The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil

How are we to understand what God meant when he called the tree from which Adam and Eve must not eat the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil?  What is it to know the difference between good and evil given that God had already given them a command, the likes of which, defined what was good and evil in God’s sight?  That is, God had already, by way of command, prohibited Adam and Eve not to eat of this tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Thus, eating this fruit was evil.  Everything else was good.

It is true that by eating this fruit, the eyes of Adam and Eve were opened to a new panorama of God’s extensive laws and prohibitions; however, this is not the only way in which we are to understand the knowledge of good and evil.  This tree symbolizes the knowledge of good and evil, because it was the only tree that was deemed unsatisfactory in God’s eyes.  It was the one thing in this entire universe that God considered off-limits to Adam and Eve.  That is, the knowledge of good and evil was not understood except by way of this tree, and there was no (revealed?) evil apart from eating the fruit of this tree.

Was the fruit of this tree rotten?  Not in the sense that it tasted rotten.  However, it was poison.  It was the gateway into a fuller understanding of God’s rules for humanity, for existence, but to reach this fuller understanding, God’s command would have to be breached.  This fruit was booby-trapped with grenades of morality and righteous explosives.  However, by having chosen to make the one thing that Adam and Eve were not to do eating a fruit, God could well have meant to illuminate to us a far greater thing than a stigmatized tree with poisonous fruit: He meant to illustrate the nature of sin.


The knowledge of good and evil may be summed by saying: good is not that which is necessarily appealing but that which God has issued as good.  Evil is not necessarily that which is repugnant, distasteful, or disgusting (the root gust refers to the sense of taste) but that which God has deemed unfit for our moral health according to His standard.  If God had made the one thing that Adam and Eve were not to do the act of killing one another, this would not have been, in a profound sense, a clear knowledge of good and evil.  It would be the knowledge of flagrant evil, not merely the knowledge between what is good and evil, which must be defined with a surgeon’s accuracy and precision.

By stigmatizing a tree with poisonous fruit, he draws a fine and deep line between all things good and all things evil in His sight.  Evil does not begin at murder, nor does it begin lust (for they were both naked), yet it begins at the moment that we step beyond the bounds of God’s decree.  This means that God’s utterance is the standard of good and evil.  This, although we accept it rather fancifully, is the meaning of the knowledge of good and evil: what God has deemed good is good and what God has deemed evil is evil, whence we understand that God is the very author of good and evil.


Hence, He is no way is the author of evil; rather, He is the author of the standard of good.  Anything that falls beneath this supreme rule is, by default, evil.  God created a man and woman with both the option and the liberty to do evil.  If He had not done so, we could not in any way understand the God-cherished idea of freedom.  “It for freedom’s sake that God has set us free.”  Why did God set us free by the blood of Jesus?  Rewording the verse to make God the subject, “God set us free for freedom’s sake.”  God must value freedom: the option, the choice, the decision, and the will.  God did not tolerate anything less than freedom.  Prearranged choices would choke out the very nature of humanity to a lifeless throng of automata without will and whim—sans willed ferocity, willed compassion.  I had almost said “willed love,” but love that is not willed is no love at all.


I defend the free and uncalculated will of man not on the basis of humanism, for I know dimly what is a man (“for He knew what was in a man”)—and even this is enough for me never to trust in him.  However, I defend the free and uncalculated will of man on the grounds of God’s high price on liberty and on His immitigable emphasis on our loving Him.  What is the greatest command?  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your mind, with all your soul, and with all your strength.”

So, again we ask, “What is the knowledge of good and evil?”  It is knowing that what God calls good is good and what God calls evil is evil.  How did they know that eating of the tree was ultimately evil?  They received grave calamity in their own flesh.  The man was relegated to manual labor, and the woman given over to childbearing.  They were thrust from the perfect garden (notice that the perfect garden included a decision whether to obey God’s command) into a fierce and hostile land.  None could deny the severe repercussions of their exercising will to choose what was evil, for we live under their tyranny daily.
