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The mystery of death has perturbed the human mind for ages. As a conse-
quence, perplexing questions have constantly haunted Christian understanding.
How and why did pain, suffering, and death enter the world? Is the sin of Adam
the only viable explanation? Did physical death in all its forms, death in the
animal kingdom, for example, come into the world exclusively as a result of the
fall of man? Was there any kind of death on earth before the sin of Adam?

If death anteceded sin, what happens with the concept of the goodness of
God and of his original creation? Many Christians believe God used organic
evolution as his means for creating humanity. Does that belief have any negative
impact on the Christian perception of humanity as created in the image of God?
How are we to interpret those biblical passages that seem to indicate that there
was no death in the world before the Fall? Are there any important soteriological
implications involved?

Great thinkers in the records of the Judeo-Christian tradition have grappled
with most of these queries. Their views reveal a significant variety of sugges-
tions offered in answer to these and related questions through the centuries. In
order to illustrate the point, a brief survey of views held by some representative
figures from the intertestamental period up to modern times is now presented.

The Relationship Between AdamÕs Sin and Nonhuman Physical Death
Intertestamental and Early Christian Era. In the Book of Jubilees, from

the second half of the first century B.C., the effects1 of the Fall are limited

                                                  
 1The effects are described in 3:17ff. For Adam these included wearisome work, expulsion

from the Garden, and return to the earth from which he was taken (death); for Eve, painful child-
bearing and subjection to man.
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mostly to Adam and Eve themselves, as far as the lot of humanity is concerned,
but include the animal kingdom, which, as a result of the sin of man, was de-
prived of the faculty of speech:

And on that day [Ôon which Adam went forth from the GardenÕ (Jub.
3:27)] was closed the mouth of all beasts, and of cattle, and of birds,
and of whatever walks, and of whatever moves, so that they could no
longer speak: for they had all spoken one with another with one lip
and with one tongue. (vs. 28)

It is worth noticing, in this connection, that Jubilees seems to ascribe moral re-
sponsibility to the animal creation as well as to human beings.

AdamÕs sin, according to 2 Enoch, did not translate into a curse and a cause
of death for the nonhuman creation. And as Adam, ruler and representative of all
the creation, was not cursed, 2 the creatures under him were not either:

But I cursed ignorance, but what I had blessed previously, those I did
not curse. I curse not man, nor the earth nor other creatures, but
manÕs evil fruit, and his works. (2 Enoch 31:7Ð8)

According to Wisdom of Solomon, in the beginning ÒGod made no death,Ó3

and this condition of original immortality seems to apply to the natural world as
well as to humanity:

For he created all things that they might have being: And the products
of the world are healthsome, and there is no poison of destruction in
them: Nor hath Hades royal dominion upon the earth. (Wisdom 1:13)

Post-New Testament Christian Era. Late in the first century A.D. the
Jewish historian Josephus made comments on the effects of the Fall upon Adam,
Eve, the serpent, and the earth. Apparently, Josephus believed that harmful
characteristics in animals, like poison in venomous serpents, were not a natural
feature in them, but were furnished by God after the Fall as a punishment for
sin.4 Referring to some of the consequences of the Fall, Josephus writes of God:
ÒHe moreover deprived the serpent from speech,5 indignant at his malignity to

                                                  
 2

In this connection, 2 Enoch 58:3Ð6 reads: Ò. . . The Lord will not judge a single soul of beast
for manÕs sake, but adjudges the souls of men to their beasts in this world; for men have a special
place. And as every soul of man is according to number, similarly beasts will not perish, nor all souls
of beasts which the Lord created, till the great judgment, and they will accuse man, if he feed them
ill.Ó

 3
Wisdom 1:13.

 4
Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1.45Ð50.4 (Loeb Classical Library [LCL]), 4:23.

 5
This may be a reference to Jubilees 3:28, where the legend of animals being deprived of the

faculty of speech due to manÕs sin is originally found.
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Adam; He also put poison beneath his tongue, destining him to be the enemy of
men.Ó6

Irenaeus is an early Father for whom Ònot only the human race fell into
bondage to death by means of a virginÓ and her sin,7 but also, as a consequence
of that sin, the creation itself was submitted to bondage. To argue his case,
Irenaeus quotes the Pauline statement, Òfor the creature has been subjected to
vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him who hath subjected the same in hopeÓ
(Rom 8: 19ff.).8 For Irenaeus, the final restoration of all things will be a return to
the conditions existent prior to the Fall.

By the beginning of the fifth century, Augustine, the famous bishop of
Hippo, sees no problem in GodÕs creating harmful animals9 that may occasion
even death. These are not harmful because of the sin of Adam.10 In AugustineÕs
view, men are Òvery foolishÓ when they Òdare,Ó as the Manicheans, Òto find fault
with many things whose purpose they do not see.Ó Augustine admits that he
does not know why mice, frogs, flies, or worms were created,11 but he sees that
nevertheless, Òall things are beautiful in their kind, though on account of our sins
many things seem to us disadvantageous.Ó12 For Augustine, all living things are
either useful, on one hand, or harmful or superfluous, on the other; and since
God governs this universe so well, it behooves us to Òmake use of what is use-
ful, watch out for what is harmful, [and] leave what is superfluous.Ó13

In the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas rather indirectly addresses the ques-
tion of animal death on account of the sin of man. The sin of man did not so
change the animalsÕ nature as to make them become savage and kill one another.
So, for Aquinas, Òclashes and antipathy would have been natural between cer-
tain animals,Ó even in the state of manÕs innocence.14 He considers it Òaltogether
unreasonableÓ for animals to have been tame and to have lived on a vegetarian
diet before the Fall.

Martin Luther addresses the issue in the sixteenth century. In his under-
standing, the misfortunes that followed the sin of Adam were aggravated in

                                                  
 6

Antiquities 1.45Ð50.4 (LCL, 4:23).
 7

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 19.1 (The Ante-Nicene Fathers [ANF]), 1:547).
 8

Ibid., (ANF 1:561).
 9

Augustine, Against the Manichees 1.16.25. See also Augustine, The Literal Meaning of
Genesis 3.15 (Ancient Christian Writers [ACW], 41:91).

 10
In AugustineÕs view, brute beasts inflict harm on one another not because of sin, Òfor there is

no sin in them for which this could be a punishment,Ó but because Òone animal is the nourishment of
another.Ó Ibid., 3.16 (ACW, 41:92).

 11
Augustine says, ÒI do not understand where all these things come from if not from the high-

est measure, number and order, which lies in the immutable and eternal sublimity of God.Ó Against
the Manichees 1.16.25 (The Fathers of the Church [FC], 84:72).

 12
Ibid.

 13
Ibid., (FC, 84:74).

 14
Thomas Aquinas, ÒThe Original State or Condition with respect to ManÕs Dominion,Ó

Summa Theologiae 1a.96.1.
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those who came after the Flood.15 The troubles appearing immediately after
AdamÕs sin were lighter than the deterioration that followed in the aftermath.16

But Luther differentiates between human death and any other kind of death.
Based on Ps 90:3, he states that Òthe death of man is in countless ways a far
greater calamity than the death of other living beings.Ó17

Luther considers the death of humans a punishment for sin, a Ògenuine dis-
aster,Ó and in itself Òtruly an infinite and eternal wrath.Ó Animals, however, Òdie
because of a law of nature.Ó18 Animals

do not die because God is angry at them. On the contrary, for them
death is, as it were, a sort of temporal casualty, ordained indeed by
God but not regarded by Him as punishment. Animals die because for
some other reason it seemed good to God that they should die.19

On the other hand, writing about the cause of animal death, Luther states that
ÒEven animals do not die by accident. They die because we make them die
(Gen. 1:28). Their experiences are directed by man.Ó20

Two centuries later, John Wesley recognizes the universality of the food
chain,21 in virtue of which almost all creatures devour one another in a struggle
for survival due to the scarcity of food. ÒBut in the beginning it was not so,Ó he
writes. ÒThe paradisiacal earth afforded a sufficiency of food for all its inhabi-
tants; so that none of them had any need or temptation to prey upon the other.Ó22

Other views from more recent times will be presented as our discussion ad-
vances.

This survey of views reveals at least three things. First, that great minds in
the history of Christian thought have struggled to understand the relationship
between the sin of Adam and the occurrence of death and its corollariesÑpain,
suffering, etc.Ñin the natural world. Second, that those thinkers were not agreed
on the subject. And third, that further investigation can still contribute to the
discussion in the search for further clarification. This study approaches the issue
from the theological perspective.

                                                  
 15

Frosts, lightning bolts, injurious dews, storms, overflowing rivers, earthquakes, things not
mentioned in Gen 3, Òwere added to the curse of the earth,Ó as consequence of the Flood. Martin
Luther, Lectures on Genesis 3:17Ð19 (Luther«s Works [LW], 1:206). Calvin would eventually make
a similar point. Cf. John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses Called Genesis 1.1.30
(CalvinÕs Commentaries, trans. Rev. John King [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948]), 99Ð100.

 16
Ibid., (LW, 1:216).

 17
Luther, Selected Psalms II 90:3 (LW, 13:94).

 18
Ibid.

 19
Ibid.

 20
Luther, Psalm 90 vs. 3 (LW, 13:97).

 21
See Wesley, Sermon LX 2.3 (Wesley«s Works [WW], 6:246Ð247).

 22
Sermon LXI 1.12 (WW, 6:212).
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Ideological Background to the Concept of Death Before Sin
Three major ideas are prominent in the development of the concept of death

before the sin of Adam. These ideas, mentioned in chronological order accord-
ing to their appearance in history, are: First, the total independence of the lot of
the animal kingdom from human morality. This means that manÕs moral behav-
ior in terms of obedience or disobedience to God has nothing to do with the suf-
ferings of the animal creation. Second, the existence of pre-Adamic beings as a
hypothesis to explaining the origin and differences between races. Third, the
idea that periods of time far greater than the biblical record as traditionally in-
terpreted seems to allow for were needed in order to account for the history of
life on earth. Let us consider them briefly.

Human Morality and the Animal Kingdom. 2 Enoch, written in the inter-
testamental period, is perhaps the first source hinting that the lot of animals is
independent of human moral behavior. According to this work, God would not
curse that which he had blessed; Adam was not really cursed when he sinned;
neither was the animal creation (2 Enoch 31:7Ð8; 58:3Ð6).

Throughout the Christian era several writers suggest that whatever happens
to the animal creation has no relation to human moral conduct, as sampled in the
preceding survey of thinkers. Literature arguing for the total independence of the
animal kingdomÕs fate from human morality is more abundant after 1800. Wil-
liam Buckland, John Pye Smith, and James Orr, among others, contribute sig-
nificantly to this body of literature. Buckland, theologian and Oxford lecturer in
Geology and Mineralogy, declares that

throughout the brute creation death is in no way connected with the
moral misconduct of the human race, and whether Adam had, or had
not, ever transgressed, a termination by death is, and always has
been, the condition on which life was given to every individual
among the countless myriads of beings inferior to ourselves, which
God has been pleased to call into existence.23

The fundamental point in BucklandÕs argument is that if the fate of animals
is not to be made dependant on human moral behavior, it can be logically con-
cluded that death in the animal kingdom occurred before man sinned. He argues
from the uniformitarian principle that the present is the key to the past, but not
from Scripture.

The theologian James Orr believes that the whole discussion of the connec-
tion between natural and moral evil is summarized in the consideration of one

                                                  
 23

William Buckland, ÒAn Inquiry Whether the Sentence of Death Pronounced at the Fall of
Man Included the Whole Animal Creation, or Was Restricted to the Human Race,Ó London: John
Murray, Albemarle Street, 1839,12. A Sermon preached by Buckland on January 27, 1839, in the
Cathedral of Christ Church, Òbefore the University of Oxford.Ó
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special and decisive issue, namely, Òthe relation of sin to death.Ó24 Even though
Orr opposes what he repeatedly calls the Òmodern view,Ó namely, the dissolu-
tion of any connections between sin and human death25 he gives new emphasis
to the idea that the sin of the original couple affected only the human but not the
animal realm. Another thinker, John Pye Smith, who follows Buckland and re-
fers constantly to him, argues in similar terms.26

Pre-Adamic Theories.27 The affirmation that human (or prehuman) beings
existed before the Adam of the Genesis record is not new. The idea is very im-
portant in connection with affirming death, the death of these pre-Adamic be-
ings, as a historical reality before the sin of Adam.

There has been an abundant literary production on the subject of the exis-
tence of pre-Adamite beings and their significance in connection with the debate
about origins.28 The idea was advanced in an attempt to harmonize religion and
science, particularly Òupon the question of the antiquity of man and the unity of
the race.Ó29 The possibility of the existence of human races before the time of
Adam was welcomed even by some who were not yet committed to the idea, as
a functional means of elucidating some Bible difficulties.

Pre-Adamic theories were proposed in writing as early as 165530 by the
French intellectual and diplomat Isaac de la Peyr�re (1594Ð1676).31 Since then,
                                                  

 24
James Orr, The Christian View of God and the World as Centring in the Incarnation (New

York: Charles Scribner«s Sons, 1897), 196.
 25

Ibid., 196, 198, 447.
 26

John Pye Smith, On the Relation Between the Holy Scriptures and Some Parts of Geological
Science (Philadelphia: Robert E. Peterson, 1850), 198.

 27
The issue of Pre-Adamism is treated in this article only as it relates to the affirmation of the

occurrence of death on our planet prior to the sin of Adam. For more on the subject, see David N.
Livingstone, ÒPreadamites: The History of an Idea from Heresy to Orthodoxy,Ó Scottish Journal of
Theology 40 (1987): 41Ð66; Herbert W. Schneider, A History of American Philosophy (New York:
Columbia UP, 1946), 343Ð365; Richard Henry Popkin, ÒThe Development of Religious Skepticism
and the Influence of Isaac La Peyr�reÕs Pre-Adamism and Bible Criticism,Ó in Classical Influences
in European Culture, A.D. 1500Ð1700, ed. R. R. Bolgar (New York: Cambridge UP, 1976),
271Ð280; idem, ÒThe Pre-Adamite Theory in the Renaissance,Ó in Philosophy and Humanism, Ren-
aissance Essays in Honor of Paul Oskar Kristeller, ed. Edward P. Maloney (Leiden: Brill, 1976),
50Ð57; idem, ÒPre-Adamism in 19th Century American Thought: ÔSpeculative BiologyÕ and Ra-
cism,Ó Philosophia 8 (1978): 205Ð239.

28Ellen White addresses the teaching Òthat the earth was populated long before the record of
creation.Ó E. White, Spiritual Gifts (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1945), 3:92Ð93.

 29
Joseph Parrish Thompson, Man in Genesis and Geology, or, the Biblical Account of ManÕs

Creation, Tested by Scientific Theories of His Origin and Antiquity (New York: Samuel R. Wells,
1870), 106Ð107.

 30
According to Livingstone, there have been suggestions, without much objective evidence,

that the idea was hinted at in the days of early Christianity by such figures as Origen and Julian the
Apostate. Livingstone, ÒPreadamites,Ó 42.

 31
Isaac de la Peyr�re, Systema Theologicum ex Preadamitarum Hypothesis (Amsterdam/Basel:

Latin Press, 1655). That same year Peyr�re also published his Preadamitae sive exercitatio super
versibus duodecimo, decimo-tertio et decimo-cuarto, capitis quinti Epistolae D. Pauli ad Romanos.
Both works were republished together in London the following year, 1656, under the title Men Be-
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the theory has reappeared repeatedly, gaining such significance in scholarly cir-
cles that Richard H. Popkin is convinced that

from the mid-17th century onward, pre-Adamism was the real spectre
haunting Western thought, it was the most fundamental challenge to
the Judeo-Christian tradition to arise from the Ònew scienceÓ and the
Ònew philosophy.Ó32

Thus, Popkin not only highlights the lure of pre-Adamite philosophy, but
points out the historical fact that it flourished in the aftermath of the Enlighten-
ment. Popkin goes on to say that pre-Adamite theories were a greater threat to
the traditional picture of nature and the destiny of man, based on the biblical
account, than the Copernican theory or the mechanistic view of nature.33 Popkin
describes the character of the pre-Adamite theory as multifaceted, with three
basic thrusts in its development:

The first was Bible criticism, presenting the existing Scripture as a
human construction whose relation to Divine Truth was difficult, if
not impossible to ascertain. The second was polygenesis, that man-
kind had multiple origins, and only some (in fact only, at the most,
one) had Divine significance. And the third was the pre-historical as-
pect, that human history preceded the official history of the world
presented in Genesis, and possibly developed independently of the
Divine plan therein described.34

Even though the origin of Adam is not made altogether clear in pre-Adamic
theories, his historicity is never denied. For example, Benjamin Warfield, a
champion of evangelicalism, did not see any danger for Christian theology in
believing that Adam was a descendent from pre-Adamic races, though these
races lacked GodÕs image in the soul. Warfield believed that if a body is formed
Òby propagation from brutish parentsÓ under the directing hand of God, it would

                                                                                                                 
fore Adam. Or a Discourse upon the Twelfth, Thirteenth, and Fourteenth Verses of the Fifth Chapter
of the Epistle of the Apostle Paul to the Romans. By Which are ProvÕd, That the First Men were
Created before Adam. The work, originally designed to meet the problem of the extent of animal and
human migration over the earth since the time of creation, was theologically based, allegedly, Òin
detailed exegesis of the book of Romans.Ó It was Peyr�reÕs intention to clarify the Pauline statement,
Òfor before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is
no lawÓ (Rom 5:13). Finding conventional interpretations of the passage as referring to the Mosaic
law unconvincing, Peyr�re applied Òthe lawÓ as law given to Adam. From this reinterpretation it
logically followed that there must have been human beings on earth before Adam. Livingstone,
ÒPreadamites,Ó 42.

 32
Popkin, ÒPre-Adamism,Ó 206.

 33
Ibid.

 34
Ibid.
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be just and appropriate that such body be provided by GodÕs creative energy
with a soul truly human.35

David Livingstone further remarks:

Since the 1940s, right up to the present day, the preadamite theory
has continued to attract those evangelicals who want to maintain their
traditionally ÔhighÕ doctrine of scripture and yet remain open to the
world of science.36

This means that pre-Adamism is neither dead nor foreign to evangelical theol-
ogy. But, if human races lived and became extinct before the time of Adam, then
death before AdamÕs sin becomes an Òa prioriÓ established reality.

Evolution and ÒDeep Time.Ó A very important factor in establishing the
idea of death as a reality on earth prior to humankindÕs fall into sin is the con-
cept that periods of time significantly longer than those suggested by the biblical
record, as normally interpreted, are needed in order to account for the history of
life on the planet. Time and the geological and biological changes that take place
in the course of time are two properties without which evolution would be un-
able to operate. In the context of an evolutionary continuity of life, those two
properties bring death as a third factor in their wake.37 Deep time is indispensa-
ble for evolution. If observable present-day causes do not seem to be sufficient
to provide acceptable explanations for things as they are now, Òone must postu-
late vast periods of time in the past, in order to give the causes time to produce
these physical changes.Ó38

With the rise of geology as a science and the ensuing increase in the amount
and variety of fossils that were being unearthed, it seemed evident that far more
time than the biblical record (as traditionally interpreted) allowed for was
needed if a plausible explanation for the mysteries of the past was to be found.
This was true no matter which of the two major approaches to understanding
those mysteries, catastrophism or uniformitarianism, was adopted. As a result,
the accepted scale of historical time was forcibly expanded from a few thousand
to many million years.39 Thus the truism was gaining confirmation that Òbasic

                                                  
 35

Benjamin Warfield, review of James Orr, GodÕs Image in Man (New York: Charles Scrib-
ner«s Sons, 1904), 557. This, for Warfield, was not equivalent to a denial of a common origin for the
human race, a common origin which, in his view, the evolutionary hypothesis had established. Cf.
Warfield, ÒOn the Antiquity and the Unity of the Human Race,Ó Princeton Theological Review 9
(1911): 21Ð22.

 36
Livingstone, ÒPreadamites,Ó 63.

 37
Loren C. Eiseley, The Firmament of Time (New York: Atheneum, 1978), 35.

 38
Robert T. Clark and J. D. Bales, Why Scientists Accept Evolution (Grand Rapids: Baker,

1966), 12; see also Wilbert H. Rusch, Sr., The Argument: Creationism vs. Evolutionism, Creation
Research Society Monographs Series, no. 3 (Norcross, GA: CRS Books, 1988), 51.

 39
Stephen Toulmin, ÒThe Historicization of Natural Science: Its Implications for TheologyÓ in

Paradigm Change in Theology: A Symposium for the Future, eds. Hans Kung and David Tracy,
trans. Margaret Kohl (New York: Crossroad, 1989), 235.
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conceptual changes in fact take place, which transform the theoretical basis of
the natural sciences either rapidly or gradually.Ó40

It was becoming apparent, in the course of time, that as opponents of a uni-
formitarian worldview, such as that popularized by Lyell, grew silent, what
Eiseley terms Òpoint-extinctionÓ (the extinction of individual species) had re-
placed the concept of mass death. ÒDeath, in other words, was becoming natu-
ralÑa product of the struggle for existence.Ó41 And, as appropriately noted by
George L. Murphy, Òsuch acceptance was a necessary prelude to serious scien-
tific thinking about evolution.Ó42

Thus, Lyell succeeded in establishing the philosophical framework (geo-
logical uniformitarianism) necessary for the acceptance of a long history of
death on earth before the appearance of humans. But it was Darwin who made
death biologically acceptable and, even more, indispensable.43 There was no
perceived need for death on earth before the advent of humankind as long as a
short chronology for the history of life on the planet was almost universally ac-
cepted,44 or, in the words of Bernard Ramm, Òas long as the theologians reck-
oned humankindÕs existence on this earth as no more than six thousand years
and interpreted Gen. 2Ð3 in a literalistic and historical sense.Ó45 However, with
the development of geology, paleontology, and physical anthropology, this tra-
ditional interpretation was challenged. Thus, science was succeeding in having
the chronological framework changed. Clark Pinnock points out astronomy and
geology as indicators, for evangelicals, that Gen 1 and 2 should not be regarded
as history. ÒOne thing is certain,Ó says Pinnock about evangelicals, and that is,
Òthey did not find out about an ancient earth from reading Genesis.Ó46

In other words, if long periods of time did not elapse before the advent of
man, no basis remains for the claim of death occuring before the fall of Adam.
Hence, claims of death before sin are usually linked with statements of a very
long history of life on earth prior to the Fall.

                                                  
 40

Ibid., 233.
 41

Eiseley, 51.
 42

George L. Murphy, ÒA Theological Argument for Evolution,Ó Journal of the American Sci-
entific Affiliation [JASA] 38 (March 1986): 23.

 43
David Lack observes that Òthe only method of evolution of which we have knowledge is

natural selection, which requires a high death-rate.Ó David Lack, Evolutionary Theory and Christian
Belief: The Unresolved Conflict (London: Methuen, 1957), 76.

 44
Ronald L. Numbers, The Creationists (New York: Knopf, 1992), 5, comments that Darwin

used a Òprodigious lengthÓ of time to soften the blow of his theory of human evolution upon human
pride.

 45
Bernard Ramm, Offense to Reason: The Theology of Sin (San Francisco: Harper & Row,

1985), 113.
 46

Clark H. Pinnock, ÒClimbing Out of a Swamp: The Evangelical Struggle to Understand the
Creation Texts,Ó Interpretation 43 (January 1989): 154.
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Evangelical Christian Theology and Death Before Sin
The Relationship between Sin and Death. While naturalistic evolution

excludes God, theistic evolution became such by retaining God in the model.
There lies their fundamental difference. They concur, however, in ascribing an
essential role to death in the evolutionary process. And so, as evolution as a
process cannot operate without struggle and death, death remains an essential
factor not only in atheistic evolution, but also in the context of an evolutionary
system which claims to be theistic.

In theistic evolution, death is viewed as just the Òother sideÓ of life. In fact,
death is needed as a pre-requisite if new life is to appear, which means that life
is contingent upon death.47 Because God intended things to be the way they are,
according to many evangelical scholars, death in itself is not evil and, therefore,
it has always been there, even before sin appeared.

For example, Jan Lever, who considers death as a central element in the
Paradise story, thinks that the idea Òthat death, disease and abnormalities could
have occurred in organisms only after the fall in ParadiseÓ is pass�; it is not be-
lieved any more.48 The current fact according to the fossil record, he stresses, is
that countless living forms lived and died before man was present on this earth.49

The Oxford scholar Arthur Peacocke thinks that theology will be going
Òalong the wrong trackÓ if it presupposes an ideal deathless past from which
humans have fallen. Therefore, death, in the context of Pauline thought, can only
mean ÒdeathÓ in some figurative sense or, perhaps, spiritual death.50 John Polk-
inghorne, and many other evangelical scholars, reason along similar lines.51

In evangelical circles it has become a given that death was present in the
world before the sin of Adam. The affirmation may take different forms. It may
be either expressed directly or implied in other assumptions and theories. Differ-
ent ways of justifying the belief are now presented.

Evangelical Justifications for Accepting the
Concept of Death Before the Fall

Bernard Ramm, leading modern proponent of progressive creation, a model
with more elements of agreement than disagreement with theistic evolution, is
perhaps the first outstanding contemporary evangelical scholar to reopen the

                                                  
 47

Arthur Peacocke, Creation and the World of Science (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), 164, 165,
169. See also Pattle P. T. Pun, ÒA Theology of Progressive Creationism,Ó Perspectives on Science
and Christian Faith 39 (March 1987), 12, 13.

 48
Jan Lever, Where Are We Headed? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 20, 21; LeverÕs em-

phasis.
 49

Ibid., 21.
 50

Arthur Peacocke, ÒThe Challenge of Science to Theology and the ChurchÓ in The New Faith
and Science Debate: Probing Cosmology, Technology, and Theology, ed. John M. Mangum (Min-
neapolis, MN: Fortress, 1989), 16.

 51
John Polkinghorne, Reason and Reality: The Relationship Between Science and Theology

(London: SPCK, 1991), 99. See especially chapter 8, ÒThe Fall,Ó 99Ð104.
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discussion on death before the Fall that became so prominent in the nineteenth
century.52 Ramm points out that in general, the sentence of death is one of the
issues related to the Edenic curse that has received the most attention.53 He de-
votes a good deal of attention to the subject, too.

Ideal Conditions Only Within the Garden. Ramm suggests that the as-
sumption that before the sin of Adam there was no death anywhere in the world
and that all creatures were vegetarians is all an imposition on the biblical re-
cord.54 In his view, ideal conditions, those without the presence of death, existed
only within the garden of Eden.55 Outside of it Òthere was disease, bloodshed
and death throughout nature long before man sinned.Ó56 Ramm explains:

Outside of the Garden of Eden were death, disease, weeds, this-
tles, thorns, carnivores, deadly serpents, and intemperate weather. To
think otherwise is to run counter to an immense avalanche of fact.
Part of the blessedness of man was that he was spared all of these
things in his Paradise, and part of the judgment of man was that he
had to forsake such a Paradise and enter the world as it was outside of
the garden, where thistles grew and weeds were abundant and where
animals roamed and where life was only possible by the sweat of
manÕs brow.Ó57

Death: A Divine Institution. A number of evangelical scholars picture
death as a divine institution rather than as the result of human sin. It is their
common underlying premise that death is essentially good and not evil. On this
account, they resort to the overpopulation argument, according to which, Òunless
a very large number of certain forms of life are consumed, e.g., insects and fish,
the earth would be shortly overpopulated with them.Ó58 Death is thus perceived
as an indispensable factor originally intended by God himself for preserving the
balance of nature and the happiness of life.
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Death in the Garden: Spiritual Death. The proposal here is that GodÕs
sentence of death in Gen 2:17 must have been a reference to spiritual death,
while the words of the serpent in 3:4 were a reference to physical death as ef-
fected after expulsion from the Garden. This being the case, the apparent contra-
diction between the two passages disappears and both God and Satan are found
to be in the right, which, in turn, would not rule out the existence of physical
death before a historical Fall.59

It has been suggested that even Òif Adam hadnÕt sinned and continued to
live in the garden of Eden, some death would most likely have taken placeÓ60 in
order to prevent unchecked growth and ensuing overpopulation. The means of
achieving these objectives would necessarily be the presence of carnivora before
and after the Fall. That presence, it is maintained, is attested by the fact that
Òsome forms of life today live exclusively on other life,Ó and by evidences from
the fossil record that Òsome of the pre-Adamic animals were carnivores.Ó61

Therefore, the sentence of death in Gen. 3 must necessarily be a reference to
spiritual death.

The Myth of Physical Death as Evil. For many evangelical scholars, the
traditional interpretation of the reality of death as a direct consequence of human
sin is a myth. Richard Doss has called it Òthe myth of cosmic drama,Ó following
John Hick, who calls it Òthe great creation-fall-redemption mythÓ and also Òthe
great cosmic drama.Ó62 The myth is cosmic in scope because it includes the
creation story, humanityÕs fall into sin, the struggle between good and evil,
ChristÕs death (and resurrection) for the redemption of humankind, and the hope
of a definitive eschatological elimination of death.63

Even though the historical validity of this ÒmythÓ is acknowledged in Òcon-
serving and communicating the basic realities of the Christian faith,Ó its veracity
is questioned.64 Even if not using the term ÒmythÓ in this context, some evan-
gelical authors treat as such the belief in the Fall as the cause of physical death.
William Sanford LaSor, for example, considers the concept that nothing or no
one on earth died before AdamÕs fall an Òunrealistic teaching.Ó65 And Munday
calls it ÒpresumptuousÓ to affirm Òthat the creation was ÔsubjectedÕ to creature
mortality at the fallÓ rather than at the very beginning.66
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The Agency of Evil Angelic Powers. That SatanÕs rebellion against God
could have taken place before there was any life on the earth is seen by some
evangelical authors who are devoted to a high view of Scripture as an interesting
possibility for explaining the existence of death before the sin of Adam. Admit-
ting the possible truth of the belief that animals would not die if there was no sin
in the world, the suggestion has been made that animal death could be consid-
ered an effect of SatanÕs sin before Adam was created.67

Murphy admits that the idea of fallen angelic powers can be of some help in
understanding the cosmic scope of the problem of evil.68 At the same time, the
idea of applying any theory of angelology and demonology to gaining an under-
standing of the Genesis account is opposed by some scholars like Ramm,69 while
favored by such others as Donald Bloesch70 and C. S. Lewis.71

The foregoing discussion leads us to at least two important points. First,
evangelicals justify the affirmation of death before the Fall mostly through ar-
guments drawn from sources other than Scripture. Second, these scholars do not
refer to any negative implications of the acceptance of death as a reality ante-
ceding AdamÕs sin. They fail to provide their readers with solid, biblically based
theological justification for their respective proposals. The question is, what
does the Bible say to evangelicals for whom the Bible is the final authority?

It must be observed, at this juncture, that another group of evangelical
scholars have addressed, in fragmentary fashion, the subject of death before the
Fall by pointing to its potential problems for theology. Their writings on this
issue will be considered later in this study.

Death in Animals Because of AdamÕs Sin? The question of death and suf-
fering in the animal world is one of great importance. On the one hand, as we
have seen, many scholars see such death as a natural phenomenon. On the other
hand, the fact of suffering in the animal world is seen by other thinkers as one of
the greatest of all objections to a Christian theology about a loving, all-powerful,
and compassionate God. The problem is not an easy one to explore.72
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John Hick states the difficulty as follows:

Now the sufferings of animals constitute one of the most
baffling aspects of the problem of evil. Although this is per-
haps not the gravest and most oppressive of evilÕs many
forms, it may nevertheless be the hardest for us to under-
stand.73

A tension between a terrible predicament and a hopeful expectancy of liberation
is said by Paul in the New Testament (cf. Rom 8:18Ð25) to be the lot not only of
human beings but of the whole of creation, subjected to decay at the beginning,
but awaiting eschatological redemption. That way of thinking is in keeping with
the Old Testament theology and philosophy of nature, to which we now turn.

The Old Testament Data: Man as
Federal Representative of the Natural World

A connection between human moral behavior, particularly in terms of obe-
dience or disobedience to God, and death in the animal kingdom is evident in
the Old Testament.

The close interrelation between humanity and the nonhuman order of nature
is underlined in the account of the Fall in Gen 3. The passage reveals that Òre-
bellion against God disrupts relationships among people and between people and
the land.Ó74 When the man and woman fall into sin, the earth is cursed because
of them (vs. 17). Now, in order to eat from it, the earth must be tilled and har-
vested Òthrough painful toilÓ (vs. 17b, 19a). In addition, as God says, Òit will
produce thorns and thistles for youÓ (vs. 18).75 Later on, Òthe earth is cursed by a
flood because of human sinÓ (cf. Gen 7Ð9).76

At the time of the Exodus, PharaohÕs wickedness affected not only the
whole of his people, but their sinfulness was visited upon their natural world as
GodÕs judgments fell on both men and animals (Exod 8:17; 9:1Ð3, 9, 10, 25;
12:12; see Ps 135:8), and even on the vegetable kingdom (9:22, 25). Conversely,
the Israelites by their obedience saved not only themselves, but their animals
and their land (9:4Ð7, 26).

Psalm 107:33Ð34 speaks of GodÕs turning Òrivers into a desert, flowing
springs into thirsty ground, and fruitful land into a salt waste,Ó and all of that
Òbecause of the wickedness of those who live there.Ó Abundant illustration of
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this principle is provided in the book of Jeremiah. According to Jer 9:9Ð10, God
would desolate mountains, desert pastures, cattle, and birds, because Òthe people
of Judah have done evil in my eyes, declares the LordÓ (7:30). The question is
raised in 12:4, ÒHow long will the land lie parched and the grass in every field
be withered?Ó The answer is in the same verse stated by means of a clear con-
nection between human sinfulness and the death of animals in the land: ÒBe-
cause those who live in it are wicked, the animals and birds have perished.Ó77

And in Hos 4:1Ð3 it is stated that because of the sin of the Israelites, all that is in
the land wastes away, and Òthe beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the
fish of the sea are dyingÓ (cf. Zeph 1:3).

If the question is asked, Why do the land and the animals therein (that do
not sin) have to suffer the same doleful lot men have to suffer because of their
sin? One answer is provided in Deut 29. There the Lord Himself foresees that
both the IsraelitesÕ children and the Òforeigners who come from distant landsÓ
and Òall the nations,Ó upon seeing calamities and disease on the world of nature
(vs. 22), would wonder why. They would ask the question, ÒWhy has the Lord
done this to the land?Ó (vs. 24). ÒAnd the answer will be: ÔIt is because this peo-
ple abandoned the covenant of the Lord, the God of their fathers, the covenant
He made with them when he brought them out of EgyptÕÓ (vs. 25).78 God com-
plements this answer in Jer 27:4Ð5 on the basis of His creatorship:

This is what the Lord Almighty, the Lord of Israel, says: ÒTell
this to your masters: With my great power and outstretched
arm I made the earth and its people and the animals that are on
it, and I give it to anyone I please.Ó79

This passage indicates that God, as Creator of all that is, reserves for Him-
self the right of dealing with His creation as He sees best. It was God Himself
who, at the beginning, constituted the human being as lord and representative of
the lower created order.

NatureÕs well-being was made dependent on manÕs allegiance to the divine
plan: ÒIf you fully obey the Lord your God and carefully follow all His com-
mands . . . the fruit of your womb will be blessed, and the crops of your land and
the young of your livestockÐÐthe calves of your herds and the lambs of your
flocksÓ (Deut 28:1, 4). The concept of manÕs federal representation of the crea-
tion is a prominent one in Old Testament literature. God subjected the nonhu-
man creation to the dominion of His human creatures (Gen 1:27Ð28; Ps 8:3Ð8),
and that creation was to stand or fall with them.80 Animals, as already noticed,

                                                  
 77

Emphasis added.
 78

It is evident that these curses come Òas a clear response to unfaithfulnessÓ (Dyrness, 60).
 79

See also vs. 6. This reply, no doubt, sounds authoritative and even despotic to modern man,
but it was not so to the ancient, theocentrically minded Israelite who fully recognized the supreme
sovereignty of God.

 80
Dyrness, 60.



TERREROS: IS ALL DEATH A CONSEQUENCE OF SIN?

165

would fall along with man because of human sin (cf. Ezek 14:13, 17, 19, 21;
25:13; 29:8; Zeph 1:1Ð3; Zech 14:13Ð15.),81 but, conversely, animals would
stand, or be restored, with man because of human repentance (Jer 31:18Ð19,
27Ð28; Joel 2:12Ð13, 21Ð22).82

Additionally, we must recognize that in a natural world affected by the ca-
lamity of sin, death became a necessity. On this point Hartog writes:

Under the present system, with higher forms feeding on lower
ones, there is a balance in nature. It is based on the death of all
things. The present system of death and decay is necessary in
order that old generations may go as new ones come and an
ecological balance may keep man from perishing from the
face of the earth. He most certainly would have if the curse
had not extended to death in the animal kingdom. This is one
way the present system is best suited for fallen man.83

In light of this statement, it is clear that natureÕs solidarity with man in death
was now indispensable in order to keep the new order of life in balance. Fur-
thermore, that solidarity in death obeys a divinely ordained plan of love in fac-
ing the emergency generated by the Fall and intended, in the long run, to pre-
serve human life on the planet. But we must keep in mind that this is a new or-
der of things.

The New Testament Data: Adam as Representative of the Creation
A connection between human sin and death of all kinds is also present in

the New Testament. This is especially true of passages in the Pauline corpus.
Romans 5:12 is most notable for linking AdamÕs sin to the entrance of death into
the world. Other important passages include Rom 6:23; 8:18Ð25, and 1 Cor
15:21Ð22.
                                                  

 81
F. F. Bruce states: ÒMan was put in charge of the ÔlowerÕ creation and involved it with him

when he fellÓ (Bruce, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans: An Introduction and Commentary, The
Tyndale New Testament Commentaries [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963]), 169,; So also Richard W.
De Haan, The World on Trial: Studies in Romans (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970), 96; Andre
Marie Bubarle, The Doctrine of Original Sin, trans. E. M. Stewart (New York: Herder & Herder,
1964); E. J. Forrester, A Righteousness of God for Unrighteous Men, Being an Exposition of the
Epistle to the Romans (New York: George H. Doran, 1926), 97.

 82
It is interesting to notice that even Isa 11:5Ð9, that classical description of eschatological

bliss in the natural world, is preceded by the description of the wise ruler of JesseÕs stock; the ideal
conditions are evidently intended to result from the goodness of the wise ruler (cf. Moule, 7Ð8).

 83
Hartog, 114. For other ways in which this present world is best for sinful man, and for an

approach to the ethical problem involved in the suffering of the animal world, see ibid., 115 passim.
Haigh expresses thus her view: ÒThe animals too were cursed with death and, in my opinion, it may
be that the fearful and violent instincts in the presence of man and their violence against creatures
lower down the scale of being than themselves (snakes eat frogs, frogs eat flies, etc.) may be a kind
of participation in the now fallen, unruly state of manÕs own passions.Ó Paula Haigh, Thirty Theses
Against Theistic Evolution (Louisville: Catholic Center for Creation Research Publications, 1976),
55.



JOURNAL OF THE ADVENTIST THEOLOGICAL SOCIETY

166

Romans 5:12. As sin affected the totality of the creation, human and non-
human, so will the salvific work of Christ.

Exegetical considerations on Romans 5:12, as presented in my doctoral dis-
sertation,84 make clear that this passage does not mean that as sin entered the
world, nonhuman creatures became sinful as man did, for, as Paul puts it, Òthe
creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choiceÓ (Rom 8:20). It
rather means that as man, the king of creation, became sinful, nonhuman crea-
tures became as mortal as man did. In other words, the kingdom fell with its
king. In this sense the words of Cranfield, the renowned New Testament scholar,
are true, that death Òfollowed sin like a shadow.Ó85 This is due to the direct cor-
relation between manÕs faithfulness to the covenant with God and the welfare of
nature. The same correlation exists between human unfaithfulness and death in
the natural realm. This truth also implies that the Messianic eschatological resto-
ration will include both the king and the kingdom. This will be accomplished
through the resurrection of man and the recreation of the natural world (Rev
21:5; cf. Isa 65:17Ð25). The whole of creation will be set free (Rom 8:21). Thus,
what man lost because of sin will be restored to him when sin is eliminated from
the earth.

Romans 5:12 shows that death came to all humanity in a way analogous to
how it came to the rest of the creation; that the means it took (one manÕs sin), as
well as its extension (cosmic), are similar in both cases. In this light, the passage
could be thus interpreted: ÒAs sin and death came into all creation through one
man, even so death came to all men.Ó86 This interpretation preserves the con-
textual parallel between Adam and Christ and highlights the universal scope of
their respective roles. Other Pauline passages (e.g., Rom 7, 8) make clear that
neither of the two realms (human and nonhuman) can extricate themselves from
their situation and that their only hope is GodÕs gracious provision. The nonhu-
man creation will also be made free from corruption only through the work of
Christ, though not through resurrection but by new creation. In what other form
could PaulÕs prediction in Rom 8:18Ð25 be fulfilled?

That ho thanatos is the subject of the comparison in Rom 5:12 is indicated
by the fact that this is the noun that occurs in both the protasis and the apodosis
(the two elements of the comparison). On the other hand, the second element in
this comparison, Òso death came to all men,Ó makes better sense if death is come
before to some element other than men, an element to which deathÕs coming to
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all men is being compared. That element is ho kosmos. In a point of time, after
the first humans sinned, death came to the natural, nonhuman world before it
came to the human world (cf. Gen 3:21). By the time the first physical human
death (AbelÕs) actually took place, humans had observed repeatedly the death of
animals, at least as sacrificial victims if not as a result of animals killing each
other. As death eventually became a universal phenomenon in the subhuman
realm, it likewise occurred in the human world. As a greater reality is usually
illustrated by one of lesser import, so it seems that the universality of human
death, which is the second element in the comparison and doubtless the more
important for the apostle, is being illustrated by the universality of death in the
nonhuman world. The coming of death to men is being compared to the coming
of death into ho kosmos.87

The purpose in highlighting the universality of this cosmic predicament is
just to establish the basis for the universal need of the saving work of Christ. As
AdamÕs sin is the cause of universal death, so ChristÕs saving work is the cause
of universal reconciliation and salvation. The point of the death of Christ as the
means of human reconciliation with God has already been made in 5:1Ð11 (see
vs. 8, 10).88 Now Paul goes on to show why ChristÕs life-giving work is so des-
perately needed, i.e., because of the universality of death.

 The change of verb from eiserchomai in the first clause to dierchomai in its
parallel second clause, a verb that Òhas been interpreted in different ways ac-
cording to the theological conceptions preceding the reading of the verse,Ó89 is
worth noticing. It could hint at how sin and death entered and were transmitted
to the two different realms alluded to here. Because of the sin of one man (cf. v.
17), death just Òcame inÓ (eiserchomai) to the natural kosmos, as in a nonvolitive
action on the part of the object of death. But regarding the human kosmos, death
and sin not only came to, but death Òpassed throughÓ and ÒspreadÓ (dierchomai),
and this, due to some kind of volitive90 action, that is, eph’ hoœ pantes heœmarton
(Òbecause all sinnedÓ), an affirmation that could not be made in the former case,
that of the nonhuman world. It is also important to notice that Paul says that
death reigned from the time of Adam, not before.
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Related Passages. Romans 8:18Ð23 and 1 Cor 15:21Ð22 are passages re-
lated to Rom 5:12Ð21 where the issues of human sin and death (or its corollar-
ies: pain, suffering, and decay) are associated with one another.91 Thus, these
pericopes are thematically connected with each other, and one of the themes that
runs through all these passages is the concept of Adam (or the first human be-
ings) as federal representative(s) of the human race and the whole of the crea-
tion.

If ho thanatos (death) came into the world dia teœs hamartias (through sin),
then it follows that the presence of ho thanatos in the world cannot be explained
apart from the presence of sin. 

Because of these observations and in light of the foregoing discussion, we
can conclude that Paul teaches that all forms of death (both in the human and
nonhuman realms) are introduced in the world as a consequence of the sin of
Adam, and that liberation from corruption (cf. Rom 8:21) equals liberation from
death.

The issue of whether death is a natural or an unnatural phenomenon is fun-
damental for the development of a Christian theology of death.92 There is in the
mystery of death a paradox that must be kept in mind. There is undeniable truth
in the assertion that living is a dying process. Animal tissue is systematically
destroyed by use, and when the loss of tissue and energy becomes excessive,
death and decay soon overtake the organism. And so, on one hand, death is Òthe
normal end of our fleshly existence and as such is the most natural thing in the
world.Ó93 On the other hand, as pictured in the Bible, death is anything but
something natural or intended by God for His creatures. Rather, the Bible pic-
tures death as an alien, an intruder, an enemy to be overcome and not a friend.
Death is Òthe last enemy to be destroyedÓ (1 Cor 15:26) at the eschaton.

New Testament scholar Leon Morris, after surveying a number of relevant
New Testament passages, concludes:

What emerges clearly from our study of the New Testament docu-
ments is the fact that death characteristically is regarded as something
completely unnatural, an alien, a horror, an enemy. It is not simply an
event, but a state, and is connected very closely with sin.94

This statement highlights the unnaturalness of death, as well as its intimate
connection with sin. This is not less true of death in the nonhuman realm than it
is of death in the human domain.
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Theological Implications of Affirming Death before the Fall
The preceding analysis of the biblical data indicates that death, suffering,

and pain in the nonhuman world may be considered as much a consequence of
the Fall as is human death, and that creation as a whole groans in the expectancy
of liberation. In Christian theology in general we find that the work of Christ is
effective redemptively only if a causal link between sin and death is presumed.

On this point Charles Hodge writes:

The reason why death is the result of sin is, that sin deserves
death. Death is due to it in justice. There is the same obliga-
tion in justice, that sin should be followed by death, as that the
labourer should receive his wages.95

Thus, ChristÕs substitutionary atonement can liberate the sinner from death
only if death is a consequence of the sin of that sinner; only if there is, in other
words, a cause-effect connection between humanityÕs sin and death, because
Jesus Christ Òis the Representative of fallen humanity.Ó96 It follows that only in
the light of this cause-effect connection between sin and death can theological
sense be made of ChristÕs vicarious dying for sinners. Why? Because without
the causal linkage between sin and death, ChristÕs death could not satisfactorily
pay for the consequence of sin.

Early Twentieth-Century Evangelical Stance on the Issue
By the turn of this century, a time when modernism97 was making signifi-

cant inroads into evangelical churches and colleges in North America, funda-
mentalism, one of the ÒsubculturesÓ98 within the broad spectrum of evangelical
theology, reacted by taking a challenging stance represented by the publication
of The Fundamentals.99
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By the time these works were written, the notions of sin and death, includ-
ing physical death in the nonhuman world, were understood in conservative
evangelical theology as connected in a cause-effect relationship. On this point,
the declaration explicitly affirms that according to Paul the apostle, Òall cosmic
life, plant, animal, and human, has been made to suffer because of the presence
of sin in man. Who can doubt it? See Rom. 5:12Ð14, 21; 6:21; 7:10; 8:19Ð25;
Eph. 2:1, etc.Ó100 This work, in which the causal link between human sin and
cosmic death is acknowledged in such distinct terms, constitutes the most com-
prehensive single declaration of evangelical doctrinal beliefs discovered to date.

As modernism101 succeeded in influencing evangelical educational institu-
tions and churches, a significant number of evangelical thinkers reacted by doc-
trinally moving away from fundamentalism and the traditional belief in a literal
understanding of the Genesis creation narratives. However, what initially started
as a trend associated with demands for open-mindedness about evolution has re-
sulted in what seems to us a major theological shift, namely, the moving away
from affirming a causal connection between sin and physical death, as it has
already been documented.

                                                                                                                 
Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987],
3). EvangelicalismÕs theological break with fundamentalism began to take place in the early 1940s
(ibid.). On this point, MarsdenÕs definition and historical description of ÒfundamentalismÓ is worth
quoting: ÒFrom the 1920s to the 1940s, to be a fundamentalist meant only to be theologically tradi-
tional, a believer in the fundamentals of evangelical Christianity, and willing to take a militant stand
against modernism.

ÒConservative was sometimes a synonym. So to call oneself a fundamentalist did not neces-
sarily imply, as it virtually does today, than one was either a dispensationalist or a separatist. Neither
did it necessarily imply, despite efforts to the contrary by its detractors, that one was obscurantist,
anti-intellectual, or a political extremistÓ (ibid., 10, MarsdenÕs emphasis).

MarsdenÕs clear definition implies that any efforts at establishing a sharp distinction between
evangelicalism and fundamentalism on the basis of The Fundamentals would not only be anachro-
nistic but inexact. Carl Henry concurs, writing in retrospect, in a letter to Marsden, that Òin the 1930s
we were all fundamentalists. . . . The term ÔevangelicalÕ became a significant option when the NAE
[National Association of Evangelicals] was organized (1942)Ó (Carl F. H. Henry to Marsden, Feb.
24, 1986, quoted by Marsden in Reforming Fundamentalism, 10). In the same letter, Henry writes:
ÒIn the context of the debate with modernism, fundamentalist was an appropriate alternative; in other
contexts [of the debate within the fundamentalist movement], the term evangelical was preferableÓ
(ibid.). In another part of the same letter Henry even comments that Ònobody wanted the term Ôevan-
gelicalÕ when NAE was formed in 1942; in social context and in ecumenical context it implied what
was religiously passeÓ (ibid., n. 4). For a condensed historical overview and description of The Fun-
damentals, see Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, chap. 14: ÒThe Fundamentals,Ó
118Ð123.
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The Basis for Atonement Theology Challenged
The rejection of a cause-effect connection between sin and death adversely

affects the evangelical theology of the atonement in at least the five following
ways:

First, it was the tragedy of the fall of humanity into sin that set in motion
GodÕs plan for the redemption of the human race. Thus, redemption history be-
gins with the sin of humankind, so that evangelical soteriology is dependent on a
literal Fall of man.102 It was at the Fall that the proto-euangelion was announced
(Gen. 3:15). If manÕs voluntary, free decision is removed or severed from death,
then sin as a cause of death disappears from the story of redemption.

Second, the disjunction of death and sin undermines the biblical teaching on
death as a penalty for sin, thereby removing the basis for ChristÕs atonement
understood in a substitutionary sense. For example, if death entered the world
through any other means than by human sin, then, as noted, death could not be
the penalty for sin, and the basis of the atoning value of ChristÕs death in the
sinnerÕs stead is neutralized precisely because His death does not then constitute
the wages of the sin of humanity.103 The importance of this implication cannot
be overstressed. This means that Christ did not really have to die because God
could have solved the death problem in a better way than the one He chose.
ÒChrist dying for us,Ó however, as noted by Bloesch, Òis certainly the foundation
and pivotal point of our salvation.Ó104 As Cameron argues, the acceptance of
death as a reality before the sin of Adam pulls the rug Òfrom under the feet of
the evangelical understanding of the atonement.Ó105

A third effect of the rejection of the biblical cause-effect connection be-
tween sin and death for atonement theology is that only if the phenomenon of
death is more than natural is a more-than-natural plan of redemption necessary.
If death were just a natural problem, it could have then been solved through
natural solutions, and no supernatural intervention, such as GodÕs irruption into
human history through the incarnation, would have been necessary. Denying the
sin-death connection makes the biblical plan of salvation a faulted plan instead
of a perfect one. It jeopardizes GodÕs wisdom in designing it. In short, the ad-
mission of no cause-effect connection between sin and death, as when death is
regarded as just a natural phenomenon, renders the plan of salvation, as deline-
ated in the Bible, unnecessary.
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Fourth, according to a high view of Scripture, the above conclusion is not
less true of the phenomenon of death in the nonhuman world, because the solu-
tion of even this aspect of the problem will also require supernatural interven-
tion. Only if evolution is true, if animals, for instance, first came into life by
only natural means, can we expect that the problem of their death should be re-
versed by means equally natural. But if the Genesis account is correct, and crea-
tion and the historical Fall are true, then the only possible way that the problem
of death in the nonhuman world can be reversed is through a new creation, i.e.,
through GodÕs supernatural intervention, which is precisely what God says He
will do (Rev 21:5; cf. Isa 65:17Ð25). Moreover, it is because the lot of the natu-
ral creation is so inseparably connected with humanityÕs attitude toward God
that Paul can write that the creation Òwas subjected to frustration, not by its own
choiceÓ (Rom 8:20), and that the whole of creation will be Òliberated from its
bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of GodÓ
(vs. 21). This passage indicates that God promises to accomplish the liberation
of the lower animal kingdom through a new creation, not through a long process
of evolution.

Fifth, affirming death before sin means that the first human sin ceases to be
the basis for the human need of salvation, and this suggests the need of a re-
thinking of the Christian faith. Such faith has to be adapted to this new under-
standing of the ÒFallÓ and Òoriginal sin.Ó Theistic evolutionary evangelicals
maintain that if this adaptation is not made possible, Christian soteriology would
become obsolete.106 Evangelical theology is thus confronted with the alterna-
tives of either preserving historical Christianity or renouncing its doctrinal val-
ues in favor of interpretations that give science authority over Scripture. For
example, writing from the standpoint of a theistic evolutionist, Schmitz-
Moormann affirms that salvation Òcannot mean returning to an original state, but
must be conceived as perfecting through the process of evolutionary cre-
ation.Ó107 This process of creation by evolution, some evangelicals believe, is
capable of telling us still more about GodÕs purposes and about His way of of-
fering humanity a way of salvation108 than is the traditional Christian belief in
creation as Òa series of instantaneous eventsÑcreation by simple fiat.Ó109 On
this point, evangelical author George Murphy agrees with Schmitz-Moormann.
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Murphy, as noted above, believes that theologically, evolution is preferable to
the doctrine of creation.110

It is theologically important to notice that it was the emergency of the en-
trance of sin into the world which gave occasion to the most fundamental altera-
tion of divine nature testified to in Scripture, namely, the Son of GodÕs incarna-
tion as Christ Jesus (1 Tim 3:16). In light of this fact, it is not surprising that
some alterations, such as changes in the physiological make-up of some animals,
became necessary in order to cope with the new conditions brought about by
human sin. Only if the character of sin is not regarded as seriously as the Bible
does can we wonder at the physical evils and the changes in the natural world
brought about by the emergency of sin. At the same time, no physical evil can
be compared with that moral or spiritual evil which is sin itself.111 But if death
preceded sin, how can the evil of sin be characterized?

Concluding Remarks
As noted, human beings have always pondered questions about origins.

What has not always been taken into consideration is that the answers given are
deeply influenced by the presuppositions of the inquirer. For example, scientists
who are committed only to naturalistic assumptions and scientists holding a bib-
lical worldview will reach entirely different conclusions. For those in the first
group, Òpresent day processes must be assumed to be sufficient to explain the
origin of all things by naturalistic means.Ó112 For the second group, there is a
distinction between GodÕs acts of creation in the past and His continuing provi-
dential government of the created order.

This discontinuity implies that creationÑwhich cannot be tested experi-
mentallyÑand issues connected with the state of the original created order lie
outside the sphere of scientific inquiry. This means that these issues become a
matter of revelation.113 This is not to say, however, that if scientists trust the
claims of ScriptureÕs creation texts, literally interpreted, in seeking to understand
these issues, they cannot make intelligent inferences in their study of nature. But
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inferences in those areas are safe only as long as they do not go beyond GodÕs
given revelation.114

Cranfield notes that the admission that death came through sin entails very
serious difficulties for many people, Òsince they are in the habit of thinking of
death as natural and in no sense Ôthe wages of sinÕ (Rom 6:23).Ó115 As we have
seen, this ÒhabitÓ has become almost a standard thinking pattern even within
evangelical scholarship. This has clearly been the case since death Òbecame
naturalÓ in pre-Darwinian times. And today, as noted by Munday, ÒAll evolu-
tionary interpreters of course accept pre-fall animal death.Ó116 Usually for these
scholars, a peaceful predator-prey relationship as described by Old Testament
prophets is to be interpreted as Ògreat poetry and true mythology.Ó The reason is
that, Òif we believe at all in God as creator, and in the evolution of species as
part of his design, it seems we must accept universal predation as integral to
it.Ó117

In harmony with these considerations we conclude that according to a high
view of Scripture which interprets the creation texts as real history, one may
well adopt the presupposition that a discontinuity exists between creation and
providence, Òwhich is the normal working of God in upholding and sustaining
the universe,Ó118 with reference, particularly, to post-Fall conditions. In other
words, the present conditions of a world fallen into sin must not be made the
measure of the so-called Ònatural conditionsÓ of an unfallen creation.119 Evan-
gelical Christian scholars who reject this presupposition succumb to an unbibli-
cal worldview.

Death is Òthe eschatos echthros with whose definitive destruction the work
of salvation is fully accomplished (1 Cor 15:26; Rev 20:14).Ó120 We agree with
Murphy that at present we cannot fully know Òhow death and corruption can be
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forever done away with in a new heaven and a new earth.Ó121 But Christians can
certainly depend on God, His Word, and His promises that the Messianic es-
chatological restoration will include both the kingÑmanÑand his king-
domÑthe world of nature (see Hos 2:18). The whole of the creation will be set
free. For, as the consequences of sin are cosmic in scope, so is redemption. This
means Òthat all created natures, and not only the human, will share in the new
creation.Ó122 The liberation of the creation from its bondage to decay, to be
brought Òinto the glorious freedom of the children of God,Ó will be accom-
plished through the resurrection of humans and the recreation of the natural
world.
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