


Chapter One

The Story of the Primal Sin

It is important to set out what I am attempting to say in the discussion here of the biblical context for the primal sin and the devil. I am not attempting to show when or how or why the idea of the devil entered the religious consciousness of Christians, or of Jews or Muslims, for that matter.1 There are several ways to attempt a project like that. One could trace textual relationships in (e.g.) parabiblical literature in an effort to discover increasingly complex traditions regarding the story of the devil’s sin. For example, one could trace the development of elements from Jubilees to The Cave of Treasures to Qur’an. The chief concern in such a task is to establish a plausible chronology of texts and textual transmission by addressing philological and thematic parallels, including perhaps also archaeological records. The plausibility of these projects depends on assumptions about the nature of religion and these religions in particular.

One could also attempt to explain why in the psychological or anthropological sense that these developments took place. This would require telling a story about the story—what psychological need was satisfied by the introduction of the devil, what theoretical value the notion of the devil had for a theological system, what evolutionary benefit the belief in the devil had, and so on. It seems to me that attempts to do that tell us mostly about the author of the book and not the object of the study, but let that pass. These issues are simply not germane to my task.

According to the Christian story, the devil was created morally good but sinned through his own fault and became altogether wicked and hateful. This event preceded the “fall” of Adam recorded in Genesis and made the tempta for Christian theology, the primal sin is the “real” entrance of evil into the tion of man possible. The cunning serpent of the early pages of Genesis is interpreted as a manifestation or an instrument of the devil himself. Hence, world. Nevertheless, the story is an implicit story that never features in the plot of the biblical narrative.2

Considering the devil’s presence, the sin of Adam and all mankind is much easier to explain (if no easier to stomach). After all, Adam had a tempter—an external source of his bad ideas. Further, Adam, possessing no knowledge of good and evil, chose the cunning (עָרוּם) of the serpent over the wisdom (חָכְמָה) of God, a choice that mirrors the prior sin of the devil.3 Distressing as the story is, it is philosophically much less opaque than the primal sin, for the question of the primal sin is not merely the question of what the sin was (Was it pride?) or its motivation (What x did the devil desire such that he did not hold to the grace given him?).4 The vexing philosophical question for the Christian tradition is a how-possibly question: How was it possible for the devil to sin? How does an intellectual
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