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“ORIGIN OF DEATH” (Genesis 1:31; 2:15-17) 
 

The word “death” strikes fear into many hearts. Man is the only creature who knows he will die 
and desperately tries to forget that fact. Many professing Christians are terrified of death. But we 
shouldn’t be. The Lord Christ said in John 14 about death and eternity, “Let not your heart be 
troubled.” The implication of His words of comfort is that our hearts could be troubled. 

We read of those in the Bible who had no fear of death. In Luke’s Gospel an old man 
called Simeon after seeing the Lord Jesus Christ cried, “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, 
according to thy word” (Luke 2:29) The Apostle Paul said in Philippians 1:23, “For I am in a strait betwixt 
two, having a desire to depart, and to be with Christ; which is far better” and in 2 Corinthians 5:8 “We are 
confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord.” Paul faced death 
as a preferable alternative. In Hebrews 11:13 we read of the OT saints who, “died in faith.” The 
Bible repeatedly mentions the association of faith with death, which reveals an important part in 
our testimony is not only how we live and also how we die. John Wesley used to say of the old 
Methodists, “our people die well.” 
 
ORIGIN OF DEATH 
 
The Bible is very clear about the origins of death, and how and why it is passed on. Death was not 
part of the original creation. In Genesis 1 when God finished the work of creation, He declared 
that everything He has made was perfect “And God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was 
very good.” (Gen. 1:31)  
 

 
 
Man was created with glory, dignity and value with the capacity to worship God and the authority 
to rule the earth forever. That was the world as it was “meant to be” – perfectly ordered according 
to God’s purpose. There were no hospitals, pharmacists, funerals or graveyards. Before the fall 
into sin, death was unknown throughout creation. When God pronounced the creation was good, 
He really meant it. Death, therefore, is something abnormal. God created humans to live, not 
die. Sin is the runaway virus that once introduced changed everything. It brought the disorder, 
suffering, and death that we have today.  

God placed Adam and Eve in the perfect environment of Eden. The Lord issued a specific 
commandment to them, “And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden thou 
mayest freely eat: 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.” (Gen. 2:16-17) God freely and graciously bestowed many privileges 
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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 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 “tree of knowledge of good and evil” was the “testing” or 
“temptation” tree. Eating the fruit of this tree would give Adam an experiential knowledge of 
good and evil in a similar way a cancer patient has experiential knowledge of cancer that a person 
who has never had cancer will understand. MacArthur explains further, 
 

“It was not a poisonous tree. It wasn’t a tree with toxic fruit. There was no toxic anything 
in the perfect creation of God. There was no poison. There was nothing in the fruit of that 
tree that somehow altered genetics. There was nothing in that tree that somehow killed 
some principle of life in an individual, dealing some deadly blow to his soul. That was a 
good tree, and the fruit was perfectly good, because everything God made was good, 
everything. There was nothing harmful in the tree itself, there was nothing harmful in the 
fruit of the tree. Like everything else, it was very good. But eating from it was very bad, 
because eating from it produced the knowledge of evil. Man already knew good. That’s all 
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he knew was good, he didn’t know anything but good. But he would know if he ate of that 
good and evil. And as soon as he ate of that tree, he would die.” 

 
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 not only made His command abundantly clear to Adam, but He also clearly explained 
the full consequences for disobedience, “for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.” The 
force of the Hebrew grammar here is absolute. It is literally “dying thou shalt die.” 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.”  
 
ENTRANCE OF DEATH  
 
Adam and Eve had a perfect marriage in Eden of innocence and intimacy (Gen. 2:25). There were 
no disagreements, decay, sickness, pain, sin or death there. This magnificent couple lived in 
unparalleled splendour in perfect obedience to their Creator. They had unrestricted access to the 
benefits of creation, save for one prohibition. All of life was a devotion to the glory of God. The 
Lord God pronounced it all “very good.” One word would change all of that – SIN. It has 
subsequently destroyed countless lives and marriages down through the ages. Nothing has been 
the same since. Sin was not created by God (cf. 1 John 1:5, 2:16; James 1:13), but was introduced 
to this planet by man’s disobedience. Whatever the exact reason why Adam chose to sin, it is 
abundantly clear that he is fully culpable for his choice. The NT emphasizes this repeatedly, 
“Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men” (Rom. 
5:12) and “For since by man came death....For as in Adam all die” (1 Cor. 15:21-22).  

 

 
 
God had warned Adam, “in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die” (Gen. 2:17). Eve made 
a subtle change to God’s word. She downplays the emphasis by stating, “God hath said, Ye shall not 
eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.” (Gen. 3:3). This expression “lest ye die” and omission that 
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the judgment will happen immediately “in the day” suggests a diminishing in her mind of the reality 
of God’s certain judgment.  

The devil seized the opportunity to flatly contradict God’s word, “And the serpent said unto 
the woman, Ye shall not surely die: For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, 
and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.” (Gen. 3:4-5).  In Genesis 2:17, the Lord said “in the day” 
man eats the fruit he would surely die, but the devil reverses this judgment and promises, “in the 
day” man eats then he will be free to be like God. Effectively, Satan is calling God a liar. But the 
devil’s promises are always lies. As the “father of lies,” he never gives you the fine print of all the 
consequences.  

The devil is still arguing like this to sinners today. He wants them to believe that they 
control their own moral values and that they can sin and get away with it. There is no God they 
have to give account to. They can autonomously decide for themselves how they live their life. 
They can make their own rules. The devil’s disciples are equally dogmatic. We are constantly 
bombarded in the media with them boldly asserting: “there is no God,” “morality is relative,” 
“evolution is a fact,” “this life is all there is,” and “you control your own destiny.” People are just 
as gullible in falling for these untested authoritarian statements.  

The fall into sin was the result of Adam’s choice by eating the forbidden fruit, “And when 
the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make 
one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat.” (Gen. 
3:6) Eve steps over the abyss first, “she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat.” One simple step, but what 
awful consequences! Kidner succinctly notes, “So simple the act, so hard its undoing.” There was 
nothing intrinsically evil in the fruit as God made everything “good” on earth. The act seemed 
relatively harmless in comparison to murder or adultery. But the act was significant as it 
represented her rebellion against the word of the Creator. Immediately, the path downwards from 
sin is revealed. Eve quickly compounds her sin by acting as the willing agent to lead her husband 
into sin, “and gave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat.” 
 
DEATH FOR ADAM & EVE 
 
That day in Eden, Adam and Eve effectively declared their independence from God. It was an act 
of unspeakable rebellion and ingratitude to the One who had blessed them so freely with so much. 
The perfect world is plunged into imperfection. Death will now come upon humanity in three 
forms: 
 

(1) Spiritual Death 
(2) Physical Death 
(3) Eternal Death  

 
(1) SPIRITUAL DEATH - There are immediate consequences to their deliberate disobedience 
of God’s law, “And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig 
leaves together, and made themselves aprons.” (Gen. 3:6) From the moment they sinned, they both 
immediately died spiritually in their relationship with God. This brought in a whole new way of 
depraved thinking when “the eyes of them both were opened.” As a consequence, unclean thoughts and 
desires flood their souls from lusts within that they never experienced before. They are gripped by 
a fear of judgment and of God by the accompanying guilt and a throbbing conscience. Temptation 
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blinded them to their sin, but guilt will open their eyes to its reality. Their conscience will be their 
perpetual accuser in their fallen state. Every human born today is born spiritually dead.  

This is the ultimate anti-climax to their dream of self-fulfilment and divine enlightenment. 
The full impact of their disobedience begins to hit home. Instead of being like God, they have 
now the nature of their father the devil. Their marriage relationship will never be the same again, 
as “they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves aprons.” 

 
Some commentators believe that they were clothed with the light of God’s presence before the 
Fall. That is why they never noted their nakedness before. Notwithstanding, the end result is that 
shame rises in their hearts towards one another and the innocence of Eden has gone forever. The 
honeymoon is well and truly over.  

 
(2) PHYSICAL DEATH - Now, both Adam and Eve did not physically die instantly as God’s 
grace delays the effect of that judgment. Indeed, Adam would live another 930 years. But the 
process of physical decay and decline would have begun to set in. One day both would be laid in 
the grace and return to the dust. A final sign of the judgment of man’s sin is his link in death to 
the cursed ground, “till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto 
dust shalt thou return.” Man in death will experience the dissolution of the total man. 
 

 
 
God had promised they would die if they ate the forbidden fruit and 6,000 years of human history 
attest to this fact. The prince and the pauper all meet in the graveyard. The serpent had assured 
them, “Ye shall not surely die: For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, 
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and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.” (Gen. 3:4b-5) But they will now discover what a lie that 
was. For now the result is: sorrow, sweat, pain, temptation, suffering, decay and death. The devil 
promises the best, but he is the greatest liar in this world. He is a master at making God look 
untrustworthy and presenting plausible half-truths. Forbidden fruit always looks sweet. It tastes 
good on your lips but turns sour in your stomach! All Satan’s fruits have worms inside!  

 
(3) ETERNAL DEATH – the man or the woman who dies in their sins without Jesus Christ will 
physically die. But then he or she faces eternal death or “the second death” in the lake of fire. This is 
unending separation between God and all who reject Him. There is no hope of escape for someone 
in such a state. John reveals the timing of it in Revelation, 
 

And I saw a great white throne, and Him that sat on it, from whose face the earth 
and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the 
dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another 
book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those 
things which were written in the books, according to their works. And the sea gave 
up the dead which were in it; and death and hell delivered up the dead which were 
in them: and they were judged every man according to their works. And death and 
hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. And whosoever was 
not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire. (Revelation 20:11-
15)  

 

 
 

 
It has been noted that those individuals who are born twice (once physically and then once 
spiritually) will suffer just one death, whereas those who are born but once (physical but not 
spiritually) suffer two deaths. If we aren’t born again, we will die again eternally. 
 
DEATH & MANKIND 
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When Adam tragically fell he disobeyed God’s moral law. 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.  
 

 
 
The Fall has tarnished or marred the image of God in man (Eph 4:18-19). Man has lost the original 
holiness, as his heart is now “desperately wicked” (Jer. 17:9). We are born sinners, “Behold, I was shapen 
in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me.” (Psa. 51:5; cf. Rom. 7:14; Eph. 2:1-3) Now all the 
descendants of Adam by the Fall were rendered unable to fulfil God’s moral law, “As it is written, 
There is none righteous, no, not one: There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God.” (Rom. 
3:10-11; cf. Jer. 17:9; Eph. 3:1) Even fallen man’s outwardly good actions are tainted by the motive 
of sin such as pride, self-glory etc, “But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as 
filthy rags” (Isa. 64:6). You may do better than another man but you both fail the perfect standard 
required. Every apple in the barrel of humanity is rotten! All of humanity is under the curse, 
condemnation, and power of sin.  

We all must face death as a consequence, “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23a). Because 
of sin, we all live with the prospect of our own physical death is approaching. No one escapes and 
no one postpones it forever. The wealthiest and the poorest meet in the graveyard. For the Bible 
promises, “And as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.” (Hebrews 9:27) This is 
an appointment no one can avoid. It is fixed in God’s eternal calendar.  

There is good news, “But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound” (Rom. 5:20). There 
is a window of light in the judgment in the Garden of Eden. As spiritual death descended on the 
first couple, the Lord was working to prepare the way for them to become spiritually alive. Death 
will be the last thing from which believers are saved, “The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.” (1 
Cor. 15:26) God will fully reverse the effects of the curse of sin. He will reconcile man back to 
God in salvation as the friend of God. The fellowship lost will one day be restored. What Adam 
lost, Christ as the “last Adam” will regain, “For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made 
alive.” (1 Cor. 15:22) Now that is what is amazing about amazing grace. There is hope in paradise 
lost.  
 

Afraid? Of What? 
To feel the spirit's glad release, 

To pass from pain to perfect peace, 
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The strife and strain of life to cease— 
Afraid—of that? 

Afraid to see the Saviour's face, 
To hear His welcome and to trace 

The glory gleam from wounds of grace?  
Afraid—of that? 
Afraid—of what? 

A flash, a crash, a pierced heart;  
Darkness, light—O Heaven's art  
A wound, of His the counterpart. 

Afraid—of that? 
To enter into Heaven's rest, 

And still to serve the Master blest,  
From service good to service best, 

Afraid—of that? 


