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Adam en Eva (detail), Johann Sadeler (printmaker), 
after Crispijn van den Broeck, engraving, 
Antwerp, 1575. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

Lesson

THE TREE 
OF KNOWLEDGE

Unraveling the mystery of the 
“Tree of the Knowledge of Good 
and Bad” from which Adam 
and Eve ate illuminates many 
of the questions we grapple with 
in our own lives. Why do we 
desire things that we know are 
bad for ourselves and for others? 
Why does everything we achieve 
require hardship and struggle? 
How much should we care: Is it 
better to be objective and true 
or subjective and engaged?
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T E X T  1a
GENESIS 2:8–3:7 ~

The Garden of Eden and the Tree of Knowledge (2:8–9)
G‑d* Almighty planted a garden in Eden, in the east; 
and He placed there the man that He had created.
And G‑d Almighty made grow from the soil
every tree that is desirable to the sight and good for eating;
and the tree of life in the middle of the garden
and the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. . . .

Mankind’s mission (2:15)
G‑d Almighty took the man
and He put him in the Garden of Eden
to work it and to keep it.

The commandment (2:16–17)
And G‑d Almighty commanded the man, to say:
“Of all the trees of the garden, eat you shall eat.
And of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad
do not eat of it;
because on the day you eat of it, die you shall die. . . .”

* Throughout this book, “G-d” and “L-rd” are written with a hyphen instead of an “o” (both in our 
own translations and when quoting others). This is one way we accord reverence to the sacred divine 
name. This also reminds us that, even as we seek G-d, He transcends any human effort to describe 
His reality.

Does Judaism Believe 
in Original Sin? 

A panel discussion 
Rabbis Yitzchak 

Breitowitz, Simon 
Jacobson, and Ari Sollish:
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No shame (2:25)
They were both naked, the man and his wife;
and they were not ashamed.

The serpent’s deception (3:1–5)
The serpent was the most shrewd of all animals. . . .
And the serpent said to the woman:
“No, die you will not die.
For G‑d knows that on the day you eat from it
your eyes will be opened;
and you will be as G‑d, knowers of good and bad.”

The transgression (3:6)
The woman saw that the tree is good for eating
and that it is lusty to the eyes
and the tree is desirable to make wise
and she took of its fruit and she ate;
and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate.

The first clothing (3:7)
And the eyes of the both of them were opened
and they knew that they were naked;
and they sewed the leaves of a fig tree
and they made themselves girdles.
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T E X T  1b
GENESIS 3:16–24

The fallout: pain of childbirth, the struggle  
to earn a living, and death (3:16–19)
To the woman He said:
“Multiply I will multiply your pain and your pregnancy
in pain you will give birth to children;
and to your husband will be your desire
and he will rule over you.”
And to the man He said:
“. . . Cursed is the soil on your account
painfully you shall eat of it, all the days of your life. . . .
By the sweat of your brow you shall eat bread
until you return to the soil, as from it you were taken;
for dust you are, and to dust you shall return. . . .”

Adam and Eve banished from the Garden (3:21–24)
G‑d Almighty made coats of skin
for Adam and his wife
and He clothed them.
And G‑d Almighty said:
“Here the human has become like one of us
to know good and bad;
and now, perhaps he will send forth his hand
and he will take also from the tree of life
and he will eat and live forever.”
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And G‑d Almighty sent him out
from the Garden of Eden;
to work the soil wherefrom he was taken. . . .

T E X T  2
NACHMANIDES, COMMENTARY ON THE TORAH, GENESIS 3:22 ~

אִם הָיָה הָעֵץ טוֹב לָאָדָם לְמַאֲכָל וְנֶחְמָד אֵלָיו לְהַשְׂכִּיל, לָמָה מְנָעוֹ מִמֶנוּ? 
וְהָאֱלוֹקִים הוּא הַטוֹב וְהַמֵטִיב, לֹא יִמְנַע טוֹב לַהוֹלְכִים בְּתָמִים.

If the tree was so good to eat, and so attractive as a 
source of wisdom, why did G‑d withhold it from man? 
For G‑d is good and beneficent and does not withhold 
goodness from those who live wholesomely!
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RABBI MOSHE BEN NACHMAN
(NACHMANIDES, RAMBAN) 1194–1270

Scholar, philosopher, author, and 
physician. Nachmanides was born 
in Spain and served as leader of 
Iberian Jewry. In 1263, he was 
summoned by King James of 
Aragon to a public disputation with 
Pablo Cristiani, a Jewish apostate. 
Though Nachmanides was the 
clear victor of the debate, he had to 
flee Spain because of the resulting 
persecution. He moved to Israel and 
helped reestablish communal life 
in Jerusalem. He authored a classic 
commentary on the Pentateuch and 
a commentary on the Talmud.
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T E X T  3
MAIMONIDES, GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED 1:2 ~

הִקְשָׁה לִי אִישׁ חָכָם זֶה לוֹ שָׁנִים קוּשְׁיָה גְדוֹלָה . . . יֵרָאֶה מִפְּשׁוּטוֹ שֶׁל 
כָּתוּב כִּי הַכַּוָונָה הָרִאשׁוֹנָה בָּאָדָם שֶׁיִהְיֶה כִּשְׁאָר בַּעֲלֵי חַיִים אֵין שֵׂכֶל לוֹ 
בְּמַחֲשָׁבָה, וְלֹא יַבְדִיל בֵּין הַטוֹב וּבֵין הָרַע; וְכַאֲשֶׁר הִמְרָה הֵבִיא לוֹ מֶרְיוֹ 
זֶה הַשְׁלֵמוּת הַגָדוֹל הַמְיוּחָד בָּאָדָם . . . וְזֶה הַפֶּלֶא שֶׁיִהְיֶה עָנְשׁוֹ עַל מֶרְיוֹ 
תֵּת לוֹ שְׁלֵמוּת שֶׁלֹא הָיָה לוֹ . . . וְאֵין זֶה אֶלָא כִּדְבַר מִי שֶׁאָמַר כִּי אִישׁ 
וְהִפְלִיג בְּעָוֵל וּלְפִיכָךְ שָׁנוּ בְּרִיָתוֹ לְטוֹב וְהוּשַׂם כּוֹכָב  מִן הָאֲנָשִׁים מָרָה 

בַּשָׁמָיִם!

Some years ago, a learned man asked me a great 
question. . . . It would appear, from a basic reading of 
the Torah’s words, that the human being was originally 
intended to be like the rest of the animal creation, 
without intelligence in his mind, and without the ability 
to distinguish between good and bad; and that Adam’s 
disobedience is what procured him that great perfection 
that is the uniqueness of the human being. . . . It thus 
appears strange that the punishment for his disobedience 
should be the elevation of man to a pinnacle of perfection 
that he did not previously have. . . . This is like saying 
that a certain person was disobedient and extremely 
wicked, wherefore his nature was changed for the better, 
and he was placed as a star in the heavens!

RABBI MOSHE BEN MAIMON
(MAIMONIDES, RAMBAM) 1135–1204

Halachist, philosopher, author, and 
physician. Maimonides was born in 
Córdoba, Spain. After the conquest 
of Córdoba by the Almohads, he 
fled Spain and eventually settled 
in Cairo, Egypt. There, he became 
the leader of the Jewish community 
and served as court physician to the 
vizier of Egypt. He is most noted 
for authoring the Mishneh Torah, an 
encyclopedic arrangement of Jewish 
law; and for his philosophical work, 
Guide for the Perplexed. His rulings 
on Jewish law are integral to the 
formation of halachic consensus.



J L I :  S E C R E T S  O F  T H E  B I B L E    LESSON 1   T he   T ree    of   K n o w le  d g e

[ 7 ]

Figure 1.1
The Locked Box Parable
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Figure 1.2
The Serpent’s Words: Deception or Truth?

GENESIS 3:4–5 GENESIS 3:22

The serpent said to the woman: “No, 
die you will not die.

“For G‑d knows that on the day you 
eat from it, your eyes will be opened; 
and you will be as G‑d, knowers of 
good and bad.”

G‑d Almighty said: “Here the human 
has become like one of us, to know 
good and bad; and now, perhaps he will 
send forth his hand, and he will take 
also from the tree of life, and he will eat 
and live forever.”
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Figure 1.3
Seven Questions on the Tree of Knowledge Story

1	 How did eating the fruit of a certain tree impart 
“knowledge of good and bad”?

2	 Why was the Tree forbidden? Doesn’t G‑d want us to 
enjoy the gifts of life?

3	 Isn’t knowledge a good thing? Why would it be a sin 
or the result of sin?

4	 Did Adam and Eve have Free Choice before they ate 
from the Tree?

5	 Everything the serpent said was true. So where is the 
deception?

6	 Why did eating from the Tree cause human mortality, 
the pain of childbirth, and the struggle to earn a living?

7	 What is the role of nakedness, clothing, and shame in 
the Tree of Knowledge story?
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Figure 1.4
The Ten Faculties
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T E X T  4
YANKI TAUBER, ONCE UPON A CHASSID  

(BROOKLYN: KEHOT PUBLICATION SOCIETY, 1994), P. 53 ~

An official-looking letter, adorned with stamps and 
seals, arrived at a small wayside inn somewhere in the 
backwoods of Russia. The illiterate innkeeper ran to find 
the local schoolteacher in order to enlist his assistance.

As the teacher read the letter aloud, the innkeeper 
turned white, uttered a small cry, and fainted. For 
the letter contained shocking and tragic news for this 
simple, good-hearted man: his beloved father had 
passed away.

RABBI YANKI TAUBER
1965–

Chasidic scholar and author. A native 
of Brooklyn, N.Y., Rabbi Tauber is an 
internationally renowned author who 
specializes in adapting the teachings 
of the Lubavitcher Rebbe. He is 
a member of the JLI curriculum 
development team and has written 
numerous articles and books, 
including Once Upon a Chassid 
and Beyond the Letter of the Law.

Girl Reading a Letter by an Open 
Window, Johannes Vermeer, 
oil on canvas, c. 1659. (Dresden 
State Art Museum, Germany)
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QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

Does our faculty of daat help us or hinder us in making 
important life decisions?

Examples:

1	 Who can better diagnose and treat an illness—an 
objective professional, or a doctor who is a close friend 
and deeply cares about the patient?

2	 Who will do a better job at running a business—a 
hired genius with a PhD in business administration, 
or a family member who is personally and emotionally 
invested in the family business?

3	 Which would be a better judge in a criminal case—a 
computer that is fed all the relevant facts and algorithms, 
or a human judge with feelings of sympathy for the 
victim and outrage toward the criminal?
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T E X T  5
RABBI SHNE’UR ZALMAN OF LIADI, TORAH OR, BEREISHIT 5C–D ~

שֶׁבִּבְחִינַת  כְּמוֹ  פֵּירוּשׁ   .  .  . מִמֶנוּ  כְּאַחַד  הָיָה  הָאָדָם  הֵן  שֶׁכָּתוּב  וְזֶהוּ 
אַחְדוּת, דְהַיְינוּ לְמַעֲלָה, יָדוּעַ הַטוֹב וָרַע, כֵּן הָיָה גַם הוּא עַל יְדֵי שֶׁטָעַם 

מֵעֵץ הַדַעַת הַמְעוּרָב טוֹב וָרַע. אֲבָל לוֹ הַדָבָר מַזִיק . . . 

לֹא כְּמוֹ שֶׁהוּא לְמַעֲלָה, שֶׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיוֹדְעִים גַם אֶת הָרַע מִכָּל מָקוֹם 
מוּבְדָל הוּא וּמְרוּחָק מִן הַטוֹב . . . אֲבָל הָאָדָם, שֶׁהוּא מִבְּחִינַת פְּנִימִי, 
כְּשֶׁיֵדַע גַם הוּא מִן הָרַע אֲזַי יִתְעָרֵב הוּא גַם הוּא מַמָשׁ עִם הָרַע . . . וְאָז 
״וּלְאֹם  הִיא,  עֲצוּמָה  מִלְחָמָה  אֶלָא  הָרַע.  אֶת  לְהַפְרִיד  מְאֹד  קָשֶׁה  הוּא 

מִלְאֹם יֶאֱמָץ״, פְּעָמִים זֶה גוֹבֵר וּפְעָמִים שֶׁכְּנֶגְדוֹ גוֹבֵר . . . 

וְלָכֵן לֹא רָצָה הַקָדוֹשׁ בָּרוּךְ הוּא שֶׁיִטְעַם הָאָדָם מֵעֵץ הַדַעַת . . . וְהָיָה 
רוֹצֶה שֶׁלֹא יֵדַע מִמְצִיאַת הָרַע כְּלָל וְיִהְיֶה כּוּלוֹ קָדוֹשׁ וְלֹא רָצָה לְהַכְנִיסוֹ 

בְּמִלְחָמָה עֲצוּמָה הַזֹאת.

This is the meaning of what [G‑d] says [after Adam and 
Eve ate from the Tree:] “Here, the human has become like 
one of us . . .” (Genesis 3:22). Meaning that in the same 
way that in the Supernal Oneness there is knowledge of 
good and bad, so, too, has man [gained this knowledge] 
as a result of his tasting of the Tree of Knowledge in 
which good and bad are commingled. But for man, this 
is damaging. . . .

The way that it is Above is that although the bad is 
also known, it remains separate and distant from 
the good. . . . The human being, however, is a penimi 
(“internalizer”): when the human being knows the bad, 
he becomes mixed up with it . . . and then it is extremely 

RABBI SHNE’UR ZALMAN OF LIADI
(ALTER REBBE) 1745–1812

Chasidic rebbe, halachic authority, 
and founder of the Chabad 
movement. The Alter Rebbe was 
born in Liozna, Belarus, and was 
among the principal students of the 
Magid of Mezeritch. His numerous 
works include the Tanya, an early 
classic containing the fundamentals 
of Chabad Chasidism; and Shulchan 
Aruch HaRav, an expanded and 
reworked code of Jewish law.

A Kabbalistic View of 
the Tree of Knowledge 
Rabbi Laibl Wolf:

MYJLI.COM/BIBLE
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difficult to separate from the bad. Rather, it is a great 
battle, in which “kingdom overpowers kingdom”—at 
times one side overpowers, and at times the other side 
overpowers. . . .

This is why G‑d did not want that man should taste from 
the Tree of Knowledge. . . . G‑d wanted that man should 
not have any knowledge at all of the bad, and that man 
should remain exclusively holy; as G-d did not desire to 
cast man into this great battle.

The Temptation in the Garden of Eden, Jan Bruegel the Elder, oil on oak panel, 
Antwerp, c. 1600. (Victoria and Albert Museum, London)
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T E X T  6
MAIMONIDES, GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED 1:2 ~

שֶׁהַשֵׂכֶל אֲשֶׁר הִשְׁפִּיעַ ה׳ עַל הָאָדָם, שֶׁהוּא שְׁלֵמוּתוֹ הַסוֹפִית, הוּא אֲשֶׁר 
נִיתַּן לָאָדָם קוֹדֶם מָרוּתוֹ; וְעָלָיו נֶאֱמַר בּוֹ שֶׁהוּא בְּצֶלֶם אֱלוֹקִים וּבִדְמוּתוֹ, 
וּבִגְלָלוֹ דִיבֵּר אִתּוֹ וְצִוָוה אוֹתוֹ . . . כִּי לֹא תִּהְיֶה הַצִיווּי לִבְּהֵמוֹת וְלֹא לְמִי 
שֶׁאֵין לוֹ שֵׂכֶל. וּבְשֵׂכֶל יַבְדִיל הָאָדָם בֵּין הָאֱמֶת וְהַשֶׁקֶר; וְזֶה הָיָה נִמְצָא 

בּוֹ עַל שְׁלֵמוּתוֹ וְתַמוּתוֹ.

אֲבָל הַ״טוֹב וְהָרַע״ הוּא בַּמְפוּרְסָמוֹת, לֹא בְּמוּשְׂכָּלוֹת . . . וְכֵן בִּלְשׁוֹנֵנוּ 
״טוֹב  וְהַמְגוּנָה  הֲנָאֶה  וְעַל  וְשֶׁקֶר״,  ״אֱמֶת  וְהַשָׁוְוא  הַנָכוֹן  עַל  יֹאמַר 
וָרַע״ . . . וְכַאֲשֶׁר מָרָה וְנָטָה אֶל תַּאֲווֹתָיו הַדִמְיוֹנִיוֹת וְתַעֲנוּגוֹת חוּשָׁיו 
הַגוּפְנִיִים—כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַר: "כִּי טוֹב הָעֵץ לְמַאֲכָל וְכִי תַאֲוָה הוּא לָעֵינַיִם"—

הַשָׂגַת  לוֹ  וְנִקְנֵית   .  .  . הַשִׂכְלִית  הַהַשָׂגָה  אוֹתָהּ  מִמֶנוּ  שֶׁנִשְׁלְלָה  נֶעֱנַשׁ 
הַמְפוּרְסָמוֹת וְשָׁקַע בְּהַבְחָנַת הָרַע וְהַטוֹב . . . וְלָזֶה נֶאֱמַר . . . "יוֹדְעֵי טוֹב 

וָרָע", וְלֹא אָמַר, ״יוֹדְעֵי שֶׁקֶר וֶאֱמֶת״ אוֹ ״מַשִׂיגֵי שֶׁקֶר וֶאֱמֶת״.

The intelligence that G‑d imparted to man, which is 
man’s ultimate perfection, was given to him before his 
disobedience. Indeed, it is because of this intelligence 
that it is said that man was made in the divine image 
and likeness, and it is due to this intelligence that G‑d 
spoke to man and instructed him . . . as one does not 
commission animals or those without intelligence. With 
this intelligence, man was able to differentiate between 
truth and falsehood. This ability man possessed in 
fullness and perfection.

“Good” and “bad,” on the other hand, are subjective 
conventions, not objective truths . . . When speaking of 

A Text-Based Study of the 
Sin of the Tree of Knowledge 
Rabbi Avrohom Bergstein:

MYJLI.COM/BIBLE



J L I :  S E C R E T S  O F  T H E  B I B L E    LESSON 1   T he   T ree    of   K n o w le  d g e

[ 16 ]

the correct and incorrect, we use the terminology “true” 
and “false”; regarding what is attractive or repulsive, we 
use the terms “good” and “bad.” . . . When man rebelled 
and followed his imagined desires and the pleasure of 
his physical instincts—as it is written, “[The woman 
saw] that the tree is good for eating and that it is lusty 
to the eyes”—his punishment was to be deprived of that 
objective understanding. . . . He was inundated by the 
subjectivity of worldly conventions, and he sank to the 
level of discerning in terms of “good” and “bad.” . . . 
Thus, it says that [Adam and Eve became] “knowers of 
good and bad,” rather than “knowers of falsehood and 
truth” or “comprehenders of falsehood and truth.”
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T E X T  7
RABBI ELIYAHU DESSLER, MICHTAV MI’ELIYAHU, VOL. 2, PP. 138–139 ~

בְּגוּף  הָרַע  הַיֵצֶר  דִבְרֵי  לָנוּ  נִשְׁמָעִים  הַחֵטְא,  שֶׁלְאַחַר  בְּמַצָב  עַכְשָׁיו, 
רִאשׁוֹן: ״אַנִי״ רוֹצֶה, ״אַנִי״ מִתְאַוֶוה . . . אֲבָל לֹא כֵן אֵצֶל אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, 
מִטִבְעוֹ מַה שֶׁרָאוּי  וְהָיָה עוֹשֶׂה  יָשָׁר״,  הָאָדָם  כִּי ״הָאֱלוֹקִים עָשָׂה אֶת 
לַעֲשׂוֹת . . . אֲשֶׁר עַל כֵּן הָיָה צָרִיךְ הַנָחָשׁ לָבוֹא ״מִבַּחוּץ״ לְפַתּוֹתוֹ . . . בְּלָשׁוֹן 
״אַתָּה״, קוֹל הַבָּא אֵלָיו מִבַּחוּץ, וְלֹא מִתּוֹךְ הַ״אַנִי״ שֶׁהָיָה מוּשְׁרָשׁ בַּטוֹב.

Today, in the post-transgression reality, the evil 
inclination is an internal voice that speaks in the first 
person: “I want,” “I desire.” . . . This was not the original 
state of the human being. For “G‑d created man straight” 
(Ecclesiastes 7:29), as one who would naturally do 
the right thing. . . . Which is why the serpent had to 
come from the outside to entice man . . . with a “you” 
voice coming from without, rather than with man’s “I” 
voice, which was rooted in good.

RABBI ELIYAHU DESSLER
1892–1953

Talmudic scholar and philosopher. 
Rabbi Dessler is best known for 
being the spiritual counselor of 
the Ponevezh Yeshiva in Israel. 
His pupils edited his writings and 
correspondence and published 
them in a 6-volume series 
titled Michtav Mi’Eliyahu.
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T E X T  8
ZOHAR 1:27A ~

וַיִקַח ה' אֶלֹקִים אֶת הָאָדָם וַיַנִיחֵהוּ בְגַן עֵדֶן וְגוֹמֵר . . . לְעָבְדָהּ - בְּפִקוּדִין 
דְעֲשֵׂה, וּלְשָׁמְרָהּ - בְּפִקוּדִין דְלֹא תַעֲשֶׂה.

“G‑d Almighty took the man, and He put him in the 
Garden of Eden, to work it and to keep it” (Genesis 
2:15). “To work it”—these are the positive command‑
ments of the Torah; “and to keep it”—these are the 
prohibitions.

ZOHAR

The seminal work of kabbalah, 
Jewish mysticism. The Zohar is a 
mystical commentary on the Torah, 
written in Aramaic and Hebrew. 
According to the Arizal, the Zohar 
contains the teachings of Rabbi 
Shimon bar Yocha’i, who lived in 
the Land of Israel during the 2nd 
century. The Zohar has become 
one of the indispensable texts of 
traditional Judaism, alongside 
and nearly equal in stature to 
the Mishnah and Talmud.



J L I :  S E C R E T S  O F  T H E  B I B L E    LESSON 1   T he   T ree    of   K n o w le  d g e

[ 19 ]

QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

Which path would you choose for your child?

T E X T  9
RABBI CHAIM VITAL, SHAAREI KEDUSHAH 1:1 ~

וָרַע, חוּבְּרוּ  הַדַעַת טוֹב  וְאָכַל מֵעֵץ  כִּי אַחַר שֶׁחָטָא אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן  וְדַע 
נַפְשׁוֹ וְגוּפוֹ גַם הֵם כָּל אֶחָד מִטוֹב וָרַע . . . וְזֶהוּ שֶׁכָּתוּב )בְּרֵאשִׁית ב' י"ז( 
כִּי בְּיוֹם אֲכָלְךָ מִמֶנוּ מוֹת תָּמוּת, מִיתַת הַנֶפֶשׁ וּמִיתַת הַגוּף . . . הִנֵה כַּאֲשֶׁר 
חָטָא בְּעֵץ הַדַעַת טוֹב וָרַע, גָרַם תַּעֲרוֹבֶת הַזֶה בְּכָל הָעוֹלָמוֹת וְאֵין לְךָ דָבָר 

שֶׁאֵינוֹ כָּלוּל מִטוֹב וָרָע.

Know that after Adam sinned and ate from the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good and Bad, both his soul and his 
body became integrated with both good and bad. . . . 
This is the significance of that which is written (Genesis 
2:17), “Because on the day that you eat from it, die you 
will die”—both the death of the soul and the death 
of the body. . . . [And] when he sinned with the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good and Bad, man caused this 
intermixing in all the worlds, so that there is nothing 
that does not include within itself both good and bad.

RABBI CHAIM VITAL
C. 1542–1620

Lurianic kabbalist. Rabbi Vital 
was born in Israel, lived in Safed 
and Jerusalem, and later lived in 
Damascus. He was authorized by 
his teacher, Rabbi Yitschak Luria, 
the Arizal, to record his teachings. 
Acting on this mandate, Vital began 
arranging his master’s teachings in 
written form, and his many works 
constitute the foundation of the 
Lurianic school of Jewish mysticism. 
His most famous work is Ets Chaim.

Original Sin Revisited— 
What Really Happened? 
Rabbi Mendel Kaplan: 
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T E X T  10
THE REBBE, RABBI MENACHEM MENDEL SCHNEERSON,  

SEFER HAMAAMARIM 5725, P. 344 ~

דְעַל יְדֵי חֵטְא עֵץ הַדַעַת נַעֲשֶׂה תַּעֲרוּבוֹת טוֹב וָרַע. דִמְצִיאוּת הָרַע הָיָה 
גַם קוֹדֶם הַחֵטְא, אֶלָא שֶׁאָז הָיָה הָרַע מוּבְדָל מֵהַטוֹב. וְכַּיָדוּעַ, שֶׁבִּתְּחִלַת 
הַבְּרִיאָה הָיָה מָדוֹר הַקְלִיפּוֹת לְמַטָה מֵהָעוֹלָמוֹת דִקְדוּשָׁה, וְעַל יְדֵי חֵטְא 
עֵץ הַדַעַת נַעֲשֶׂה תַּעֲרוּבוֹת טוֹב וָרַע בְּכָל הָעוֹלָם: שֶׁהָרַע מְעוֹרָב בְּהַטוֹב 

וְהַטוֹב בְּהָרַע, וְעַד אֲשֶׁר אֵין טוֹב בְּלֹא רַע וְאֵין רַע בְּלֹא טוֹב.

As a result of the sin of the Tree of Knowledge, there was 
a blending of good and bad. Evil existed before the sin, 
but then it was separated from the good. As is known, 
in the beginning of Creation, the domain of kelipah [the 
“husks” that conceal G‑dliness] was beneath the realms 
of holiness. But through the sin of the Tree of Knowledge, 
the entire world became a mixture of good and bad: the 
bad is mixed into the good, and the good is mixed into 
the bad, to the extent that there is no good without some 
bad in it, and no bad without some good in it.

RABBI MENACHEM MENDEL SCHNEERSON
1902–1994

The towering Jewish leader of 
the 20th century, known as “the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe,” or simply as “the 
Rebbe.” Born in southern Ukraine, 
the Rebbe escaped Nazi-occupied 
Europe, arriving in the U.S. in June 
1941. The Rebbe inspired and guided 
the revival of traditional Judaism 
after the European devastation, 
impacting virtually every Jewish 
community the world over. The 
Rebbe often emphasized that the 
performance of just one additional 
good deed could usher in the era 
of Mashiach. The Rebbe’s scholarly 
talks and writings have been printed 
in more than 200 volumes.

The Secret of the Snake 
and the Garden of Eden 
Rabbi DovBer Pinson: 
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QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

Are we better off or worse off as a result of Adam and 
Eve’s deed?

QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

What life lessons can we take from the story of the Tree 
of Knowledge?

The Secret of the Pomegranate, Shternie Zaltzman, paint, beads and clasps on wood, Brooklyn, N.Y., 2017.
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KEY POINTS

1	 The plain meaning of the Torah’s text and its inner 
mystical “soul” are interrelated. The many questions, 
mysteries, and dilemmas posed by the stories of the 
Torah are resolved when we understand the stories’ 
mystical significance. The mystical meanings also show 
us how these stories are applicable to our own lives in 
the here and now.

2	 The Torah’s account of the “Tree of Knowledge” 
presents us with many perplexing questions. How did 
eating the fruit of a certain tree impart “knowledge 
of good and bad”? Why was the Tree forbidden? Isn’t 
knowledge a good thing? Did Adam and Eve have Free 
Choice before they ate from the Tree? If everything the 
serpent said was true, where was the deception? How 
did eating from the Tree cause human mortality, the 
pain of childbirth, and the struggle to earn a living? 
What is the role of nakedness, clothing, and shame in 
the Tree of Knowledge story?

3	 The faculty of daat (“knowledge”) is that part of our 
psyche that causes us to become personally invested 
in what we know and experience. While our daat is a 
reflection of G‑d’s daat, there is an important distinction 
between the two. G‑d is fully invested in His Creation, 
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yet remains unchanged by it. In contrast, everything 
that we know and experience becomes part of who and 
what we are.

4	 Before partaking of the Tree, Adam and Eve had a 
perfect objective understanding of right and wrong, 
which fully equipped them to fulfill their mission of 
cultivating G‑dliness in the world and rejecting evil. As 
a result of their transgression, their divine intellect was 
degraded to a subjective “daat of good and bad,” where 
personal prejudice and shortsighted cravings cloud a 
person’s judgment. This is why G‑d forbade them to 
partake of the Tree of Knowledge: G‑d desired to spare 
them the struggle and anguish that the entanglement of 
daat would bring.

5	 The human being is a microcosm of the whole of 
Creation. By absorbing the “daat of good and bad” into 
themselves, Adam and Eve caused all of Creation to 
become a mishmash of good and bad, to the extent that 
“there is no good without some bad in it, and no bad 
without some good in it.”

6	 The story of the Tree of Knowledge teaches us to 
appreciate the positive elements that exist in the “other” 
with whom we disagree and in the paradigms that we 
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reject. It encourages us to embrace the “messiness” of 
life as an opportunity for deeper and more meaningful 
engagement. It also teaches us to acknowledge our 
blunders, while discovering how a past negative can be 
transformed into a future positive.
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Appendix

T E X T  11
ZOHAR, 3:152A ~

רַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן אָמַר, וַוי לְהֲהוּא בַּר נַשׁ דְאָמַר דְהָא אוֹרַיְיתָא אָתָא לְאַחְזָאָה 
יָכְלִין  אֲנָן  דָא  בְּזִמְנָא  אֲפִילוּ  הָכִי  דְאִי  דְהֶדְיוֹטֵי,  וּמִלִין  בְּעָלְמָא  סִפּוּרִין 
כָּל  אֶלָא   .  .  . מִכֻּלְהוּ  יַתִּיר  וּבִשְׁבָחָא  דְהֶדְיוֹטֵי  בְּמִלִין  אוֹרַיְיתָא  לְמֶעְבַּד 

מִלִין דְאוֹרַיְיתָא מִלִין עִלָאִין אִינוּן וְרָזִין עִלָאִין . . . 

תָּא חַזִי, אִית לְבוּשָׁא דְאִתְחֲזֵי לְכֻלָא, וְאִינוּן טִפְּשִׁין כַּד חֲמָאן לְבַּר נַשׁ 
בִּלְבוּשָׁא דְאִתְחֲזֵי לוֹן שַׁפִּירָא, לֹא מִסְתַּכְּלִין יַתִּיר, חֲשִׁיבוּ דְהַהוּא לְבוּשָׁא 
גוּפָא, חֲשִׁיבוּתָא דְגוּפָא נִשְׁמָתָא. כְּהַאי גַוְונָא אוֹרַיְיתָא. אִית לָהּ גוּפָא, 
וְאִינוּן פִּקוּדֵי אוֹרַיְיתָא . . . הַאי גוּפָא מִתְלַבְּשָׁא בִּלְבוּשִׁין דְאִינוּן סִפּוּרִין 
דְהַאי עָלְמָא. טִפְּשִׁין דְעָלְמָא לֹא מִסְתַּכְּלִי אֶלָא בְּהַהוּא לְבוּשָׁא, דְאִיהוּ 
מִסְתַּכְּלָן  יַתִּיר, לֹא  דְיָדְעִין  אִינוּן   .  .  . יַתִּיר  יָדְעֵי  וְלֹא  דְאוֹרַיְיתָא,  סִפּוּר 
בִּלְבוּשָׁא אֶלָא בְּגוּפָא דְאִיהוּ תְּחוֹת הַהוּא לְבוּשָׁא. חַכִּימִין עֲבְדֵי דְמַלְכָּא 
עִלָאָה, אִינוּן דְקָיְימוּ בְּטוּרָא דְסִינַי, לֹא מִסְתַּכְּלֵי אֶלָא בְּנִשְׁמָתָא, דְאִיהִי 
עִקָרָא דְכֹלָא אוֹרַיְיתָא מַמָשׁ )וּלְעָלְמָא( וּלְזִמְנָא דְאָתֵי, זַמִינִין לְאִסְתַּכְּלָא 

בְּנִשְׁמָתָא דְנִשְׁמָתָא דְאוֹרַיְיתָא . . . 

חַמְרָא לֹא יָתִיב אֶלָא בְּקַנְקַן, כָּךְ אוֹרַיְיתָא לֹא יָתִיב אֶלָא בִּלְבוּשָׁא דָא, וְעַל 
דָא לָא בָּעֵי לְאִסְתַּכְּלָא אֶלָא בְּמַה דְאִית תְּחוֹת לְבוּשָׁא, וְעַל דָא כָּל אִינוּן 

מִלִין וְכָל אִינוּן סִפּוּרִין, לְבוּשִׁין אִינוּן.

Rabbi Shimon [bar Yocha’i] said: 

Woe to the person who says that the Torah presents mere 
stories and ordinary words. If this were the case, we 
could compose a Torah right now with ordinary words, 
and better than any of them. . . . Rather, all the words 
of the Torah are sublime words and sublime secrets. . . .
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Come and see: There is a garment that is visible to all. 
When the fools of the world see someone in a handsome 
garment, they look no further. Yet the significance of the 
garment is the body; and the significance of the body 
is the soul. So it is with the Torah. It has a body: the 
commandments of the Torah. . . . This body is clothed 
in garments—stories of this world. Fools look only at 
that garment, the story of the Torah; they know nothing 
more. . . . Those who know better look at the body within 
the garment. The truly wise—servants of the Supernal 
King, those who stood at Mount Sinai—look at the soul, 
the root of all, the real Torah. In the World to Come, 
they are destined to gaze at the soul of the soul of the 
Torah. . . .

As wine must be contained in a jug, so the Torah must 
be contained in these garments. But look to what is 
within the garments. All those words, all those stories, 
are garments.
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T E X T  12
NACHMANIDES, COMMENTARY ON THE TORAH, GENESIS 3:22 ~

וְדַע וְהַאַמֵן כִּי גַן עֵדֶן בָּאָרֶץ וּבוֹ עֵץ הַחַיִים וְעֵץ הַדַעַת וּמִשָׁם יֵצֵא הַנָהָר 
וְיִפָּרֵד לְאַרְבָּעָה רָאשִׁים . . . אֲבָל כַּאֲשֶׁר הֵם בָּאָרֶץ כֵּן יֵשׁ בַּשָׁמַיִם דְבָרִים 

יִקָרְאוּ כֵן וְהֵם לְאֵלֶה יְסוֹד . . . 

וְהָאָדָם חָטָא בִּפְרִי עֵץ הַדַעַת תַּחְתּוֹן וְעֶלְיוֹן, בְּמַעֲשֶׂה וּבְמַחְשָׁבָה . . . כָּל 
אֵלֶה הַדְבָרִים כְּפוּלִים, הַגָלוּי וְהֶחָתוּם בָּהֶם אֱמֶת.

Know and believe that the Garden of Eden is a place 
here on earth, in which there is the Tree of Life and the 
Tree of Knowledge, and from which flows the river that 
separates into four streams. . . . But just as these exist on 
earth, so are there realities in the heavens that are also 
called by these names, and that serve as their foundation 
and source. . . .

Man sinned with the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge 
below and above, in deed as well as in concept. . . . All the 
events recounted here are two-dimensional: the revealed 
meaning and the hidden meaning are both true.
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T E X T  13
ZOHAR 1:35B ~

מַמָשׁ.  נָחָשׁ  אָמַר:  יְהוּדָה  רַבִּי  הָרַע.  יֵצֶר  דָא  אָמַר:  יִצְחָק  רַבִּי  וְהַנָחָשׁ, 
אָתוּ לְקַמֵיהּ דְרַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן, אָמַר לוֹן: וַדַאי כֻּלָא חַד, וְסַמָאֵ"ל הַוָה וְאִתְּחֲזֵי 

עַל נָחָשׁ.

“And the serpent [was most cunning]” (Genesis 3:1).

Rabbi Isaac said, “It was the evil inclination.”

Rabbi Judah said, “It was an actual snake.”

They came before Rabbi Shimon [bar Yocha’i], who said 
to them, “It was both as one; it was Samael [Satan] who 
appeared as a snake.”

Black Snake, Pseudechis porphyriacus, Helena Scott, ink on paper, 1869. (Museums Victoria, Carlton, Australia)
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T E X T  14
THE REBBE, RABBI MENACHEM MENDEL SCHNEERSON, LIKUTEI SICHOT 21 

(HEBREW VERSION), PP. 40–41 ~

שֶׁכָּל חֶלְקֵי הַתּוֹרָה מַרְכִּיבִים בְּיַחַד קוֹמָה שְׁלֵימָה אַחַת, כְּשֵׁם שֶׁכָּל אֵבָרֵי 
הָאָדָם הֵן אֵבָרֵי גוּפוֹ וְהֵן אֵבָרֵי נַפְשׁוֹ מַרְכִּיבִים יַחְדָיו אֶת הָאָדָם כּוּלוֹ . . . 

מְאוּחֶדֶת  שֶׁהִיא   .  .  . דְאוֹרַיְיתָא  נִשְׁמָתָא  הַתּוֹרָה,  פְּנִימִיוּת  לְגַבֵּי  גַם 
בְּמִסְפַּר  שֶׁרוֹאִים  כַּךְ,  כְּדֵי  עַד  דְאוֹרַיְיתָא.  גוּפָא  שֶׁבַּתּוֹרָה,  הַנִגְלֶה  עִם 
נִשְׁמָתָא  שֶׁל  פֵּירוּשׁ  מְחַיָיב  עַצְמוֹ  שֶׁבַּתּוֹרָה  ]שֶׁ[הַנִגְלֶה   .  .  . מְקוֹמוֹת 
הָאֲרִי  מִכִּתְבֵי  בְּרַבִּים  כְּפִי שֶׁמוֹצְאִים   .  .  . שֵׁנִי  מִצַד  וְכֵן   .  .  . דְאוֹרַיְיתָא 

זִכְרוֹנוֹ לִבְרָכָה פֵּירוּשִׁים וְעִנְיָנִים בְּדֶרֶךְ הַפְּשַׁט.

All parts of the Torah comprise one integral structure, 
in the same way that all of a person’s components—the 
organs and limbs of their body as well as the organs 
and limbs of their soul—together constitute the 
whole person.

In the same way, the inner part—or “soul”—of the Torah 
is one with the revealed part of the Torah. Indeed, we 
find in several places that the revealed part of Torah can 
only be explained by the soul of the Torah. The reverse 
is also the case . . . as we find in the [kabbalistic] writings 
of the Ari explanations of the plain meaning of the text.
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T E X T  15
THE REBBE, RABBI MENACHEM MENDEL SCHNEERSON,  

LIKUTEI SICHOT 2 (HEBREW VERSION), P. 38 ~

לַמְרוֹת שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה הִיא חָכְמָה—כַּכָּתוּב: ״כִּי הִיא חָכְמַתְכֶם וּבִינַתְכֶם לְעֵינֵי 
הָעַמִים״—אֵין הִיא נִקְרַאת בְּשֵׁם ״חָכְמָה,״ כִּי אִם בְּשֵׁם ״תּוֹרָה״ מִלָשׁוֹן 
״הוֹרָאָה״. וּמַשְׁמָעוּת הַדָבָר, שֶׁכָּל עִנְיָן הַמְסוּפָּר בַּתּוֹרָה מְשַׁמֵשׁ הוֹרָאָה 

לְתָּמִיד וּלְכָל מָקוֹם בְּחַיֵי יוֹם יוֹם.

The Torah is our “wisdom and understanding in the 
eyes of the nations” (Deuteronomy 4:6). Nevertheless, 
the word torah doesn’t mean “wisdom”; rather, it means 
“instruction.” This tells us that every single thing that 
the Torah relates serves as an instruction in a person’s 
daily life, for all times and in every place.

T E X T  16
RABBI SHNE’UR ZALMAN OF LIADI, TORAH OR, BEREISHIT 5C ~

יֵשׁ לְהָבִין . . . מַה שֶׁאָמַר ה' אֱלֹקִים "וְעַתָּה פֶּן יִשְׁלַח יָדוֹ וְלָקַח גַם מֵעֵץ 
הַחַיִים וְאָכַל וָחַי לְעוֹלָם." וּמַה אִיכְפַּת לוֹ בָּזֶה? הֲרֵי מַה שֶׁצִוָוה אוֹתוֹ שֶׁלֹא 

לֶאֱכוֹל הוּא גַם כֵּן כְּדֵי שֶׁלֹא יָמוּת.

It needs to be understood: Why does G‑d say, “And now, 
perhaps he will send forth his hand, and he will also take 
from the tree of life, and he will eat and live forever”? 
Why is G‑d concerned over this, when the reason why 
He commanded Adam not to eat [from the Tree of 
Knowledge] in the first place was so that he should not die?
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T E X T  17
RABBI SHNE’UR ZALMAN OF LIADI, TORAH OR, BEREISHIT 5D ~

יָדוֹ  יִשְׁלַח  ״פֶּן  אָמַר  אָז  בְּרַע,  וְנִתְעָרֵב  הַדַעַת  מֵעֵץ  טָעַם  שֶׁכְּבָר  אַחַר 
וְלָקַח גַם מֵעֵץ הַחַיִים וְאָכַל וָחַי לְעוֹלָם.״ פֵּירוּשׁ שֶׁחָשַׁשׁ . . . וְלָקַח גַם 
מֵעֵץ הַחַיִים שֶׁשָׁרְשׁוֹ מִבְּחִינָה שֶׁלְמַעֲלָה מֵהַשְׁבִירָה שֶׁמִשָׁם הוּא שֶׁהָיָה 
הַתְחָלַת הַמִיתָה וְהִתְהַוּות עֵץ הַדַעַת טוֹב וָרַע . . . כִּי הֲרֵי בֶּאֱמֶת בִּבְחִינָה 
זוּ נֶאֱמַר ״אִם צָדַקְתָּ מַה תִּתֶּן לוֹ״, ״וְרַבּוּ פְשָׁעֶיךָ מַה תַּעֲשֶׂה לוֹ״ )אִיוֹב 
לה(. וְאִם כֵּן אַף שֶׁמְעוֹרָב בָּרַע . . . יָכוֹל לִהְיוֹת וָחַי לְעוֹלָם, וְאָז גַם הָרַע 

שֶׁבּוֹ יִהְיֶה לוֹ קִיוּם לְעוֹלָם . . . 

וְזֶהוּ הֵיפֶּךְ הַכַּוָונָה שֶׁהֲרֵי צָרִיךְ לִהְיוֹת . . . שֶׁיִהְיֶה וּבִעַרְתָּ הָרָע . . . שֶׁזֶה 
יִהְיֶה לִימוֹת הַמָשִׁיחַ. כִּי בְּכָל מֶשֶׁךְ הַגָלוּת הוּא עֵת הַבֵּירוּרִים וְהַפְרָדַת 
לֻקַח  אֲשֶׁר  הָאֲדָמָה  אֶת  לַעֲבֹד  עֵדֶן  מִגַן  ״וַיְשַׁלְחֵהוּ  מִיַד  וְלָכֵן   .  .  . הָרַע 

מִשָׁם״—דְהַיְינוּ עֲבוֹדַת הַבֵּירוּרִים.

After man had already tasted of the Tree of Knowledge 
and became mixed up with the bad, G‑d said, “Perhaps 
he will send forth his hand and also take from the tree 
of life, and eat and live forever.” G‑d feared that man 
would . . . partake also of the Tree of Life, which is 
rooted higher than the “shattering of the vessels” from 
which death originates and which generated the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good and Bad. . . . For regarding this 
level, it is said, “If your sins are multiplied, what do you 
do to Him?” and “If you are righteous, what do you give 
Him?” (Job 35:6–7). So [if man will partake of the Tree 
of Life] . . . he could still live forever even though he has 
bad mixed in within him, and then the bad within him 
will also exist forever. . . .
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This is against that which G‑d intended, for G‑d desires 
that ultimately the bad should be exterminated . . . as 
will come to pass in the times of Mashiach. [Until then,] 
throughout the period of exile is the time of the “work 
of refinement” of separating the bad [from the good]. . . . 
That is why immediately after [man ate from the Tree], 
“G‑d Almighty sent him out from the Garden of Eden, 
to work the soil wherefrom he was taken” (Genesis 
3:23)—i.e., the work of refinement.


