recounting at greater length 

matters it had previously omitted. Thus it begins to describe the history of creation for a second 

time: “These are the generations of heaven and earth when they were created on the day that 

God made heaven and earth. None of the trees of the field was yet in existence, and the 

vegetation had not yet sprouted, seeing that He had not yet caused rain to fall on the earth, and 

Adam was not there to work on the earth. A fountain went up and irrigated the surface of the 

earth.”1 

2. You should realize, reader, that even though the days of creation were completed and 

Scripture had pronounced a blessing on the Sabbath day that had been sanctified and had 
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brought it to a close,1 it now reverts to narrating the very beginning of the acts of creation, even 

though the days of these acts had come to an end. 

“These are the generations of heaven and of earth,”2 that is to say, this is the narrative of the 

establishment of heaven and earth “on the day that the Lord made heaven and earth, for none 

of the trees of the field had yet come into being, and the vegetation had not sprouted.”3 It is 

quite true that these had not been created, seeing that these were made on the third day.4 

Now it was not without reason that Scripture introduced on the first day mention of things 

created on the third. 

3. For it says, “The trees were not in existence and the vegetation had not yet sprouted, seeing 

that the Lord had not caused rain to fall on the earth. A fountain went up from the earth to 

irrigate the surface of the earth.”1 Since everything was and is born through the interaction of 

water and earth, Scripture took care to indicate that trees and vegetation were not created at 

the same time as the earth, seeing that rain had not yet fallen. But after the great fountain of the 

great primordial deep had gone up and irrigated the entire surface of the earth, then, once the 

waters had been gathered together on the third day, the earth gave birth to all sorts of 

vegetation on the very same day. 

The waters over which the darkness had been spread on the first day are the same as those 

which issued from this fountain, covering, in a twinkling of an eye, the entire earth. This is the 

fountain which was opened up in the days of Noah, covering over all mountains on the earth. 

Now this fountain did not come up from under the earth, but from the earth, for it explicitly 

says “the fountain was coming up”—not from beneath the earth, but “from the earth.” That 

these waters in the earth do not precede the earth in time is testified by the fact that the earth 

carries them in its womb. 

So “the fountain went up from the earth,” as Scripture says, “and it irrigated the surface of the 

entire earth.” The earth then produced trees, vegetation and plants. It was not the case that 

God was unable to generate everything from the earth in any other way, but, because it was His 

will that the earth should give birth through the agency of water, He provided an initial 

beginning for this process, corresponding to the way in which it would be carried on until the 

end. 

4. Having spoken about what had been omitted and left untold on the first day, Scripture 

reverts to the description of Adam’s fashioning as follows: “And Adam was not there to work on 
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the earth.”1 Indeed he was not in existence during all the days prior to the sixth, because it was 

on the sixth day that he was created.2 

So on the sixth day “the Lord fashioned dust from the ground into Adam, and He breathed the 

breath of life into his nostrils, and Adam became a living being.”3 Although animals, cattle and 

birds came into being at the same moment that they received life, in Adam’s case God honored 

him in a variety of ways: first, because it is said that God “fashioned him with His hands and He 

breathed a soul into him”; He also gave him authority over Paradise and what is outside 

Paradise; and He wrapped him in glory* and gave him reason, thought and an awareness of the 

Majesty. 

5. Having spoken of the honored way in which Adam was fashioned, Scripture turns to describe 

Paradise and Adam’s introduction into it: “And the Lord planted Paradise in Eden of old, and 

He placed there Adam whom He had fashioned.”1 

Now Eden is the land of Paradise. By “of old”* Scripture means that He planted it on the third 

day; it explains this with the words “the Lord caused to sprout from the earth every kind of tree 

that is beautiful to look upon and good to eat”;2 and to show that this refers to Paradise, it says, 

“and the Tree of Life was in the midst of Paradise, and the Tree of Knowledge of good and 

evil.”3 

6. After having spoken of Paradise and the day on which it was planted, as well as the 

introduction into it of Adam, and the Tree of Life and its companion, Scripture turns to 

describe the river which goes out from its midst, and how it is divided up outside Paradise into 

four sources: “A river was issuing from Eden to irrigate Paradise.”1 Notice that here too it calls 

the delightful land of Paradise “Eden.” 

Had that river not first irrigated Paradise it would not have divided up into four sources outside 

it. I think it was perhaps for purposes of convenience that it was said to “irrigate,” seeing that 

the spiritual trees of Paradise do not require any irrigation by water. But if, despite their being 

spiritual, they nevertheless absorbed something of those blessed and spiritual waters there, I 

should not object to such an opinion. 
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The taste of the water of the four tributaries which flow from that river is not like the taste of 

the head of the source. For if water varies in taste in our countries, all of which are subject to 

the sentence of the curse, how much more would one expect the taste in the blessed land of 

Eden to be different from that of the land which was laid under the curse of the Just One as a 

result of Adam’s transgression? 

Now these four rivers are as follows: the Pishon, that is, the Danube;* the Gihon, that is, the 

Nile; the Tigris and the Euphrates. In between these we live. Even though the regions from 

which these flow are known, this does not apply to the head of the source; for Paradise is 

situated on a great height, and the rivers are swallowed up under the surrounding sea, 

descending as it were down a tall water pipe;* having passed through the ground beneath the 

sea and reached this earth, the earth then spouts forth with one of them in the West—the 

Danube, or Pishon—the Gihon in the South, and the Euphrates and Tigris in the North. 

7. Having spoken of Paradise and the rivers which issue from it and divide up, Scripture turns to 

speak of the entry of Adam into Paradise and the law which was laid down for him, as follows: 

“The Lord God took Adam and left him in the Paradise of Eden to till it [or worship Him] and 

keep [or guard] it.”1* 

With what did he till it, seeing that he had not agricultural implements? And how would he 

have been able to till it, seeing that he could not have managed it himself? And what would he 

have to clear from it, seeing that there were no thistles or thorns there? Again, how could he 

have guarded it, since he could not walk right around it? And from what was he guarding it, 

seeing that there was no thief trying to enter it? Now the barrier* which came into existence at 

the transgression of the commandment testified to the fact that no guard was required as long 

as the commandment was kept. 

So Adam had nothing to keep there except for the law which was laid down for him. Nor was 

any work entrusted to him apart from preserving the commandment that he had been given. 

But should someone say that he had these two things to do as well as the commandment, I 

would not oppose him. 
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8. Having spoken of the introduction of Adam into Paradise and the reason God brought him 

there, Scripture turns to describe the commandment which was laid down for him, as follows: 

“And the Lord God commanded Adam, saying: ‘You may indeed eat of all the trees in Paradise, 

but of the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat; for on the day you eat of it you 

will certainly die.’ ”1 

This commandment was a light one, for God had given him the whole of Paradise and held 

back from him but a single tree. If one tree sufficed for someone’s sustenance, and many trees 

were withheld from him, there would still be relief for his distress, seeing that there still existed 

food for his hunger. But where it is a case of God’s giving him many trees when one would have 

been sufficient, this means that if transgression takes place, it is not as a result of any real need, 

but because of contempt. So God withheld from him a single tree,* hedging it around with 

death, so that even if Adam were to fail to keep the law out of love for the Lawgiver, at least the 

fear of death that surrounded the tree would make him afraid of overstepping the law. 

9. Having spoken of Adam’s entry into Paradise and of the law that was laid down for him, 

Scripture turns to describe the names which he gave to the animals, as follows: “The Lord 

fashioned out of the earth all the wild animals and the birds of the sky; and He brought them to 

Adam to see what he would call them.”1 

They were not actually “fashioned,” for the earth produced the animals, and the water the 

birds.2 By saying “fashioned” Scripture wishes to indicate that all animals, reptiles, cattle and 

birds came into being as a result of the combining of earth and water. 

It says “He brought them to Adam” in order to indicate his wisdom, and also the peaceful state 

which existed between the animals and Adam prior to his transgressing the commandment. For 

they came to him as though to a loving shepherd, passing in front of him without any fear, flock 

after flock according to their species and varieties. They had no fear of him, nor were they in 

trepidation of one another; a herd of predators passed by, followed fearlessly by a group of the 

animals upon which they preyed. 

10. So Adam took care of the earth and became master of everything on this day, in accordance 

with the blessing he had received—for the word of the Creator had taken effect and his blessing 

had been fulfilled in actual fact. That very same day did he rule over everything; and even 

though Adam was quick to rebel against the Lord of all things, God did not just give him the 

authority over all things that He had promised him, but in addition He gave him the right to 

allocate names, something that He had not promised him. Now if He had done more for him 
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than what he had expected, how do you suppose He would have deprived him of what He had 

promised for any other reason than because he had sinned? 

If it were a case of someone giving just a small number of names, the remembering of these 

would be nothing out of the ordinary, but to allocate thousands of names all in a single short 

moment, and to avoid any duplication between the first ones and the last, this is something 

which surpasses human ability. For someone to specify a multitude of names for a multitude of 

species—reptiles, wild animals, domestic cattle and birds—is quite possible, but to avoid ever 

calling one species by the name of another is something that belongs to God—or to a human 

being to whom this ability has been given by God. If God gave Adam authority, made him share 

in the act of creation, wrapped him in glory, and gave him the Garden, what else should He 

have done for him so that he might keep the commandment, but did not do? 

11. After speaking about the fashioning of the animals and of the names they received, 

Scripture turns to describe Adam’s sleep and the rib which was removed from him, and how 

woman [or a wife] was established, in the following words: “For Adam there was to be found no 

helper who resembled himself.”1 Scripture calls Eve “helper,” seeing that, even if Adam had 

helpers among the animals and cattle, nevertheless a helper of his own kind would be useful to 

him. For Eve looked after things inside, caring for the sheep, oxen, herds, and flocks in the 

field; she also assisted him with the buildings and the sheepfolds, and with the crafts that he 

invented. For even though the animals were subject to him, they were unable to assist him in 

these sorts of things. For that reason God made him a helper who would take care of everything 

along with him. And indeed she did assist him in all sorts of ways. 

12. “The Lord cast a stillness on Adam and he slept; He took one of his ribs and closed up the 

flesh in its place. And the Lord made the rib that He had taken from Adam into a woman, and 

He brought her to Adam.”1 Now the man, who was wakeful,* anointed with radiance, and as yet 

ignorant of what sleep was, fell naked on the ground and slept. It is quite likely that he saw in 

his dream what was being done to him in waking life. 

Once the rib had been extracted in the twinkling of an eye, and God had closed up the flesh in 

the flicker of an eyelid, and the bare rib had been fashioned with all kinds of adornments and 

embellishments, God then took her and brought her to Adam who was both one and two: he 

was one because he was Adam, he was two because he was created male and female. 

13. Having spoken of the stillness, the extracted rib and the woman fashioned out of it who had 

been brought to him, Scripture describes how Adam said, “This time it is bone from my bone 

and flesh from my flesh; let her be called woman, for she is taken from man.”1 “This time” refers 
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to the fact that she came after the animals and did not resemble them. For they came into being 

from the earth, whereas she “is bone from my bones and flesh from my flesh.” He may have said 

this of her as though in prophecy, or he knew it was the case from the visionary dream he had 

seen, as we suggested above. 

Seeing that all species of animals had received from him a name on that very day, Adam did not 

call the rib that had been fashioned by her personal name “Eve,” but called her instead 

“woman,” the generic name applying to her entire kind. 

He said “a man shall leave his father and his mother and attach himself to his wife”2 so that they 

might be united and the two of them become one, without division, as they were originally. 

14. Following this it says, “The two of them were naked, but they were not ashamed.”1 It was 

not because they were ignorant of what shame was that they were not ashamed; for had they 

been infants,* as the pagans say, Scripture would not have said that “they were naked but were 

not ashamed,” nor would it have spoken of “Adam and his wife” had they not been adults. The 

names which Adam gave should convince us of his wisdom, and the fact that it says that “he was 

to work it and guard it” is to indicate his strength. Likewise, the law laid down for them is 

meant to testify to their adulthood—and the transgression of the law to testify to their 

arrogance. 

It was because of the glory in which they were wrapped that they were not ashamed. Once this 

had been taken away from them, after the transgression of the commandment, they were 

ashamed because they had been stripped of it, and the two of them rushed to the leaves in order 

to cover not so much their bodies as their shameful members. 

15. Having spoken of their naked state—which, because it was adorned with a heavenly 

raiment, was not shameful—Scripture turns to write about the astuteness of the serpent, as 

follows: “And the serpent was more astute than all the other wild animals that the Lord had 

made.”1 Now even though it was astute, it was only more astute than the dumb animals which 

are under the control of mankind: it had not yet, just by reason of its having surpassed the level 

of animals in its astuteness, been raised to the level of mankind. That irrational creature was 

only more astute than the cattle; that mindless serpent was only more crafty than other animals. 

For it is clear that the serpent did not have a human mind, seeing that it did not possess human 
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wisdom; whereas Adam, who surpassed the serpent in the way he was fashioned, by having a 

soul and an intellect, by his glory and by his location, clearly also infinitely surpassed the 

serpent in astuteness. For Adam, who had been set in authority and control over animals, was 

wiser than all the animals, and he who gave names to them all was certainly more astute than 

them all. For just as Israel could not look upon the face of Moses,2 neither were the animals able 

to look upon the radiance of Adam and Eve: at the time when they received names from him 

they passed in front of Adam with their eyes down, since their eyes were incapable of taking in 

his glory. So even though the serpent was more astute than the other animals, compared to 

Adam and Eve, who had authority over animals, it was foolish. 

16. Having spoken of the serpent’s astuteness, it turns to describe how the deceitful one came 

to Eve, as follows: “And the serpent said to the woman, ‘Did God really tell you not to eat of 

any of the trees of Paradise?’ ”1 On the matter of the serpent’s words: either Adam knew the 

serpent’s own language, or Satan spoke through it*; or the serpent asked the question mentally, 

and speech was granted it, or Satan asked God that speech should temporarily be granted to the 

serpent. 

Now the tempter’s words would not have caused the tempted pair to sin had not their greed 

abetted the tempter. And even if the tempter had not come, the Tree with all its beauty would 

have caused them a struggle with their greed. In other words, they used the serpent’s counsel as 

an excuse, for it was their own greed, which conformed with the serpent’s counsel and went 

beyond it, that brought harm upon them. 

17. For it says, “The woman saw that the Tree was good to eat, and was delightful to the eyes; 

and the Tree was enticing to look upon, and so she took some of its fruit and ate.”1 Now if she 

was overcome by the Tree’s beauty and by desire for its fruit, she was not overcome by the 

counsel that had entered her ear, seeing that she was defeated by the greed which issued from 

within herself. 

Seeing that a commandment had been laid down for the tempted pair, it was appropriate that 

the tempter should come momentarily. Now because God had given to Adam everything inside 

and outside Paradise through Grace, requiring nothing in return, either for his creation, or for 

the glory in which He had clothed him, nevertheless out of Justice He held back one tree from 

him to whom He had given, in Grace, everything in Paradise and on earth, in the air and in the 

seas. For when God created Adam, He did not make him mortal, nor did He fashion him as 

immortal; this was so that Adam himself, either through keeping the commandment, or by 

transgressing it, might acquire from this one of the trees whichever outcome he wanted. 
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God had created the Tree of Life and hidden it from Adam and Eve, first, so that it should not, 

with its beauty, stir up conflict with them and so double their struggle, and also because it was 

inappropriate that they should be observant of the commandment of Him who cannot be seen 

for the sake of a reward that was there before their eyes. 

Even though God had given them everything else out of Grace, He wished to confer on them, 

out of Justice, the immortal life which is granted through eating of the Tree of Life. He 

therefore laid down this commandment. Not that it was a large commandment, commensurate 

with the superlative reward that was in preparation for them; no, He only withheld from them a 

single tree, just so that they might be subject to a commandment. But He gave them the whole 

of Paradise, so that they would not feel any compulsion to transgress the law. 

18. Because a tempter was required, as I mentioned, Satan was not allowed to have one of the 

Watchers, or one of the Seraphim or Cherubim, sent to Adam for this purpose; nor was Satan 

allowed to come to Adam in the Garden in human appearance, or in the divine appearance in 

which he came to our Lord on the mountain.1 Nor did any of the huge and renowned animals, 

such as Behemoth or Leviathan, come; nor did any of the other animals, or any of the ritually 

clean cattle, lest some excuse might be found by [or for] the transgressors of the 

commandment. Instead, a mere serpent was allowed to come to them, which, even if it was 

astute, was nevertheless utterly despised and despicable. 

Moreover, when the serpent came, it did not do so performing any signs, or even fashioning 

some false apparition; no, it came just by itself in its mean state, with downcast eyes seeing that 

it was unable to look upon the radiance of her who was being tempted by this creature. Out of 

fear it did not go to Adam, but went instead to Eve, in order quickly to get her to eat of the Tree 

from which she had been told not to eat. And this was when she had not yet tasted of the 

thousands and ten thousands of other trees that had been granted her. And the reason for her 

not having tasted them was not because she was fasting; rather, hunger had not yet gained any 

hold over her, for she had only just been created at that very time. 

The entire reason the serpent was not prevented from coming hastily was because the serpent’s 

very haste worked against the serpent. For it was the moment that Eve had been created, and 

she did not yet know what hunger was; and up to now she had not been tormented by any 

struggle over the Tree’s beauty. So, because she was not hungry and was not struggling with the 

Tree, the serpent was not prevented from becoming a tempter. 

If she had vanquished it in a momentary fight, in a struggle lasting but a short time, the 

serpent—and he who was in the serpent—would still have received the punishment which in 

the event they received, while she and her husband would have eaten of the Tree of Life and 

lived forever; with the promised life that they would have acquired through Justice, they would 

also have had, through Justice, everything that previously they had been given through Grace. 
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So the tempter made haste to come, and was not prevented. This was so that they might realize 

that he was the tempter, by the fact that the tempter came at the same time as the 

commandment, and in this way they would be wary of his deceitfulness. He who was unable to 

provide himself with even a small reputation came along and gave them momentous counsel. 

19. Satan, who was in the serpent, spoke through the serpent to the woman: “Did God really 

say that you should not eat of any of the trees of Paradise?”1 It is right that we should realize 

that, had they been commanded not to eat of any of the trees, as the serpent said, it would have 

been a big commandment. Whereas in fact they were commanded exactly the opposite, as it 

were, no commandment at all seeing that it was so small and had been given only temporarily, 

until the tempter had gone away from them. 

Now Eve replied, saying to the serpent, “From the fruits of the trees in Paradise we may eat, but 

from the fruits of the Tree in the middle of Paradise He told us not to eat and not to approach 

it, lest we die.”2 The serpent, and he who was in the serpent, having heard that all the trees of 

Paradise had been provided for fruit, and only one had been withheld from them, supposed 

themselves to be wrapped in shame, seeing that there was no opportunity for counseling 

disobedience. 

20. Accordingly, the tempter observed the commandment of God the giver of commandments, 

how not only had they been forbidden to eat of it, but they were not to approach it at all; and he 

realized that God had forewarned them away from seeing the Tree, lest they be captivated by 

its beauty. So, luring Eve to look at it, he said, “It is not the case that you will die, for God 

knows that the day you eat of these fruits your eyes will be opened, and you will become like 

God, knowing good and evil.”1 Now Eve omitted to look carefully at the serpent’s words, at 

how the tempter had said exactly the opposite of what had been uttered by God; and she failed 

to answer him back and say, “How can my eyes be opened, seeing that they are not closed?” 

and “How will I know the difference between good and evil by eating the fruit, seeing that I 

already know this before eating it?” But she neglected everything that she should have said in 

opposition to the serpent, and, just as the serpent had desired, she raised her eyes from the 

serpent in front of her and gazed at the Tree she had been commanded not to approach. Now 

the serpent kept quiet, for it already perceived her guilt. For it was not so much the counsel that 

had entered her ear that lured her on to eat of the Tree, but rather her gaze, which she had 

focused on the Tree, enticed her to pluck and eat some of its fruit. 

She could very well have said to the serpent, “If I cannot see, how is it that I see everything that 

is to be seen? And if I do not know the difference between good and evil, how could I discern 

whether your counsel is good or evil? How would I know that divinity was good and the 

opening of the eyes an excellent thing, and whence would I recognize that death is evil? But all 
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this is available to me; so why have you come to me? Your coming to us bears witness that we 

possess these very things; for with the sight that I have, and with the ability to distinguish what 

is good from what is evil that I possess, I will test your counsel. If I already have the things 

which you have promised, where is all this cunning of yours which has failed to hide your 

deception?” 

She did not say these things whereby she might have defeated the serpent, but instead she fixed 

her gaze on the Tree, thereby hastening her own defeat. Thus, following her desire and enticed 

by the divinity which the serpent had promised her, she ate furtively, away from her husband. 

Only subsequently did she give it to her husband, and he ate with her. Because she had believed 

the serpent, she ate first, imagining that she would return clothed in divinity to her husband 

whom she had left as a woman. She hastily ate before her husband so that she might become 

head over her head, and that she might be giving orders to him from whom she received orders, 

seeing that she had become senior in divinity to Adam to whom she was junior in humanity. 

21. When she had eaten, she neither grew nor shrank; nor did she acquire enlightenment. For 

she did not receive the divinity she had been looking to, nor did she find the enlightenment that 

brings one to Paradise. She took the fruit to her husband and, with many entreaties, got him to 

eat it—though it is not written that she entreated him.1 

Having once eaten, Eve did not die as God had said, nor did she find divinity, as the serpent had 

said. For had she been exposed, Adam would have been afraid and would not have eaten, in 

which case, even though he would not have been guilty in that he did not eat, yet he would not 

have been victorious either, seeing that he would not have been tempted. It would have been 

the exposing of his wife that would have restrained him from eating rather than love for, or fear 

of, Him who gave the commandment. It was so that Adam might for a moment be tempted by 

Eve’s blandishments—just as she had been by the counsel of the serpent—that she had 

approached and eaten, but had not been exposed. 

22. Once Eve had enticed Adam and gotten him to eat, Scripture says that “the eyes of the two 

of them were opened and they knew that they were naked.”1 So their eyes were opened, not 

that they might become like God, as the serpent had said, but that they might see their own 

exposure, just as the enemy had hoped. For their eyes had thus been both open and closed: 

open, in that they could see everything; but closed, in that they did not see either the Tree of 

Life or their own exposure. 

The enemy was envious* for this reason too, because they surpassed everything on earth in 

possessing glory and reason, and eternal life which is provided by the Tree of Life was promised 

to them alone. Thus the enemy was envious of Adam and Eve both for what they had and for 
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what they were to receive; accordingly, he plotted against them and in the course of a 

momentary struggle he took from them what they should not have lost even if it meant a great 

struggle. 

23. For had the serpent been rejected, along with the sin, they would have eaten of the Tree of 

Life, and the Tree of Knowledge would not have been withheld from them any longer; from the 

one they would have acquired infallible knowledge, and from the other they would have 

received immortal life. They would have acquired divinity* in humanity; and had they thus 

acquired infallible knowledge and immortal life they would have done so in this body. 

Thus by what it promised, the serpent annulled what they were to have had: it made them 

think that they would receive this by transgressing the commandment, thus effecting that they 

would not receive it as a result of keeping the commandment. It withheld divinity from them by 

means of the divinity which it promised them, and it brought about that those, to whom it had 

promised enlightenment from the Tree of Knowledge, should not have their eyes illumined by 

the Tree of Life, as promised. 

Now had they been willing to repent after transgressing the commandment, even though they 

would not have received what they had possessed prior to their transgression, nevertheless they 

would have escaped from the curses pronounced over the earth and over themselves. For the 

whole reason for God’s delay in coming down to them was in case they might rebuke one 

another and so, when the Judge did come to them, they might ask for mercy. The serpent’s 

arrival was not delayed, so that their temptation at the beautiful sight of the Tree might not be 

too great. The Judge, on the other hand, did delay in coming to them, in order to give them an 

opportunity to prepare a plea. However, the haste on the part of the tempter did not help them, 

even though this haste was designed to help them; nor did they profit from the Judge’s delay, 

even though His delay, too, was intended for that very purpose. 

24. “And they heard the sound [or voice] of the Lord as He walked in Paradise at the turn of the 

day; and they hid themselves from the Lord’s presence among the trees in Paradise.”1 

It was not just by the patience that He showed toward them that He wanted to help them, but 

He also wanted the sound of His footsteps to assist them; for He caused His silent footsteps to 

make a noise so that, at the noise, they might prepare to make supplication before Him who 

issued the sound. When, however, they failed to appear before Him with supplication, either as 

a result of His delay or because of the sound that had been sent forth in advance of Him, God 

then went on to employ the sound of His lips, just as He had used the sound of His footsteps, 

saying “Where are you, Adam?”2 But instead of confessing his wrong and asking mercy before 
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sentence was pronounced over him, Adam said, “I heard the sound of You in Paradise and I was 

afraid, for I saw that I was naked and so I hid myself.”3 

The sound of feet which went before the God who was about to be revealed to Adam and Eve 

in punishment prefigured the voice of John* who was to come before the Son, holding a 

winnowing fan in his hands as he cleans his threshing floors, about to burn the chaff in fire and 

clean the wheat in order to bring it into his storehouses.4 

25. “I heard the sound of You and I hid myself.”1 When had you heard the sound of Him as you 

do now? For you did not hear His sound when He fashioned you and brought you into 

Paradise, nor when He cast a stillness upon you and extracted your rib, constructing and 

bringing to you a wife. If it is only just recently that you have heard the sound of Him, you 

should realize even now that this sound of footsteps was made in order that your lips might 

make supplication. Speak to Him before He questions you about the coming of the serpent and 

about your and Eve’s transgression, in case the confession of your lips might absolve you of the 

sin of eating the fruit which your fingers plucked. 

But they failed to confess anything about what they had done; instead, they told the 

Omniscient what had happened to them. 

26. “Where are you, Adam? In the state of divinity which the serpent promised you? Or subject 

to death which I pronounced over you, should you look to the fruits? 

Now suppose, Adam, that instead of the utterly despicable serpent there had come to you an 

angel, or another divine being, would it have been right for you to despise the command of Him 

who gave you all these things and instead to listen to the counsel of one who had not yet in 

actual fact performed anything good for you? Would you consider as evil Him who fashioned 

you out of nothing and made you a second god over creation, instead holding to be good one 

who had merely with words promised you some advantage? And if it would not be right for you 

to be deceived by the counsel of some other god, were he to come to you with a show of force, 

how much more so when it is a serpent that has come to you, without any mighty acts or 

miracles, but with only the bare words which it addressed to you? You have held your God to 

be false and your deceiver to be true; you have broken faith with your Benefactor who put you 

in authority over everything, and you have believed that deceiver who has cunningly managed 

to take away your authority completely.” 

Had the serpent been prevented from coming to tempt Adam, the people who today complain 

about its having come would be complaining about its having been prevented from coming; for 
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they would be saying that the serpent—who in fact came so that Adam might acquire eternal 

life by means of a short-lived temptation—had been prevented from doing so out of envy. And 

those who now say that Adam would never have gone astray if the serpent had not come would 

instead be saying that had the serpent come, Adam would not have gone astray. For, just as 

they imagine that they are doing well by saying, “Had the serpent not come, Adam and Eve 

would not have gone astray,” all the more so would they imagine that they did well by saying, 

“Had the serpent come, it would not have led Adam and Eve astray.” Indeed, who would ever 

have believed it, had it not actually happened, that Adam should have listened to a serpent or 

Eve been won over by a reptile! 

27. “I heard the sound of You, and I was afraid and hid myself.”1 Because Adam omitted what 

was requisite and instead said something that was not required—for instead of confessing what 

he had done, which would have benefited him, he related what had happened to him, which 

did not benefit him—God said to him, “Who showed you that you are naked? You have eaten of 

the Tree from which I commanded you not to eat.2 You have seen your own nakedness with the 

help of the vision which the Tree bestowed upon you—the same that had promised you a 

glorious vision of divinity.” 

Once again Adam failed to confess his fault, laying the blame on the woman who was like him: 

“The woman with whom you provided me gave me of the Tree and I ate.3 I myself did not 

approach the Tree, nor was it my hand which presumed to stretch out for the fruit.” This is why 

the Apostle too says, “Adam himself did not sin, but Eve transgressed the commandment.”4 

But if He gave you a wife, Adam, He gave her as a helper and not as a harmer, as someone who 

receives instructions, rather than as one who gives orders. 

28. When Adam was unwilling to confess his fault, God went down to Eve with a question, 

saying to her, “What is this that you have done?”1 Eve, too, instead of making supplication with 

tears and taking the fault upon herself in the hope that pardon might come upon herself and her 

husband, answered back, not saying, “The serpent counseled me” or “enticed me,” but simply, 

“The serpent deceived me and I ate.”2 

29. When the two of them had been questioned and found to be lacking in contrition or valid 

excuse, God descended to the serpent, not with a question, but with a punishment. For where 

there was a possibility of repentance He made use of questions, but with a creature that is alien 

to repentance He employed a sentence of judgment. And you should realize that the serpent 
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cannot repent from the fact that, when God said to it, “Because you have done this you are 

more cursed than all cattle,”1 it did not say “I did not do it” because it was afraid to lie, nor did it 

say “I did it,” because it was alien to repentance. 

“You are more cursed than all cattle because you deceived those who have authority over all 

cattle; and instead of being more astute than all other animals you shall be more cursed than all 

other animals, and you shall go about on your belly because you brought pangs upon 

womankind. And you shall eat dust all the days of your life2 because you deprived Adam and 

Eve of the food of the Tree of Life. And I will place enmity between you and the woman, and 

between your seed and her seed3 because by your fraudulent show of love you deceived and 

subjected both her and her children to death.” 

He then indicates the nature of the enmity which was placed between the serpent and the 

woman, between its seed and hers, saying, “It shall tread upon your head—which wanted to 

escape from subjugation to her seed—and you will strike it, not in its organ of hearing, but in its 

heel.”4 

30. Now even though the sentence imposed on the serpent was justly decreed—for punishment 

reverts to where the crime originated—nevertheless the full reason God began with this 

despicable creature was so that Adam and Eve might become afraid and repent while Justice 

was appeasing its anger on the serpent: then there would be an opportunity for Grace to hold 

them back from Justice’s curses. When the serpent had been cursed, however, and Adam and 

Eve still did not ask forgiveness, God then came with punishment. He came to Eve, since it was 

by her hand that the sin had been handed over to Adam. Thus he decreed as follows against 

Eve: “I will greatly multiply your pains and your conceptions, and you shall give birth to 

children with pangs.”1 

Even though she would have given birth to children anyway—seeing that she had received the 

blessing of childbirth along with all creatures—nevertheless she would not have given birth to 

many children, because those whom she bore would have remained immortal. And she would 

have been spared the pangs of birthgiving, the anguish of their upbringing and the lamentations 

at their deaths. 
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“And you shall turn to your husband”—to be counseled, and not to counsel—“and he shall have 

authority over you”2—since you imagined that by eating the fruit you would from then onward 

have authority over him. 

31. After He had decreed concerning Eve and repentance failed to spring up in Adam, He then 

turned to him as well in punishment, saying, “Because you listened to the voice of your wife 

and were wheedled into eating of the Tree from which I told you not to eat, cursed is the earth 

because of you.”1 

Although it was the earth, which had not done wrong, which was smitten instead of Adam, who 

had done wrong, nevertheless it was Adam, who is subject to suffering, whom He caused to 

suffer by means of the curse on the earth, which is not subject to suffering; for it was because of 

the earth’s being cursed that Adam, who had not been directly cursed, was cursed. Thus he did 

not escape punishment at the curse which the earth received, for God decreed concerning him 

too, as follows: “With pains shall you eat of it all the days of your life—that is, after breaking the 

commandment, though you would have eaten of it without any pains had the commandment 

been kept. Thorns and thistles will it bring forth after the sin, things which it would not have 

brought forth had there been no sin. You shall eat herbage of the field, because through your 

wife’s slight enticement you have rejected Paradise’s delectable fruits. With the sweat of your 

face will you eat bread, because it did not please you to enjoy yourself without any toil in the 

delights of the Garden. All this will be your portion until you return to the earth whence you 

were taken, seeing that you despised the commandment which, at the very present moment, 

might have given you eternal life, by means of the fruit of the Tree of Life which you would 

have been permitted to eat. Since you originate from dust and you forgot yourself, you shall 

return to your dust and your true being shall be recognized through your low estate.”2 

32. Even Satan, who was created within these six days along with the womb to which he 

belonged, was fair until the sixth day, just as Adam and Eve were fair up to the time they 

transgressed the commandment. Now Satan, who had become Satan in secret on this day, was 

also secretly sentenced and condemned the same day; for God did not wish to make known his 

judgment in the presence of the pair who were not aware of his having tempted them—the 

woman said “It was the serpent,” and not Satan, “who led me astray.” So Satan was judged 

secretly, and in him all his hosts were condemned. For since the sin was so great, and any one of 

them alone would have been too insignificant for the punishment—just as birth pangs were 

decreed for Eve along with her daughters, and pains and death for Adam and his children, and 

for the serpent it was decreed that it and all its seed should be trampled—so it was decreed 

against Satan who was in the serpent that he should go to the fire along with all his hosts. For in 
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the New Testament our Lord revealed what had been hidden in the old, when he said, 

“Concerning the judgment of the ruler of this world, he is judged,” that is, he is condemned.1 

33. Having spoken of the punishment which the tempter and those tempted received, Scripture 

describes how “the Lord made garments of skin* for Adam and Eve, and clothed them.”1 

Whether these garments were from the skins of animals, or whether they were specially 

created, like the thorn bushes and thistles which were created after the other works of creation 

had been completed, seeing that it is said that “the Lord made … and clothed them,” it seems 

likely that when their hands were laid upon their leaves they found themselves clothed with 

garments made of skin. Or were, perhaps, some animals killed before them, so that they could 

nourish themselves with their flesh, cover up their nakedness with their skins, and in their 

deaths see the death of their own bodies? 

34. Having finished this it says, “Behold, Adam has become like one of us, knowing good and 

evil.”1 By saying that “he has become like one of us,” Scripture also revealed symbolically 

something about the Trinity.* But at the same time God was actually addressing Adam 

ironically, seeing that Adam had been told, “you will become like God, knowing good and evil.” 

However, although Adam and Eve became aware of both these things from eating the fruit, 

prior to the fruit they were in practice only aware of the good, hearing about evil by report, but 

after eating it there was a change, so that they only heard by report of the good, whereas they 

tasted evil in practice. For the glory in which they had been wrapped left them, and the pains 

which had previously been kept away from them now dominated them. 

                                                        
1 John 16:11. 

* the phrase gave rise to a great deal of speculation, and a number of very different explanations were put 
forward, notably: 

1. The Hebrew word was read as ’wr, “light,” instead of ‘wr, “skin,” and the verse was taken to refer 
to the pre-Fall state (i.e. “God had made”). This is found in some early Jewish texts and it is the source of the 
phrases “robe of light/glory,” so common in Syriac writers (see Introduction). A variant on this interpretation, 
found in the Jewish Targums, takes the “garments of glory” to refer to Adam’s priestly garments which he took 
from Paradise. 

2. The garments were indeed of animal skin (a possibility which Ephrem envisages), but the 
implication that an animal had previously been killed led some to suppose that: 

3. the “skin” was in fact the bark from trees. This view was adopted by many later Syriac writers, 
basing themselves on Theodore of Mopsuestia. 

4. The “garments of skin” were taken by some (notably Origen) to refer to the human body, 
implying that the pre-Fall body had been of a different order. 

1 Gen. 3:21. 

1 Gen. 3:22. 

* Ephrem, in common with most of the Fathers, understands passages where God speaks in the first 
person plural (such as Gen. 3:22) as pointing to the Trinity. 



35. “And now, lest he stretch out his hand and take from the fruit of the Tree of Life as well, and 

eat it and live for ever …”1 For if he had the audacity to eat of the Tree of which he was 

commanded not to eat, how much the more would he make a dash for the Tree concerning 

which he had received no commandment? But because it had been decreed against them that 

they should exist in toil and sweat, in pains and pangs, God, who when they were still free from 

the curse and clothed in glory was prepared to give them immortal life, now that they were 

clothed in the curse, kept them back from eating of the Tree of Life, lest by eating of it and 

living forever, they would have to remain in a life of pain for eternity. 

God’s intention, then, was that this life-giving gift, which they would have received from the 

Tree of Life, might not be turned to misery and actually harm them even more than what they 

had acquired through the Tree of Knowledge. For from the Tree of Knowledge they had 

acquired temporal pains, whereas the Tree of Life would have made those pains eternal. From 

the Tree of Knowledge they had acquired death which would release them from the bonds of 

their pains, whereas the Tree of Life would have made them entombed all their lives, leaving 

them forever tortured by their pains. So it was that God kept them back from the Tree of Life, 

for it was not appropriate, either that a life of delight should be provided in the land of curses, 

or that eternal life should be found in the transient world. 

Had they eaten, however, one of two things would have happened: either the sentence of death 

would have been proved false, or the life-giving characteristic of the Tree of Life would have 

been proved not to be genuine. In order, therefore, that the sentence of death might not be 

annulled, and the life-giving characteristic of the Tree might not be proved false, God kept 

Adam at a distance from it, lest he suffer loss from the Tree of Life as well, just as he had already 

been harmed by the Tree of Knowledge. 

God now sends him “to work the earth from which he had been taken,”2 so that he who had 

been harmed by the ease in the Garden might be benefited by toil on the earth. 

36. At his departure from Paradise it says that God “caused a cherub and a sharp revolving 

sword to go round, to the east of the Garden of Eden, to protect the way to the Tree of Life.”1 

The barrier was thus a living one, which of its own accord went around guarding the way to the 

Tree of Life from anyone who audaciously wanted to pluck its fruit; for it would kill with its 

sharp sword any mortal who came to steal for himself immortal life.1 
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