
The Relationship of God to Life and Death   Posted on July 16, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 

but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of 

it you shall die.”  (Genesis 2:16) 

To properly understand Genesis 2-3, we have to keep the 

narrative of the Fall of Adam and Eve and the impact of 

the ancestral sin in the context of the entire 

Scriptures.  We read the narrative  through the lens of 

what Scriptures abundantly testifies to us about God: 

that God is love and He acts towards His human 

creatures through His merciful loving kindness which 

endures forever. 

As Orthodox biblical scholar and priest Paul Tarazi 

argues, the story of the Fall of Eve and Adam itself occurs 

in the first part of Genesis which is not so much the story 

of humanity, but the story of the heavens and the earth – the story in which God is the main actor and 

the humans are part of what God is doing.  So to understand the first five chapters of Genesis one must 

realize this part of the bible is not anthropocentric but theocentric and so must be interpreted with a 

focus on God.  According to Tarazi, Adam’s story (Hebrew:toledot) really begins in Genesis 5:1-2. 

“Genesis 1-4 is not the story of Adam (and Eve)… it is rather the toledot of the heavens and the 

earth, Adam being merely the product, the fruit, of the latter: ‘then the Lord God formed the 

man (human being) of dust from the ground (‘adamah), and breathed into his nostrils the breath 

of life; and man became a living being.’ (Gen 2:7) 

Genesis 1-4 is not about the human being whose story (toledot) is the subject matter of Genesis 

5:1-6:8).  The first four chapters are rather the story (toledot) of ‘the heavens and the earth,’ 

that is, God’s entire creation.  Unless this is kept in mind, then one is bound to mishandle the 

text.”   (Paul Tarazi, THE CHRYSOSTOM BIBLE: GENESIS, pp 28,35) 

In fact every story found in the scriptures is to be read through the lens of what we know to be true 

about God.  Each chapter and story of the Bible belong in a context and are understood in that 

context.   To remove them from their context – from the revealed theology found in the Scriptures – and 

to treat them as if each story can stand alone and be interpreted without a context is to distort the 

meaning of each passage.  All books within the Bible have different authors and editors, and yet all of 

them were inspired to write a narration which is governed by and united by God. 
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If we ignore any part of the theology of the Bible, we decontextualize the words which God put into a 

context and so fail to read it as Word of God.  For example Scripture is clear that creation was brought 

into existence by the Word of God: 

“By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and 

all their host by the breath of his mouth” (Psalm 33:6). 

The God who is love creates the world by His Word sharing His 

love with His creation.  Thus even creation itself, the cosmos, 

and the history of the universe are part of the context in which 

the narrations of Scripture are unfolding.   So, all of the 

Scriptures, history and the cosmos are the context for 

understanding any verse, pericope or book of the Bible. They are 

all inseparable and therefore also the context in which we have 

to read the Genesis 2-3 story of the fall of Adam and Eve and the 

entrance of death into God’s creation. 

Indeed, we note that some Patristic writers understand that 

death in Genesis 3 of the humans for disobedience is not 

punishment but a firm limit imposed by God on evil.  It is God’s will that evil shall not abide forever but 

is contained by God. 

“Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of 

fire…”  (Revelation 20:14) 

Just as God walls in the chaos in Genesis 1 as He reveals creation, so too death is used to limit the 

effects of disobedience, evil and chaos. 
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“Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell 

with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself 

will be with them;  he will wipe away every tear from their 

eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former 

things have passed away.”  And he who sat upon the 

throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.”  (Revelation 

21:3-5) 

And death itself belongs to the temporal world – it is not eternal 

but is a temporary condition which too will pass away according to 

God’s Word and will. 

 St Irenaeus (d. 202AD) writing at the end of the 2nd Century says: 

“Wherefore also he [God] drove him [Adam] out of Paradise, and removed him far from the tree 

of life … having mercy on him, that he should not continue a transgressor for ever, nor that the 

sin which surrounded him should be immortal, and evil interminable and irremediable.  But he 

set a bound to his transgression, by interposing death and causing sin to cease, putting an end to 

it by the dissolution of the flesh into the earth, so that man, ceasing at length to live to sin, and 

dying to it, might begin to live to God…” (Against Heresies, 3.23.6). 

As. St. Irenaeus interprets Genesis 3, death mercifully puts a 

boundary around the transgression/disobedience and limits 

its power and effect.  Death is not punishing the humans but 

curtailing sin! St. Gregory of Nyssa (d. 384AD) will go so far as 

to say that the death of Adam and Eve made the resurrection 

of Christ possible!  God intended all along to defeat death by 

death. (Gregory of Nyssa’s idea is based squarely on St. Paul’s 

own teaching: “For God has consigned all men to 

disobedience, that he may have mercy upon all” (Romans 11: 

32). 

If God is love and acts in love toward us humans, His telling Adam that to wrongfully eat the forbidden 

will result in death is a warning to Adam.  In the next blog we will consider the question:  what was the 

serpent doing in telling Eve that to eat this fruit will make her god-like? 

The Relationship of God to Life and Death (II) 

Posted on July 17, 2013 by Fr. Ted 
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In the previous blog, The Relationship of God to Life and Death, 

we found that both the Scriptures and early Church Fathers 

understood that from the beginning God worked to limit the 

power of sin and death in the lives of His beloved human 

creatures.  

“As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of 

the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live; turn 

back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you die, O 

house of Israel?”  (Ezekiel 33:11; see also Ezekiel 18:23) 

God continues to act in love toward humanity even after the 

Fall.  God is love, and that truth is not altered by human 

behavior, even sinful behavior.   God is love which means God 

chooses to act toward His world in love, His love is not a 

conditional reaction to the world based on our behavior.   

Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild 

creature that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, 

“Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden’?” 

[And the woman said to the serpent, "We may eat of the fruit 

of the trees of the garden; but God said, 'You shall not eat of 

the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, 

neither shall you touch it, lest you die.'" But the serpent said 

to the woman, "You will not die. For God knows that when 

you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like 

God, knowing good and evil."  (Genesis 3:1-5) 

Part of the serpent’s deception of Eve is to confuse her by calling into 

question God’s intention.  God warns the humans that eating the 

forbidden fruit will lead to their death – He is not threatening them, 

but revealing His love and concern for them by warning them about the consequences of their 

behavior.   The serpent however tells Eve that God is trying to limit her, not sin.  He tricks her into 

thinking that God is trying to hide something from her – a power that God alone has.   Eve readily 

abandons Her God and Creator in order to pursue unlimited power for herself.  She falls for the ruse and 

experiences both sin and death, consequently and tragically she becomes a limited, mortal being.  Eve 

grasps for godlikeness and in so doing loses her humanity.   As a result of her and Adam’s disobedience, 

they and all of us their children fall under the power of death.  [Thus also we see in Christ the undoing of 

Eve and Adam's sin for Christ does not grasp divinity but rather empties Himself (Philippians 2:5-11) 

revealing to us that to become truly human we must empty ourselves and to be godlike we must empty 

ourselves.] 
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Death, intended by God to prevent the unlimited 

growth of evil, itself becomes distorted in the world 

of the Fall and usurps its role becoming a cancerous, 

insatiable power on earth working with Satan.  The 

limit put on Eve did not originate with God, as the 

serpent falsely implied.  Rather the limit which 

comes upon Eve and Adam is death – it comes upon 

them by their own choosing.  God in His love for 

humanity had warned them about this limit – eat the 

fruit and you will die.   The limit God had imposed 

was to limit evil, not to limit the humans.   Eve 

however in falling for the serpent’s deception, imposes the limit of death on herself by choosing evil 

disobedience to God. 

The limit on the humans was initiated by the humans choosing sin.  Sin was limited by God’s love – 

namely by imposing death on sin to contain it.  Only the Resurrection of 

Christ will crush the power of both sin and death.  The limits imposed on 

the humans by choosing sin are lifted by the God of love who never 

wished these limits on the humans in the first place and rather even 

warned Adam against them. 

The text itself in Genesis 2-3 does not use the word “punishment” in 

relationship to the consequence of eating the forbidden fruit.  The 

Hebrew does not demand that we read the coming of death as 

punishment by God, nor that God is causing the death which follows 

disobedience. Additionally, God mentions that the humans will die if 

they eat the forbidden fruit but does not threaten them with hell – 

neither a temporary or eternal one – which certainly would have implied 

punishment.  The serpent entices Eve with a deception: telling her God has limited her and is 

withholding something from her.  Eve thinks it is desirable to rid herself of this God imposed limit, but it 

is her disobedience which imposed the limit of death upon her.  Death which is to contain the effects of 

sin and evil, instead come upon the humans in order to prevent them from continuing to grow in sin. 

In Romans 5-6 and in I Corinthians 15, St. Paul’s discussion of the Fall in Genesis 3 focuses on death 

being the consequence of sin.  He does not focus on punishment and hell as being God’s reaction to sin. 

In this St. Paul follows the Genesis text which never mentions the words punishment or 

hell.   Remember that according to St. Paul, the wages of sin is death – He does not mention an eternal 

hell (Romans 6:23).   Eve and Adam fall from Paradise to earth to Sheol, the place of the dead.  St. Paul 

writes: 

“Therefore as sin came into the world through one man and death through sin, and so death 

spread to all men because all men sinned—sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, 

but sin is not counted where there is no law. Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over 
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those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to 

come. But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man’s trespass, 

much more have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of that one man Jesus Christ 

abounded for many. And the free gift is not like the effect of that one man’s sin. For the 

judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many 

trespasses brings justification. If, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one 

man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of 

righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. Then as one man’s trespass led to 

condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all 

men.”   (Romans 5:12-18) 

 

The Relationship of God to Life and Death (III)    Posted on July 18, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

This is the third blog of this series which began withThe Relationship 

of God to Life and Death.  The previous blog is The Relationship of God 

to Life and Death (II). 

As we saw in the previous blog, sin led to the death for all humans, but 

now Christ overcomes death for all humans through His resurrection 

(Romans 5:12-18).  St. Paul’s focus in Romans 5 is not on how sin 

spread through the human race, but rather he focuses on the spread 

of death to all humans and then on salvation for humanity, which 

ultimately means the defeat of death.  In 1 Corinthians 15, St. Paul 

reiterates the same idea he writes about in Romans with the emphasis 

on death being the final enemy to be overcome: 

“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep. 

For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in 
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Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.  . . .  The last enemy to be destroyed is 

death.” (15:20-26) 

The problem for humanity and all creation, according to St. Paul, as well as the cure/salvation for all 

focuses on overcoming death.  St. Paul says in Romans 6 (which we Orthodox read at Baptisms) - 

“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 

death? We were buried therefore with him 

by baptism into death, so that as Christ was 

raised from the dead by the glory of the 

Father, we too might walk in newness of life. 

For if we have been united with him in a 

death like his, we shall certainly be united 

with him in a resurrection like his. We know 

that our old self was crucified with him so 

that the sinful body might be destroyed, and 

we might no longer be enslaved to sin. For 

he who has died is freed from sin. But if we 

have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him. For we know that Christ being 

raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.”  (6:5-9) 

Death was the result of sin for humans.  Christ comes into the world to destroy death and does so by His 

own death (“trampling down death by death“) and by His resurrection (“and upon those in the tombs 

bestowing life“).  We each participate in this salvation when we put on Christ through baptism.  We 

become one with Christ, dying with Him and experiencing His death.  We are raised from the baptismal 

waters with and in the Risen Lord.  This salvation which we experience in baptism, we celebrate at 

Pascha. 

“Christ is risen from the dead trampling down death by death and upon those in the tombs 

bestowing life.” 

Our Paschal hymn celebrates the defeat and destruction of death, but makes no mention of sin.   It is 

not that overcoming sin is unimportant, for St. Paul treats sin as a deadly power at work in our 

lives.  Death however is that true enemy of humanity separating us from the life-giving God.  It is death 

which God warned the first humans about in Genesis 2.    Both sin and death are shown in the 

resurrection of Christ to be temporary things possessing no infinite power and of no eternal value.  God 

triumphs over both, emptying hell of all the dead.  We see in the homily of St. John Chrysostom at 

Pascha that he declares “not one dead remains in the grave…”  No longer is death needed to limit the 

power of sin, for death too has been exposed as an enemy of both God and humanity.  God triumphs 

over both giving life to the world and leading humanity from earth to heaven. 
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This same theology we celebrate in the 

Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the Great.  It is 

worthy quoting extensively from St. Basil’s 

anaphora here to see how the theology 

ties together.  In the next blog we will do a 

bit more analysis on the text of the 

prayer.  So we pray at the Liturgy of St. 

Basil: 

With these blessed powers, O loving Master, we sinners also cry aloud and say: You are holy, 

most holy, and there are no bounds to the majesty of Your holiness. You are holy in all Your 

works, for with righteousness and true judgment You have ordered all things for us. When You 

created man by taking dust from the earth, honoring him with Your own image, O God, You set 

him in a paradise of delight, promising him eternal life and the enjoyment of eternal blessings in 

the observance of Your commandments. But when man disobeyed You, the true God Who had 

created him, and was misled by the deception of the serpent, he became subject to death 

through his own transgressions. In Your righteous judgment, O God, You expelled him from 

paradise into this world, returning him to the earth from which he was taken, yet providing for 

him the salvation of regeneration in Your Christ Himself. 

For You, O good One, did not desert forever Your creature 

whom You had made. Nor did You forget the work of Your 

hands, but through the tender compassion of Your mercy, You 

visited him in various ways: You sent prophets. You 

performed mighty works by Your saints who in every 

generation were well-pleasing to You. You spoke to us by the 

mouth of Your servants, the prophets, who foretold to us the 

salvation which was to come. You gave us the law as a help. 

You appointed angels as guardians. And when the fullness of 

time had come, You spoke to us by Your Son Himself, through 

Whom You also made the ages. He, being the Radiance of 

Your glory and the Image of Your person, upholding all things 

by the word of His power, thought it not robbery to be equal 

to You, the God and Father. He was God before the ages, yet He appeared on earth and lived 

among men. Becoming incarnate from a holy virgin, He emptied Himself, taking the form of a 

servant, being conformed to the body of our lowliness, that He might conform us to the image of 

His glory. 
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For since through a man sin entered the world, and through 

sin death, so it pleased Your only-begotten Son Who was in 

the bosom of You, the God and Father, born of a woman, 

the holy Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, born under the 

law, to condemn sin in His own flesh, so that those who 

were dead in Adam might be made alive in Himself – Your 

Christ. He lived in this world and gave us commandments of 

salvation. Releasing us from the delusions of idolatry, He 

brought us to knowledge of You, the true God and Father. 

He obtained us for Himself, to be a chosen people, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation. Having cleansed us in water, and 

sanctified us with the Holy Spirit, He gave Himself as a 

ransom to death, in which we were held captive, sold under 

sin. Descending through the Cross into Hades that He might fill all things with Himself, He 

destroyed the torments of death. And rising on the third day, He made a path for all flesh to the 

resurrection from the dead, since it was not possible for the Author of Life to be overcome by 

corruption. So He became the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep, the First-born of the 

dead, that He, Himself, might truly be the first in all things. Ascending into heaven, He sat down 

at the right hand of Your majesty on high, and He will come to render to each man according to 

his works. 

Death is overthrown for Christ our God is risen from the dead.  God 

continues to act according to His nature: in love for His creation.  God 

overcomes all that separates us from Himself.  According to St. Basil’s 

prayer humans chose to subject themselves to death; this was our doing, 

not God’s who tried in love to warn us away from death.  Despite 

humanity subjected itself to death, God continued to work for our life and 

salvation from death.  This is the history recorded in the Bible.  It is not an 

exact history of everything that transpired in the world, but it is the history 

of the relationship of both God and humanity to life and death.  In the end, 

God shows death to be evil, and a temporary force in the world, which He 

through His love overcomes so that we might share in the divine life which 

is eternal. 

St. Basil’s Anaphora: For the Salvation of the World 

Posted on July 19, 2013 by Fr. Ted 
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This is the final blog of this series which began with The Relationship of God to 

Life and Death.  The previous blog is The Relationship of God to Life and Death 

(III). 

 

The Anaphora Prayer from St. Basil’s Divine Liturgy offers us a glimpse into how 

the Church Fathers understood salvation, how they interpreted the narrative of 

Scripture, and what they believed we are continually to give thanks to God 

for.  It touches upon many of the issues raised in this blog series on the 

relationship of God to life and death.  What follows below is the portion of the 

anaphora prayer mentioned in the previous blog in this series.  Following each 

segment of the prayer are a few thoughts that the prayer calls to my mind. 

With these blessed powers, O loving Master, we sinners also cry aloud and say: You are holy, 

most holy, and there are no bounds to the majesty of Your holiness. You are holy in all Your 

works, for with righteousness and true judgment You have ordered all things for us. When You 

created man by taking dust from the earth, honoring him with Your own image, O God, You set 

him in a paradise of delight, promising him eternal life and the enjoyment of eternal blessings in 

the observance of Your commandments. 

St. Basil’s anaphora prayer assumes that God promised eternal life to Adam and Eve “and the enjoyment 

of eternal blessings in the observance of Your commandments.”   Eternal life and blessings were not a 

guarantee but a promise – something that was before Adam and Eve and possible for them to 

attain.  Death and hell were not part of this plan or promise.   God is the giver of life and it was God’s 

intention to share the eternal life of the Holy Trinity with the creatures they had made.  It was God’s 

intention from the beginning that we humans would choose life as well, but it was a choice we had to 

make (Deuteronomy 30:19). 

But when man disobeyed You, the true God Who had created 

him, and was misled by the deception of the serpent, he 

became subject to death through his own transgressions. 

In St. Basil’s anaphora, humans become subject to death by their 

own choice and sin.  Death is not imposed by God on humanity but 

is the path humanity choose to follow by disobeying God.  Death is 

not only the consequence of sin/disobedience (which God had 

warned Adam against), it becomes part of our life by our own 

volition.  Disobeying God does not free us from His dominion and 

make us independent beings, rather it subjects us to separation 

from God, which is death.  We become subject to sin and death. 

In Your righteous judgment, O God, You expelled him from 
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paradise into this world, returning him to the earth from which he was taken, yet providing for 

him the salvation of regeneration in Your Christ Himself. 

Even when God takes action against the humans for their sinful rebellion by expelling them from 

Paradise and returning them to the earth (” for out of the earth were you taken, you were taken from 

dust and unto dust you shall return” – Genesis 3:19), St. Basil’s prayer still recognizes God’s unbroken 

and unconditional love for the humans.   Even when the humans have sinned, God provides for the 

humans “the salvation of regeneration” in Christ.  Death from when it first occurred among the humans 

was not a permanent state. 

For You, O good One, did not desert forever Your creature whom You had made. Nor did You 

forget the work of Your hands, but through the tender compassion of Your mercy, You visited 

him in various ways: You sent prophets. You performed mighty works by Your saints who in every 

generation were well-pleasing to You. You spoke to us by the mouth of Your servants, the 

prophets, who foretold to us the salvation which was to come. You gave us the law as a help. You 

appointed angels as guardians. 

 

God continuously worked for our salvation, 

through many diverse ways, and told us 

about the salvation which was to come.  God 

did not abandon His human creatures to the 

death they had chosen for themselves but 

rather worked to bring them to salvation – to 

give them life. 

And when the fullness of time had 

come, You spoke to us by Your Son 

Himself, through Whom You also made the ages. He, being the Radiance of Your glory and the 

Image of Your person, upholding all things by the word of His power, thought it not robbery to be 

equal to You, the God and Father. He was God before the ages, yet He appeared on earth and 

lived among men. Becoming incarnate from a holy virgin, He emptied Himself, taking the form of 

a servant, being conformed to the body of our lowliness, that He might conform us to the image 

of His glory. 

God who created not only humans but space and time as well, acts in history to bring about the 

salvation of humanity.  God’s Divine Son, empties Himself in order to become human, and not just a 

human but a servant.   Christ Jesus becoming human conforms humanity to God’s image.  He is perfect 

God and perfect human.  He gives life to humanity overcoming the power of death. 
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For since through a man sin entered the world, 

and through sin death, so it pleased Your only-

begotten Son Who was in the bosom of You, the 

God and Father, born of a woman, the holy 

Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, born under the 

law, to condemn sin in His own flesh, so that those 

who were dead in Adam might be made alive in 

Himself – Your Christ. 

Christ condemns sin in order to bring all humanity out 

from under the power of death.  Christ comes not to 

condemn sinners, but to condemn sin.  He condemns sin 

and destroys death and the one who has power over 

death, that is the devil (Hebrews 2:14-15).  Death entered the world through sin, Christ condemns sin in 

His own flesh in order to destroy the power of death.  In the book of Hebrews as in the writings of St. 

Paul, death is the enemy of God which Christ triumphs over in His resurrection. 

He lived in this world and gave us commandments of salvation. Releasing us from the delusions 

of idolatry, He brought us to knowledge of You, the true God and Father. He obtained us for 

Himself, to be a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation. Having cleansed us in water, 

and sanctified us with the Holy Spirit, He gave Himself as a ransom to death, in which we were 

held captive, sold under sin. 

While some Christian traditions focus a great deal on theories of atonement involving paying a ransom 

and the substitionary death of Christ, St. Basil’s anaphora mentions Christ giving Himself as a ransom to 

death as one metaphor among several dealing with Christ’s overcoming the power of sin and death.  It is 

not so much how it is accomplished but that God in Christ liberates us from the power of death.  Christ 

does whatever is necessary to overcome death as a servant – any claim death might make on humans is 

canceled by Christ. 

Descending through the Cross into Hades that He might fill all things with Himself, He destroyed 

the torments of death. And rising on the third day, He made a path for all flesh to the 

resurrection from the dead, since it was not possible for the Author of Life to be overcome by 

corruption. 

God’s relationship to death is that of enmity.   Christ comes into the world to destroy death.  And, 

through His death and resurrection Christ “made a path for all flesh to the resurrection from the 

dead.”   Christ overcomes death for everyone and delivers all from death and the place of the 

dead.  “Christ is risen from the dead trampling down death by death and upon those in the tombs 

bestowing life.”   
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So He became the first-fruits of 

those who have fallen asleep, 

the First-born of the dead, that 

He, Himself, might truly be the 

first in all things. Ascending into 

heaven, He sat down at the right 

hand of Your majesty on high, 

and He will come to render to 

each man according to his 

works. 

Christ is the first-born of the dead – our hope is that He is the first of many.   Christ came into the world 

to deliver us all from death, and from enslavement to death.   He frees us from that path we had chosen 

to follow and gives us opportunity now to follow Him to the Kingdom of life.  Death, at least in this 

prayer, is the enemy of God and of all people, both of saints and sinners.  Christ destroys death, and 

now we liberated from the fear of death, know death is no longer an eternal punishment for sin for 

us.  But, a judgment still awaits us, and we each will receive our reward from Christ who liberated us 

from death. 
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