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 “Heights and Depths of Man” (Genesis 2:7-17) 

Genesis 1 gives us a general chronology of God’s creation of this world from a “wide-angle” 
panoramic lens. Now in chapter two we zoom in and are given more specific details about that 
creation. In particular, the creation of man is more comprehensively outlined in the second 
chapter. These details prepare the reader to understand the crucial events of chapter 3.  

Man is not descended from animals, but he is the unique and special creation of a 
sovereign God. That provides intrinsic worth and value to every man. Evolution, by contrast, 
removes that uniqueness and robs man of the privilege of being created in God’s image. The 
evolutionist degrades man. He leaves man with an identity crisis, where he does not know who  
he is and why  he is here. If you discard the truth of the special creation of man, you will have a 
different way to view human life. Flowing from such an erroneous worldview, will be all kinds of 
wrong and misguided thoughts and actions, as man then has no objective purpose in life, no 
hope for the future, and no fixed absolutes to guide his life. Consequently, he believes that he 
lives simply for his own ends and for the present only. Such people reason, “let us eat and drink; for 
to morrow we die” (1 Cor. 15:32).  

History reveals the danger in such an approach. Any society that tries to remove the 
existence of God from their thinking will lead to disaster. John Calvin explains that there is “no 
nation so barbarous, no people so savage, that they have not a deep-seated conviction that there 
is a God.”  
 
And the  LORD God formed man o f  the  dus t  o f  the  ground,  and brea thed in to  h i s  nos t r i l s  the  brea th o f  l i f e ;  

and man became a l i v ing  sou l .  (v7)  

 
Genesis 1 taught us that man is made uniquely in the image of God, which distinguishes him 
from every other living creature. That does not mean that there are no similarities between man 
and the animal world. We are told here that, “the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground.” In 
the NT the apostle reiterates this, “The first man is of the earth, earthy” (1 Cor. 15:47). These “earthy” 
building blocks of life identifies us with the other animals, as “out of the ground the LORD God 
formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air” (v19). Every living creature on the earth is 
created from the same basic chemical elements. Modern science confirms this fact, which the 
Bible revealed thousands of years ago.  

It should be noted that God is active here. The Master Potter shaped man from “the dust 
of the ground.” This implies a personal, delicate, interested, and intelligent touch. He did not sit 
back and simply observe man evolving from some pre-existing creature. Man’s appearance did 
not evolve from incremental stages of animate development. There is no hint of mutation or a 
struggle of the survival of the fittest! Stedman notes, 

 
Here is a wonderfully condensed account of some tremendously significant things. I do 
not think we need to quibble over just how God formed the body of man. Did He pile 
dirt together, wet it with water to make a kind of a mud-statue, and then breathe life into 
it? No one knows. Certainly when we consider the miracle of conception and birth, when 
two tiny, almost invisible, cells meet together and begin to grow and divide under a rigid 
interlock of controls, developing at last into a human being such as we see ourselves to 
be, we need not ask about the ability of God to make man in his own remarkable way. 
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Even today, we can marvel at the wisdom and skill of the Creator when we look at the 
amazing design in man. For instance, science allows us now to understand more of the molecular 
structure. Inside each of our 100 trillion cells there is coiled 2 metres of DNA which weighs 
about 6 trillionths of a gram. The information content in DNA of one cell of the three billion 
codes of the human genome is equivalent to more than 75,000 copies of the Straits Times 
newspaper. Bill Gates stated that: “DNA is like a software program, only much more complex 
than anything we’ve devised.” These facts are revealed not to make us proud, but to lead us to 
praise our Creator, “I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvellous are thy works; and 
that my soul knoweth right well” (Psa. 139:14). 

The fact that we are made from the same basic elements of life as the animals should 
have a humbling effect on man. This was not special dust lest we should be full of pride. Indeed, 
the constituent elements of man, if broken down and sold off on the open market, would be 
worth just a few dollars today. Matthew Henry observes, “He was not made of gold-dust, 
powder of pearl, or diamond dust, but common dust, dust of the ground.” Abraham was 
humbled before God as he contemplated this truth, “Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto 
the LORD, which am but dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27).  

The fact of our humble origins should remind us to be balanced in our judgment of man. 
Man is a combination of what is low and what is high. We are different from the animals as we 
are made in the image of God, but we are not God as we are made from the same raw material 
as the animals! Every time we look in the mirror we see a “Dust-Man.” Lest we be tempted to 
despise others, we need to remind ourselves that we are all made from the same lump of dust. 
There is no “special dust” people on the planet.  

We are also told that man is not simply a material entity. After his physical body was 
made from the dust, the Lord “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” 
This conveys the clear idea that man has a transcendent, immeasurable part of his being that is 
provided only by God. The metaphor of shared breath here also suggests the correspondence 
between man and God. This is the “breath of life.” Man is more than a mere physical body.  

Now, because God sovereignly provides life, He has the sovereign right and power to 
remove it at any time. Man lives in fear of this truth, as “Thou hidest thy face, they are troubled: thou 
takest away their breath, they die, and return to their dust” (Psa. 104:29). When God removes it, no man 
can bring it back. Man cannot sustain his life no matter how educated, wealthy or powerful he is. 
That is why irrespective of what chemicals are used by the greatest of medical minds to try to 
revive a “material” corpse they cannot create life. Bodily decomposition sets in immediately life 
leaves the body, as we return to the dust we came from. But the life of the soul has departed to 
another place. The Bible constantly warns us not to boast of the future, as the life is not in our 
hands.  
 

Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be 
broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern. Then shall the dust return to 
the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it. (Eccl. 12:6-7) 

 
God can withdraw the life at any moment and the body will just return to the dust it came from. 
That is a truth we must all live in constant remembrance concerning.	  	  
 

And the  LORD God p lanted  a  garden eas tward in  Eden;  and there  he  put  the  man whom he had formed.  

And out  o f  the  ground made the  LORD God to  grow every  t r e e  that  i s  p l easant  to  the  s i gh t ,  and good for  
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f ood ;  the  t r e e  o f  l i f e  a l so  in  the  mids t  o f  the  garden ,  and the  t r ee  o f  knowledge  o f  good and ev i l .  And a r iv er  

went  out  o f  Eden to  water  the  garden ;  and f rom thence  i t  was par t ed ,  and became in to  four  heads .  The name 

o f  the  f i r s t  i s  P ison :  that  i s  i t  whi ch  compasse th  the  who le  land o f  Havi lah ,  where  there  i s  go ld ;  And the  go ld  

o f  that  land i s  good :  there  i s  bde l l ium and the  onyx s tone .  And the  name o f  the  s e cond r iv er  i s  Gihon:  the  

same i s  i t  that  compasse th  the  who le  land o f  Ethiop ia .  And the  name o f  the  th i rd  r iv er  i s  Hiddeke l :  that  i s  i t  

whi ch goe th  toward the  eas t  o f  Assyr ia .  And the  four th  r iv er  i s  Euphrate s .  And the  LORD God took the  

man,  and put  h im in to  the  garden o f  Eden to  dres s  i t  and to  keep  i t .  (v8-15) 

 

Man is the vice-regent and tenant in God’s earth. As sovereign Creator, God has the right to 
decree Adam’s role there. Adam was to live on God’s terms. The Lord ordained a purposeful 
and active function for man in his pre-fallen state. Adam did not decide where he should live and 
what he should do, but God appointed both for him, “And the LORD God took the man, and put 
him into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it.” This work would not be the same intensity as the 
labour required by man to work the ground after the curse. The curse brought thorns and thistles 
so that man would have to sweat in his toil (cf. Gen. 3:18).  

We are not told exactly what this dressing and keeping of the garden was. We know that 
Adam was permitted and encouraged to eat of all the fruit of the trees save one. So the labour 
Adam did could have involved some selective pruning of the plants and trees to allow them to be 
more fruitful. Additional to this physical labour, the Lord gave Adam a task using primarily his 
mental faculties in naming the animals (v19-20). This was no insignificant job, as to name all the 
animals means that you effectively classify them by understanding their behaviour and function. 
Boice points out that meant that Adam was “the first and greatest of all biologists and botanists.” 
He was certainly far from some half-evolved cave man! 

So man was given primarily physical and primarily tasks to do by God. Both physical 
labour and mental labour are legitimate and equally dignified ways of earning a living. Just like 
Adam, we are called to work and to do it with a heart motivated to do it for God’s glory (cf. Col. 
3:17). Matthew Henry reminds us, “As we are not allowed to be idle in this world, and to do 
nothing, so we are not allowed to be wilful, and do what we please.” 
 

And the  LORD God commanded the  man,  say ing ,  Of every  t r e e  o f  the  garden thou mayes t  f r e e l y  ea t :  But  o f  

the  t r e e  o f  the  knowledge  o f  good and ev i l ,  thou sha l t  no t  ea t  o f  i t :  f o r  in  the  day  that  thou ea te s t  thereo f  thou 

sha l t  sure ly  d i e .  (v16-17) 

 
God freely and graciously bestowed many privileges on Adam. He gave him beauty and bounty 
there, “Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat.” Everything Adam needed was available in 
abundance. Eden was paradise for him to delight and enjoy. However, with these wonderful 
privileges came obligations. Eden was not to be a place of unrestricted pleasure. The Lord gave a 
moral command to man in that garden, “But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not 
eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.” This was a test of probation. The test 
would be centred around two trees planted there by God – the “tree of life” and the “tree of 
knowledge of good and evil.”  Eating from the tree of life conferred immortality and eating from the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil would bring death. Dr Alan Cairns summarises, 
 

Clearly, Adam’s state at creation was one of probation. He was holy, but he was not 
unchangeably confirmed in holiness. He was given every advantage by the manner in 
which he was created, but he was not infallibly determined by God’s sustaining power to 
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continue holy. He was left to the freedom of his own will and was placed under the 
covenant of works… 
So there are things Adam must do, “to dress it and to keep it” and things he is allowed to 

do, “Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat” and things he is not permitted to do, “But of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it.” This was not an onerous burden on Adam. 
He could freely enjoy every other tree in the garden, save for this one. His possibilities were 
almost endless.  

This “tree of knowledge of good and evil” would perpetually remind Adam and his posterity 
that God alone is the sovereign ruler of this world and His commandments must be obeyed. 
Man is not morally autonomous to decide what is right and wrong. God’s commandments are 
good obligations and are for man’s benefit. They are not burdensome, as “His commandments are 
not grievous” (1 John 5:3). 
 
COVENANT OF WORKS 
 
Theologians call these obligations given to Adam the “Covenant of Works.” The Westminster 
Confession defines it, 
 

The first covenant made with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was promised 
to Adam; and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obedience. 
(WCF - VII, 2) 

 
A covenant is an agreement between two or more parties to govern their relationship in which 
the obligations are mutually binding. Here the parties in this Covenant of Works are: (1) God (2) 
Adam. The obligations were that man was forbidden from eating of the “tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil.” The implied promise of perfect and perpetual obedience was life to Adam and his 
descendants, but the explicit penalty of disobedience was death, “for in the day that thou eatest thereof 
thou shalt surely die.” To eat the forbidden fruit would be effectively a “Declaration of 
Independence” from the rule of God in the universe. That penalty would immediately come 
from an act of disobedience, “in the day.”  

One of the basic principles of life is that obedience to God’s commandments brings 
blessing, whereas disobedience results in judgment. Man’s nature was perfect and his 
environment was perfect. God gave him every advantage. So there was no excuse for man to 
disobey God’s perfect commandments.  
 
COVENANT OF GRACE 
 
When Adam tragically fell he disobeyed the Covenant of Works. The consequences of death 
then affected his posterity, as Adam was the federal head representing all of humanity in Eden. 
So all of Adam’s posterity sinned in Adam in the Fall. Paul explains this federal connection, 
“Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for 
that all have sinned” (Rom. 5:12). As a consequence, all of humanity participated in Adam’s fall and 
both the guilt and penalty of his sin was imputed or transmitted to us. This brought sin, death 
and misery to us. As the Shorter Catechism states,  
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The covenant being made with Adam, not only for himself, but for his posterity; all 
mankind, descending from him by ordinary generation, sinned in him, and fell with him, in 
his first transgression. (Q16, emphasis added) 

 
Now all the descendants of Adam by the Fall were rendered unable to fulfill the 

Covenant of Works, as “There is none righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10).  So God in mercy and 
grace instituted another covenant known as the “Covenant of Grace.” This was also by God’s 
sovereign decree. He was not forced to do so or advised to do so by man. This Covenant of 
Grace was between the Persons of the Godhead. God Himself would have to provide the work 
required to fulfill the conditions of this covenant. God the Father covenanted with Jesus Christ 
as the federal head of a new race as the “last Adam.” Jesus Christ agreed to perfectly fulfill the 
law and give His life as a ransom for many (John 10:17-18).  

The first Adam failed to obey God’s perfect law but the last Adam would keep it all 
perfectly in His earthly life. This life of perfect obedience established a perfect righteousness 
before God. Paul explains this, “Therefore as by the offence of one judgment came upon all men to 
condemnation; even so by the righteousness of one the free gift came upon all men unto justification of life. For as by 
one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one shall many be made righteous” (Rom. 
5:18-19). 

Jesus Christ not only positively fulfilled the law but also negatively received the penalty 
of the law for our sins. This meant that the benefits of Christ’s perfect obedience to the 
obligations of God’s perfect law could now be transmitted to those who are adopted into His 
new race in salvation. The perfect righteousness Christ established by His life and death can now 
be imputed or credited to us by grace, which is received by faith alone. In return, God imputed 
our sin to Jesus Christ making Him liable for the penalty of it, “For He hath made Him to be sin for 
us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21). The 
Westminster Confession puts it, 
 

Man, by his fall, having made himself incapable of life by that covenant, the Lord was 
pleased to make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace; wherein He freely 
offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ; requiring of them faith in Him, 
that they may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that are ordained unto 
eternal life His Holy Spirit, to make them willing, and able to believe. 
 
That is why this chapter of Genesis cannot be dismissed as mythical. The roots of 

justification by faith alone are found here. Our identification with the first Adam gives us the 
pattern and hope for identification and union with the last Adam, “For as in Adam all die, even so in 
Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Cor. 15:22).  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. What are the essential differences between animals and humans? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. What amazes you about the creation of man? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. What is the Covenant of Works? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you learned from this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 


