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“The eclipse of the family in human society is one of the most disastrous developments of our age. Sadly, the eclipse of the biblical model of marriage and family has also happened within far too many evangelical churches. Andreas and Margaret Köstenberger come to the rescue with biblical and theological insight and practical wisdom.”

R. Albert Mohler Jr., President and Joseph Emerson Brown Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Models the best of Christian discernment about matters of gender, theology, justice, roles, and gifts. It is faithful in its representation both of God’s character and our own propensity to sin, pastoral in its application of faithful biblical hermeneutics, insightful in its explanation of original word usages and their application, concise in its framing of hot-button issues and the hermeneutical fallacies that often fuel them, and charitable in its handling of the motives of those who disagree.”

Rosaria Butterfield, former tenured Professor of English at Syracuse University; author, The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert; mother; pastor’s wife; and speaker

“A refreshingly clear, well-informed, balanced, thorough, biblically faithful overview of the teachings of the entire Bible about manhood and womanhood as designed by God and intended for the joy and well-being of both women and men. A significant achievement!”

Wayne Grudem, Research Professor of Theology and Biblical Studies, Phoenix Seminary

“Scriptural, thorough, scholarly, irenic, and practical, this vital resource will help any serious student of the Bible understand God’s good, wise, and wonderful design.”

Mary A. Kassian, Professor of Women’s Studies, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, Girls Gone Wise in a World Gone Wild

“The brilliant and respected Andreas and Margaret Köstenberger are wise experts, guiding us through the Bible for a substantive, gospel-rich, and pastorally applied theology of masculinity, femininity, and the goodness of our differences by God’s design.”

Russell D. Moore, President, The Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission; author, Tempted and Tried

“Whenever we consider our God-given design, we must do so with humble hearts. What a gift to be able to appreciate how the triune, eternal God made us! This study on God’s design will be useful in every field of Christian work all over the world.”

Gloria Furman, pastor’s wife, Redeemer Church of Dubai; mother of four; author, Glimpses of Grace and Treasuring Christ When Your Hands Are Full

“Some books are unhelpful, others are helpful, and a select few are spectacularly helpful. God’s Design for Man and Woman belongs with that select few. With thoroughness, nuance, and textual insight, it simultaneously unfolds biblical complementarianism as a coherent, life-giving worldview and answers common questions related to it.”

Owen Strachan, Assistant Professor of Christian Theology and Church History, Boyce College; Executive Director, The Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood

“As the consequences of gender distortions permeate more relationships, families, and churches, the need is urgent for biblical clarity about God’s design and the work of the Spirit in restoring us to our original purpose. Here is a faithful guide to living as God created us, for our good and his glory.”

Candice Watters, Cofounder, Boundless.org; coauthor, Start Your Family; Associate Editor, CBMW Family

“Andreas and Margaret Köstenberger have teamed up to write one of the most helpful, comprehensive, and practical books to date on what Scripture teaches about God’s design for men and women and its implications for marriage, families, relationships in the church, and society.”

Stephen J. Wellum, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Editor, The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology

“God’s Design for Man and Woman is rigorously biblical, and the exegetical work is what we have come to expect of the Köstenbergers. Those who believe in the inspiration of the Bible will find this presentation compelling and hard to dismiss. Even those who do not accept biblical authority will, if honest, respect the arguments that are made. This book will serve the church of the Lord Jesus well.”

Daniel L. Akin, President, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Returning to a topic on which the Köstenbergers have already shown mastery, they here round off their achievements with a full, lucid, and compelling demonstration that all Scripture treats male leadership as the creational pattern. Complementarians in particular will find here an invaluable resource, as indeed will any other open-minded Bible students.”

J. I. Packer, Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College

“From Genesis to Revelation, Andreas and Margaret Köstenberger masterfully present God’s plan for manhood and womanhood in the home, church, and society. This thought-provoking, insightful, and theologically grounded resource could not be timelier. This is a must-read that I highly recommend!”

Monica Rose Brennan, Associate Professor and Director of Women’s Ministries, Liberty University

“The authors break no new ground; they do not intend to. What they have done is put together biblical material in convenient and broadly comprehensive textbook format—material that brings together historical surveys, along with some exegesis, biblical theology, and pastoral application. One need not agree with every detail of the argument to see that this book meets a need to inform students and others who are new to the debate of some of its most inescapable parameters.”

D. A. Carson, Research Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

“This unique and accessible book presents a positive, constructive, and winsome case for the whole gamut of biblical teaching about the divine design for men and women, as well as much practical application for how to live it out in both the home and the church.”

Gregg R. Allison, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“While academic in nature, the text clearly interprets Scripture and makes practical life application. I wholeheartedly recommend this book for all Christians and encourage teachers in Christian colleges and universities to use it as a textbook.”

Rhonda Harrington Kelley, Professor of Women’s Ministry; president’s wife, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary

“This meaty (but not technical) volume will equip readers to grasp the beauty, utility, and missional importance of being created in God’s image, male and female. It deserves a wide readership in church and college or seminary classroom.”

Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary

“Using the primary picture of the household and pointing to a call for men to carry out their calling, this book is a careful and sober study of biblical texts. It calls on us to reflect on what Scripture teaches, making many important points along the way.”

Darrell L. Bock, Executive Director of Cultural Engagement, Howard G. Hendricks Center for Christian Leadership and Cultural Engagement; Senior Research Professor of New Testament Studies, Dallas Theological Seminary

“We live in a day when God’s order has been turned on its head, resulting in confusion and heartache—even in the church. Margaret and Andreas Köstenberger team up to present a comprehensive and thoroughly biblical exposition of manhood and womanhood.”

Teresa Wigington Bowen, pastor’s wife; mother; Founder, Candle in the Window Hospitality Network
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Introduction

Following Andreas’s graduation from high school, he went on an extensive tour of southern Europe. On returning home to his native Austria, he opened the door to his family apartment and immediately noticed his parents’ dresser drawers pulled out and in seeming disarray. He stopped. What had happened? Eventually, it dawned on him: the apartment hadn’t been burglarized; his dad had moved out! In a mild state of panic, he called his dad and asked what was going on. Matter-of-factly, his father replied, “I don’t live at home anymore.” Andreas didn’t know what to say. He tried to engage his father in conversation but to no avail. His father had made his decision.

As we all know, a marriage doesn’t break up overnight. Even though Andreas’s parents had been married for over twenty years, as he looked back over the years prior to his father’s leaving the family, he saw that his father had already been absent from the home for many years, not only physically but, more importantly, spiritually. Andreas’s mother had been left to raise him and his younger sister by herself, teaching them responsibility and whatever values she could. And though she strove valiantly to do so, she couldn’t replace his father.

Andreas found himself adrift morally and spiritually during the bulk of his high school and college years. Searching for an anchor for his soul, he eventually found the Lord Jesus Christ. He forgave his dad and entreated his father to have the opportunity to explain to him about salvation and the new life that he could have in Christ. Though his father was not receptive spiritually, in God’s mercy, over time, Andreas grew in his practical understanding of what it means to be a Christian husband and father.

Perhaps it is in these traumatic times that God, in his providence, sows the seeds of a passion for righteous living and the healing found only in Christ. We share this part of Andreas’s story not because we base our beliefs and actions on reactions to our experiences;1 nor do we mean to emotionalize the issues we’re about to discuss. We do so because it illustrates the terrible price we often pay when we fail to live out God’s design for us obediently, by grace, despite the challenges and effects that sin has on us.

Purpose of This Book

We’ve written this book because we’re convinced that it’s vital to wrestle with our identity as men and women for the sake of healthy marriages, families, and churches but, more importantly, for the true expression of the gospel of Jesus Christ in our world. We’re committed to go about exploring the topic with an open mind and to reach out in love and ministry while doing so. What we believe about our identity as man or woman is central to who we are as individuals, couples, and families and how each of us pursues our life calling. It will determine the way in which we act as wife or husband, as parents, as church members, and in the culture as we identify with the God who created us by design as man or woman. Biblical manhood and womanhood is too important a subject not to think through carefully as a Christian.2

While it is undeniable that there’s no current consensus on this issue in the church, the probable reason isn’t that Scripture is inconclusive or conflicted. We don’t believe that God would have left his people without clear guidance on an issue as foundational and important as male-female identity and roles. More likely, there are other reasons. Is it contemporary culture, influenced by various philosophical and theological sets of beliefs, that makes it more difficult for people to grasp the biblical message? Maybe the fact that we’re sinful and unspiritual in our bent has something to do with it. Few naturally like to submit to others; many of us would rather be independent and autonomous. So any teaching like this that calls on certain people to submit to others is a tough sell.

Certainly, the first order of business for any person—male or female—is to trust in the crucified and risen Savior and then to be taught how to grow spiritually as Christ’s follower in the context of a local church. There are many things to learn in the Christian life that are true universally, regardless of whether a person is a man or a woman. But certainly no later than when a couple receives premarital counseling; when a baby is born (male or female); or when we sit down to write a church constitution and bylaws after planting a new church, the question of male-female identity and roles needs to be addressed. To clearly address from Scripture our mission from God as man and woman in partnership, and as individuals, is vital for serious spiritual impact on the world.

God’s Design for Men and Women and Contemporary Culture

Both Andreas and Margaret became Christians in part because they were drawn to Christianity by what they saw in the relationships of the believers they met. Shortly after his conversion to Christ, Andreas remembers Gary and his wife, Ann, and their family, missionaries in his native Austria. Gary’s robust masculinity in “hanging out with the guys,” coupled with his tender gentleness toward Ann and his caring fatherly concern for his boys, left a deep impression on him. Andreas can still recall one evening when Ann threw a birthday party for her husband, asking everyone to go around the room and tell Gary what they appreciated about him. Ann was great at encouraging and affirming her husband, and Gary was a true servant in the way in which he nurtured and ministered to his wife and the entire family. It wasn’t until later when Andreas started reading in the Bible about God’s plan for men and women that he gradually realized that Gary and Ann had consciously been living out the divine design for what it means to be a man and a woman.

The summer before Margaret went to college, a group of young adults invited her to join their college and career group for a weekend trip away to the ocean. She was told to bring a Bible and otherwise just pack for a trip at the beach. Though never having really understood the Bible, she did have one on the shelf in her room. She grabbed the Bible and her bag and headed out for the weekend away. It was a lot of fun and truly enlightening for her. Years later, she recalls how Mark and Kevin, both engaged to be married, were contagious in their love for the Lord and in their desire to be submissive and obedient to God’s plan for them. They led the group in a passionate pursuit of the truths of God, and their confidence and hope in these truths drew Margaret herself to seek after God. After becoming a Christian, she had an immediate desire to make sense of her place in the world as a woman. She visited different churches in the vicinity of Toronto, Canada, where she was living, listened to numerous sermons, read several books on how to grow in her relationship with Christ, and sought out role models. She heard a variety of viewpoints on the topic of biblical manhood and womanhood, but after studying the Bible for herself, she realized that Scripture spoke with a unified voice and she committed herself to living out God’s design for her as a woman.

People in our culture have a great need to see role models of biblical manhood and womanhood that flesh out God’s design for men and women. We don’t need to tell you that our world is in greater ferment on the issue of masculinity and femininity today than when we went to college years ago. Terms such as “transgender,” “gender-fluid,” or “gender-variant” have made their way into the English language, and the past decades have witnessed an increasing trend toward an erosion of marital roles and male-female identity.

Today, many see marriage as little more than a convention, a social contract to be entered largely out of convenience. No longer is marriage viewed as a necessary and healthy relational context for conceiving children, and many women and men are indifferent toward what used to be standard societal expectations. Divorce is rampant, and the sins of fathers and mothers are visited upon their children. Comparatively few are concerned about the biblical teaching on the matter, even in the church.

We’ve entered a post-Christian, pluralistic, postmodern phase in Western culture’s approach to gender roles. But the “new tolerance” of diversity on gender issues raises several important questions.3 Is marriage really best left to subjective social arrangement with no basis in divine truth? Are male-female relationships simply a matter of consensual patterns of relating that are subject to ever-changing societal preferences and values? Is gender merely a social phenomenon as many feminists and others insist?

Or does Scripture provide us with abiding truth based on God’s plan for men and women? Is maleness or femaleness a characteristic with which we are born, an indelible mark of who we are that we can embrace, even celebrate, and live out to the glory of the God who gave it to us in the first place? What if our creation as male or female grounds us in a true and meaningful supernatural reality that we ignore to our loss and peril in both this life and the life to come?

And if so, what is this divine design?

In this book, we’ll take a closer look at what the Bible teaches on the way God designed male-female identity and relationships in order to help us to get closer to this reality.

The Contribution and Method of This Book

We’ve chosen to address the topic by presenting a positive and constructive (and, we hope, winsome) case for what the Bible, carefully interpreted, teaches regarding God’s design for men and women. As you join our guided tour through the biblical landscape, we hope you’ll witness with us the gradual unfolding of God’s plan through Scripture.

This book attempts to fill a gap.4 While there are more popular works touching on God’s design for men and women, few are written from a perspective that traces the thread of manhood and womanhood as it unfolds from Genesis to Revelation.5 Also, many treatments on the topic deal primarily, if not exclusively, with women’s roles.6 Fewer volumes deal with biblical manhood. Even fewer explore men’s and women’s roles jointly. What is missing is an effort to show God’s design in a holistic, comprehensive manner. In utilizing this approach, we’re convinced that God’s plan can only be adequately highlighted as men’s and women’s roles are considered progressively through Scripture and in relation to one another.

Our approach will therefore involve reflection on Scripture as a whole, with the use of what we consider to be the best interpretive work available on various aspects of this subject, in order to help draw connections between different passages and themes in Scripture.7 In performing a biblical-theological survey, we’ll draw our primary cues not from contemporary sensibilities or debates but from the historical setting of the biblical documents, whether the book of Genesis or the book of Ephesians. Also, while we’re of course interested ultimately in applying what we’ve learned from studying Scripture, we’ll at first be primarily concerned with biblical terminology rather than with modern concepts or topics.8

Our goal will be to provide an accessible and helpful tool for serious Bible students and people in the churches. In the process, we’ll be reflecting on the major didactic passages in the Bible on the topic, many of which are in Paul’s letters. We’ll look at the key leadership institutions in the life of Israel (patriarchs, kings, priests) and in the New Testament period (the Twelve, the Pauline circle). We’ll also cull sketches of some important male and female characters from the narrative portions of Scripture in order to give more information about specific individuals and their part in God’s plan (Old Testament historical narratives, the Gospels, the book of Acts).

Perhaps most importantly, we’ve included a fairly full chapter discussing how to apply the biblical teaching on manhood and womanhood (chapter 8). If you’re primarily interested in application, go ahead and dive straight into that last chapter. Then backtrack and read the biblical-theological survey or just use it as a reference. Technically, biblical theology is supposed to be primarily descriptive, so in our survey we focus on giving an accurate presentation of what Scripture actually says (though we try to sprinkle in relevant application points throughout).

Finally, we’ve also chosen to provide appendices on a cultural women’s history survey and on biblical interpretation (general interpretive issues and special issues in interpreting gender-related passages in Scripture), canvassing the context for our study of the biblical teaching on men’s and women’s identities and roles. We’ve included these in the conviction that our method and the context in which we study Scripture matter a great deal. Some of you may want to read these appendices first, if you’re interested in a general introduction to these issues before delving into Scripture; others may want to start with the biblical-theological survey in chapters 1–8 and read the appendices last.9 Lastly, make use of the tables throughout and the Scripture index along with the general index at the back of the book.

On a Personal Note

Speaking personally, we didn’t start out writing this book as a blank slate. Our personal life experiences have highlighted the importance of this study, and since then we have invested in much study of Scripture along with teaching classes on the topic. We’ve approached our subject in the understanding that the Bible, in both Testaments, teaches both male-female partnership and male leadership.10 Working on this book has only deepened this conviction and grounded it even more firmly in Scripture.

While our basic conviction regarding the biblical teaching on our topic hasn’t fundamentally changed, we’ve learned a lot from continuing to search the Scriptures, especially as we’ve connected the different parts of Scripture to one another. For example, we learned something new about the role of Deborah and about the role of Old Testament judges and prophets. We learned more about the teaching on male-female roles in the General Epistles and in the book of Revelation. We’ve also come to understand better where feminists are coming from in their interpretation of certain biblical passages, as we sought to interact with those arguments at various points in the book.

Above all, working on this book together has been a unifying experience in our marriage. It’s deepened our shared conviction regarding God’s design for male-female relationships and led us to be more committed than ever to living it out in our lives individually and jointly in the context of our family and in the church. We’ve also been further impressed by the urgency and priority of mentoring our own daughters and sons in biblical womanhood and manhood as well as passing on these biblical insights to other men and women.

We hope that you see in this book evidence of our personal pilgrimage and wrestling with the texts as well as honest, open, fair, and balanced engagement with significant questions that arise. We offer you our service as guides through the biblical landscape, but we want to make sure that the focus isn’t on the guides but on what we’re about to see—God’s beautiful, wise, and good plan for men and women of all ages, backgrounds, and cultures.

A book such as this one doesn’t get written without the encouragement and support of many others. We’re grateful to God for each other and for the twenty-four years of marriage (and counting!) he’s allowed us to enjoy. We’re grateful also for our family—our two precious girls, Lauren and Tahlia (both now in college), and two precious boys, David and Timothy (homeschooled this year), a constant source of joy, challenge, and opportunity for growth.

Thanks are also due those who read the book in manuscript form prior to publication—endorsers as well as some who offered helpful feedback, especially John Burkett (director of the Writing Center at SEBTS), Sarah Carr, Theresa Bowen, Chuck Bumgardner, Anne Ballou, and Lauren Köstenberger. We’re also grateful for the students in the classes we’ve been privileged to teach jointly on this subject as well as for the brothers and sisters who attended marriage seminars at which we spoke and engaged us in lively discussion. Iron sharpens iron! We’ve used this material repeatedly in the classroom and in small-group settings and are regularly amazed how compelling an open-minded study of Scripture on biblical manhood and womanhood is proving to be.

We’re grateful particularly to Andreas’s one-time research assistant, Alexander Stewart, for transcribing our initial set of classroom lectures that formed the point of departure for this manuscript.

If the quest resonates with you to know more fully what the Bible teaches regarding God’s plan for men and women, then we invite you to join us on this journey—to be all God wants you to be and to discover God’s good, wise, and wonderful design. Certainly God’s plan for women and men—whatever it is—matters, and matters a great deal! Join us as we walk step-by-step through the sacred pages of God’s Word, and may he richly bless you as you seek his will in this crucial area of your life.

_______________

1    If you’re interested in reading the rest of the story of Andreas’s conversion, you can find it in Andreas J. Köstenberger, Excellence: The Character of God and the Pursuit of Scholarly Virtue (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), chap. 1.

2    R. Albert Mohler Jr., “A Call for Theological Triage and Christian Maturity,” The Tie 74 (Summer 2006): 2–3, outlines a three-part framework for understanding theological priorities: (1) first-order issues—doctrinal points that distinguish Christians from non-Christians (e.g., the Trinity, orthodox christology); (2) second-order issues—doctrinal points that distinguish Christians from other Christians that render it difficult if not impossible for them to fellowship together in a local church context (e.g., baptism); and (3) third-order issues—doctrinal points over which Christians disagree without rift in local church fellowship (e.g., the timing of the rapture). Mohler (rightly, in our opinion) identifies the “women in ministry” question as a second-order (but not third-order) issue.

3    The allusion is to the important book by D. A. Carson, The Intolerance of Tolerance (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012). See also the update by the same author, “More Examples of Intolerant Tolerance,” Themelios 37 (November 2012), http://thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/more_examples_of_intolerant_tolerance (accessed June 28, 2013).

4    In some ways, this volume is a companion volume to Andreas J. Köstenberger with David W. Jones, God, Marriage, and Family: Rebuilding the Biblical Foundation, 2nd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010). While God, Marriage, and Family focuses primarily on recovering the biblical teaching on marriage in today’s culture, the present volume probes the question of our fundamental identity as men and women and our proper, God-ordained roles not just in marriage but also in the church and in society.

5    One book that has exerted considerable influence is the collection of essays in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism, ed. John Piper and Wayne Grudem (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991). See also Mary Kassian, Women, Creation, and the Fall (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1990). A more recent summary of the biblical teaching is Kevin DeYoung, Freedom and Boundaries: A Pastoral Primer on the Role of Women in the Church (Enumclaw, WA: Pleasant Word, 2006). Written from an egalitarian perspective is Ronald W. Pierce, Partners in Marriage and Ministry (Minneapolis: Christians for Biblical Equality, 2011). An attempt to cover the entire sweep of Scripture in a very short amount of space is N. T. Wright, “Women’s Service in the Church: The Biblical Basis,” conference paper for the symposium “Men, Women and the Church,” St. John’s College, Durham, September 4, 2004; though see below the disagreements we register regarding some of his conclusions. See also the popularly written volume by Michael F. Bird, Bourgeois Babes, Bossy Wives, and Bobby Haircuts: A Case for Gender Equality in Ministry, Fresh Perspectives on Women in Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014), who says a woman once called him a “patriarchal, androcentric, chauvinistic misogynist” but who now describes himself as “almost-complementarian or nearly-egalitarian.” Among others, he cites as reasons for his change of mind the lack of female worship leaders (and ushers) in his church, the presence of female coworkers in Acts and Paul’s letters, and the similar rationale in 1 Cor. 11:2–16 and 1 Tim. 2:11–14 (leading him to believe both are merely cultural).

6    This is true even for books that have “men and women” in the title or subtitle but discuss mostly passages dealing with women, and men only where they’re inevitably mentioned alongside women (e.g., Genesis 1–3; Eph. 5:21–33).

7    Since this book is written primarily for nonspecialists, we won’t extensively document sources of the various views with which we interact (though we’ll refer to strategic works). For bibliographic information, see the relevant literature such as Wayne Grudem, Evangelical Feminism and Biblical Truth: An Analysis of More Than 100 Disputed Questions (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012).

8    Case in point: equality. While today we’re very concerned about equality, whether pertaining to race, class, or gender, is it really accurate to interpret the statement in Gen. 1:28, for example, that God created humanity male and female, in terms of gender equality? Is this what the ancient author intended to convey, and is this what his original readers would have understood him to communicate? This is a question of biblical theology, in distinction from systematic theology. See further the discussion of biblical theology at the end of appendix 2.

9    If you’re teaching a class on biblical manhood and womanhood, you may want to consider asking your students to read the appendices prior to class. In this way, they’ll be prepared for the discussion of the biblical portion of your class on male-female identities, relationships, and roles.

10    Two decades ago, I wrote in Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Gender Passages in the NT: Hermeneutical Fallacies Critiqued,” Westminster Theological Journal 56 (1994): 259–83, “What is needed is a systematized biblical theology of manhood and womanhood that is based on a careful exegesis of the relevant passages but transcends such exegesis by integrating interpretive insights into a systematic whole” (p. 279). The present volume is a modest step in this direction.


1

God’s Original Design and Its Corruption

Genesis 1–3


Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female?

Jesus (Matt. 19:4)

“Begin at the beginning,” the King said, very gravely, “and go on till you come to the end: then stop.”

Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland



Key Points

1. Genesis 1–3, cited by both Jesus and Paul, provides the foundational biblical teaching on men’s and women’s identities and roles.

2. Genesis 1 makes clear that humanity, male and female, was created in God’s image to rule the earth jointly as God’s representatives.

3. Genesis 2 indicates that men and women have different roles or functions in the fulfillment of God’s creation mandate to humanity to multiply and subdue the earth. The man is ultimately responsible for leading in the marriage and the fulfillment of God’s mandate, while the woman is his partner, his suitable helper. Different functions or roles don’t convey superiority or inferiority.

4. The Old Testament bears witness to several ways in which humanity compromised God’s design for marriage, such as polygamy, divorce, adultery, and homosexuality.

5. Even after the fall, God’s ideal for men and women continues unabated and constitutes the abiding standard for male-female relationships.

At a recent lunch stop at a Cracker Barrel on the way back from a family road trip north to Canada and New York City, we got into one of our lively family discussions. We were reflecting on the Cinderella Broadway performance the girls had just seen. One of our daughters mentioned that this Rogers and Hammerstein musical was a feminist version of the fairy tale. Though we didn’t all agree with this opinion, the topic of male-female roles and identities came up. In the middle of the discussion, our teenage daughter expressed her opinion that men and women are “equal.” She assumed we would all understand what she meant without further elaboration. Trying to tease out her thinking, we asked her in what way she thought women and men are equal since, after all, there are also some obvious differences! “Are there not also unique identities and roles associated with men and women being created unique?,” we asked. Our daughter retorted, “Well, of course, everybody knows that!” Andreas then talked about the man’s responsibility to provide for his family. Our teenage son quickly added that men who let their wives bear the main load of providing for the family are “wimps.” Trying to wrap up our discussion (our food was just about to be served), Andreas pointed out that many people in our culture believe that our male and female roles are simply determined by preferences and personal arrangements and that fewer and fewer people seem to base our male-female identities on the way in which we’ve been created by God.

Creation (Genesis 1–2)

You only have to look at the starry sky or a butterfly’s wings to see that God is a master designer. The psalmist exclaims,

O LORD, our LORD,

how majestic is your name in all the earth!

You have set your glory above the heavens. . . .

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,

the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,

what is man that you are mindful of him,

and the son of man that you care for him?

Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings

and crowned him with glory and honor.

You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;

you have put all things under his feet. (Ps. 8:1–6)

The apostle Paul concurs: “For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made” (Rom. 1:20). God, our creator, has put an indelible imprint on all of his creation, whether the starry skies or his crowning work, the making of man and woman, which the Creator himself pronounced “very good” (Gen. 1:31).

What ought to give cause to much wonder and amazement, however, is also the cause of much consternation. A large part of humanity, in the first (and, sadly, also in the twenty-first) century, has set aside God’s design for men and women. As Paul continues in his epistle to the Romans,


So they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal men. . . . Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies. (Rom. 1:20–26)



We see that God’s design, in all of its beauty, wisdom, and goodness, is ignored at great peril. While God loves the man and the woman he has made, judgment awaits those who treat lightly the purpose for his creation. So whether our motive is the love of God or the fear of God, we should strive to rediscover and seek to live in accordance with his divine design.

What, then, is God’s design for men and women? As we will see, an engaging study of what Scripture teaches about God’s plan for males and females from beginning to end provides clear and abundant guidance on the purpose for our gender. We’ll start at the very beginning: the biblical account of creation (Genesis 1–3). This part of the Bible lays the foundation for God’s purpose in creating man and woman unique and different and shows the serious consequences of the fall on the male-female relationship.1

After this, we will begin to engage the important matters of how these truths relate to our lives. We will also cull Israel’s history and demonstrate how the divine ideal continues unabated.2 Later in the book, we will move on to the rest of the story and discover that God’s original plan is abiding, consistent, and missional.

Overview of the Creation Narrative

Before we delve into the teaching of Genesis 1–3 on biblical manhood and womanhood in greater depth, it will be helpful to catch a birds’ eye view of the scriptural narrative of humanity’s creation and fall into sin. The biblical creation story provides us with a wonderful, coherent presentation of God’s creation of the man and the woman according to his divine design.3 In the Genesis story, read as a continual narrative, we move from a general account of God’s creation to a more specific presentation focusing on the male-female relationship and then to the fall. Chapter 2 acts as a necessary link between chapters 1 and 3 and has often been compared to a zoom lens that focuses on the general presentation of creation in chapter 1 in greater detail.

Read as part of a consecutive narrative, Genesis 1 tells the story of God’s creation of the universe, culminating in the creation of humanity as male and female in God’s image (Gen. 1:26–27). Genesis 2, then, goes on to elaborate more specifically on God’s purpose and manner of creating the man and the woman and the divine design expressed in distinct male-female roles: the man is to serve as the leader while the woman has been created to come alongside him as his partner, his suitable helper (vv. 18, 20). We also learn that the fact that God made the man first constitutes a deliberate act and important indication of the man’s primary responsibility to God for the marriage relationship.4

Table 1.1: Basic Contents of Genesis 1–3




	Chapter
	Description



	Genesis 1
	God’s creation of the universe generally (including man and woman)



	Genesis 2
	God’s creation specifically of man and woman in relation to each other (zoom lens)



	Genesis 3
	Woman’s and man’s transgression of the Creator’s command (the fall)





Looking at Genesis 2 in greater detail, we see that following the creation of the first man, God then makes the woman. God’s purpose for creating the woman is to bring her to the man to alleviate his aloneness, to provide him with companionship, and to enable humankind to fill the earth and to help govern it for God. We see that the woman is the result of a unique creative act of God who fashioned her from a rib of the man, an act that sets her apart from the manner of creation of the animals. The way Scripture tells the story, the woman was created for a special purpose. She was created both from the man and for the man.

Following the dual creation narrative, then, Genesis 3 tells the story of an ominous role reversal at the fall of humanity where the Serpent (Satan) approaches the woman, who leads the man to join her in transgressing their Creator’s command. This turns biblical lines of authority on their head, according to which God rules over the man who is responsible to lead and care for his wife and together with her is given charge of the animal world.5 Consequently, God holds each party accountable and pronounces a series of judgments on the Serpent, the woman, and the man.

Created in God’s Image to Rule the Earth for God (Gen. 1:26–28)

We’ll pick up the creation narrative in chapter 1 at its climax:


Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion . . . over all the earth. . . .”

So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them.

And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion.” (Gen. 1:26–28)



Strikingly, at the outset of the passage, God emphatically announces his intention to make humanity in his own image.6 In verse 26, he declares his intention and purpose for creating humanity: to have dominion over all the earth as his representatives.7 In verse 27, the narrative switches from prose to poetry, each of the three lines registering an important point: (1) humanity has God as its source; (2) humanity bears resemblance to God; and (3) humanity exists in the plurality of male and female. Verse 28 records God’s blessing of humanity and his mandate for the man and the woman: to be fruitful and multiply and to fill the earth and subdue it.8 Let’s now briefly discuss some of the most salient points in interpreting this important passage.

First, what are we to make of the plural in the divine declaration, “Let us make man,” in verse 26? Is it: (1) a reference to the Trinity? (2) a reference to God and the court of heavenly angels? Or (3) a reference to God’s deliberation within himself? A reference to angels is rendered unlikely by the fact that humanity is made in God’s image, not that of angels. A reference to God’s deliberation within himself is also rather unlikely because in passages such as Genesis 18:17, the first-person singular is used in such instances (“Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?”). Most likely, therefore, the reference is to a plurality within the Godhead (“Let us make man”) issuing in a plurality in humanity, male and female (“male and female he created them”).9

Second, what are we to make of the equally momentous affirmation that God made humanity in his image (Gen. 1:27)? The declaration that humanity bears God’s likeness is startling, awesome, and almost incredible, but what exactly does it mean?10 Scholars debate the specifics.11 Two primary, and not necessarily contradictory, views are: (1) the substantive view, according to which humans share some aspects of the nature of God (intelligence, emotions, etc.); and (2) the functional view, according to which humans act like God in their divinely given role to rule the earth. The immediate context, with the language of dominion and subjugation, suggests that the functional interpretation is primary. Let’s stay close to the text, then, and interpret this passage in the context of the Bible’s overall story line.

On the heels of the statement that God created the man and the woman in his image is God’s foundational mandate for humanity, which is expressed in a series of five imperatives: “And God blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth’” (v. 28). The fact that humanity is said to have been made in God’s image as a plurality (“male and female he created them,” v. 27), along with the plural pronouns “them” at the beginning of verse 28 (“And God blessed them. And God said to them”), indicates that ruling the earth is a joint function of the man and the woman. Humanity is conceived as a plurality.

Understood in this way, verse 28 teaches that the primary means of carrying out humanity’s representative rule is that of procreation. Neither the man nor the woman can fill the earth and subdue it without the other. Fulfilling the mandate to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it” takes both a man and a woman.12 Being made in God’s image thus involves joint dominion of the earth involving procreation. This truth has abiding relevance. In a day when birthrates drop in the civilized world and when many choose to have fewer or no children at all for lifestyle reasons, and when some countries, in order to curb population growth, limit the number of children a couple may legally produce, Scripture reminds us that procreation is at the very heart of God’s creation purpose and mandate for humanity as male and female.

So what’s the ancient cultural background? Today, when you hear the word image, you may think of a picture or drawing, but in the day when Genesis was written, the term carried a slightly different connotation.13 In the ancient Near East, the image of a ruler commonly represented the potentate’s presence in his kingdom. A ruler’s image thus signified his rule, such as when his or her likeness was minted on a coin. In the case of humans, as the male-female image of God, they symbolize his rule, having been created to reflect his glory to all creation (see Ps. 8:6–8). Neither the angels nor the animals are in charge of creation—humans are, created in God’s image. At the same time, they are to exercise dominion not in an abusive or oppressive manner but as responsible guardians of the earth for God.14

Essentially, therefore, God at creation commissioned humanity to serve as representative rulers of the earth on his behalf. As the sovereign ruler and creator of the universe, God delegated to humanity as male and female the power to rule and to procreate. He put humans on the earth to take care of it for him, requiring them to reproduce as male and female. While there is not yet in the creation narrative any clear indication as to the exact role differentiation between the man and the woman, male headship is suggested by the fact that the name for the man (ādām) in Genesis 1:26–27 (and later in 5:1–2) is the Hebrew name for the race at large.15 Table 1.2 shows how God made hu-man-ity (ādām) male and female, while at the same time the man (ādām) is given primary responsibility for humanity at large.16

Table 1.2: The Term ādām as a Name for the Human Race in Genesis 1–5




	Genesis
	English Translation with Hebrew Term for “Man”/“Woman” (hā = Hebrew article)



	
1.


	
Creation of Humanity (1:26–28)





	
1:26


	
“Let us make ādām in our image.”





	
1:27


	
So God created hā-ādām in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he created them.





	
1:28


	
And God blessed them.

And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply.”





	
2.


	
The Creation of the Man (2:7–8)





	
2:7


	
Then the LORD God formed hā-ādām of dust from the adāmāh [ground] 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, 
and hā-ādām became a living creature.





	
2:8


	
And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put hā-ādām whom he had formed.





	
3.


	
The Creation of the Woman for the Man (2:23–25)





	
2:23


	
Then hā-ādām said, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called ishah because she was taken out of ish.”





	
2:24


	
Therefore an ish shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his ishah, and they shall become one flesh.





	
2:25


	
And hā-ādām and his ishah were both naked and were not ashamed.





	
4.


	
God’s Judgment on the Woman and the Man (3:16–17)





	
3:16


	
And to hā-ishah he said . . .





	
3:17


	
And to ādām he said . . .





	
5.


	
Creation of First Offspring (4:1)





	
4:1


	
Now hā-ādām knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying,

“I have gotten a man (ish) with the help of the LORD.”





	
6.


	
Recap of Creation of Humanity (5:1–3)





	
5:1


	
This is the book of the generations of ādām.

When God created ādām, he made him in the likeness of God.





	
5:2


	
Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them ādām when they were created.





	
5:3


	
When ādām had lived 130 years . . .







The Man’s Leadership in the Marriage and the Wife’s Role as His Suitable Helper (Genesis 2)

We’ve seen that Genesis 1 focuses primarily on the creation of humanity as male and female in God’s image. How does Genesis 2, then, build on and supplement Genesis 1?17 In Genesis 2:4, the narrative returns to the creation of humankind that was mentioned in Genesis 1:26–28, yet provides additional details. Genesis 2:7–8 describes how God forms the man from the dust of the ground, breathes life into him, and places him in the garden of Eden. Genesis 2:15–17 records God’s command to the man to work the garden and his gracious permission for him to eat from every tree except for the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. The woman is not present to hear the command (she hasn’t been created yet!), so it’s the man’s responsibility to pass it on to her at a later time.18

In Genesis 2:18 we are given important information regarding God’s purpose for creating the woman and her design in relation to the man: “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit [i.e., suitable] for him.”19 The Creator is about to make a special companion and soul mate for the man. Yet rather than record this creative act immediately, the following verse describes how God brings all the animals to Adam so he can name them. What’s going on here? Most likely, God is leading the man through a process of understanding, helping him to realize that he needs a counterpart, human but different, with whom he shares the image of God and can exercise representative rule through the procreation of offspring. In verse 20, then, the same phrase recurs once again: “no suitable helper was found for him.”


“What’s going on here? Most likely, God is leading the man through a process of understanding . . . that he needs a counterpart, human but different, with whom he shares the image of God and can exercise representative rule through the procreation of offspring.”



After the temporary letdown resulting from the declaration that no suitable helper was found for the man from among the animals, verse 21 narrates how God at last takes action: “So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh.” It’s not that God couldn’t get it right the first time. Rather, he led the man to see that none of the animals could meet his need for companionship. What is more, we see that the woman’s creation isn’t man’s idea; it’s an act of divine grace. In fact, the man doesn’t contribute anything at all to the entire process. To be sure, he himself was created first, but he has no part in the creation of the woman (except for providing one of his ribs, and even that not by his own choice).

Verse 22 states, “And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.” We’ve already seen that, according to Genesis 1:26–27, God created humanity male and female. Now we see the process by which God fashions the man and the woman: he makes them separately (the man first, then the woman), but for each other. They are products of separate acts of divine creation. The man is formed from the ground, signifying that humanity is part of creation at large; then the woman is created from the man, signifying their close bond.20 The man exclaims, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23), joyfully affirming what God has done in the creation of the woman. And he is given the privilege of assigning the woman a name derived from his own (ish, ishah; Gen. 2:23; cf. 3:20).

We see that the biblical text doesn’t pit the man and the woman against each other but rather presents their union as exceedingly intimate and harmonious. The idea that the genders are locked in an adversarial, antagonistic relationship is utterly foreign to the biblical creation account. To the contrary: Adam and Eve are super-excited! The claim that the man’s headship and the woman’s role as his suitable helper reflect the man’s superiority and the woman’s inferiority is likewise not borne out by the Genesis account. Rather, God’s plan for humanity is one of partnership in which the man, as God-appointed leader, and his wife alongside him jointly represent the Creator by exercising dominion over the earth. In this vein, God places the man in a position of accountability and responsibility to his Creator.

What? I’m Supposed to Be Your “Helper”? (Gen. 2:18, 20)

Before we move on to Genesis 3, let’s take a closer look at the term suitable helper.21 “What?” you may say if you’re a woman reading this. “Am I supposed to be his helper?” What does this phrase mean? To begin with, it may seem obvious, but it is nonetheless important to note that the woman is called the man’s helper; not the other way around. From a fair reading of Genesis 2, it doesn’t seem that male-female roles are reversible. At the same time, the expression clearly conveys that the woman is congenial to the man in a way that none of the animals is (vv. 19–20; cf. v. 23: “bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh”) and that she is God’s perfect provision for him in his need of companionship (v. 18). If you had asked Eve, she probably would have said the same about Adam. He was exactly what she needed!


“The claim that the man’s headship and the woman’s role as his suitable helper reflect the man’s superiority and the woman’s inferiority is likewise not borne out by the Genesis account. Rather, God’s plan for humanity is one of partnership in which the man, as God-appointed leader, and his wife alongside him jointly represent the Creator by exercising dominion over the earth.”



With regard to God’s mandate for humanity to be fruitful and multiply and to fill the earth and subdue it (Gen. 1:28), the woman is shown to be the man’s suitable partner in both procreation (becoming “one flesh” with him, which means more, but not less, than fruitful sexual union; Gen. 2:24) and in the earth’s domestication (Gen. 1:28).22 The woman’s role is distinct from the man’s (in fact, their roles are complementary), yet the contribution of both sexes is absolutely vital. While assigned to the man as his helper and thus placed under his overall care and responsibility, the woman is the man’s partner in ruling the earth for God. This much seems clear from reading the references to the woman as suitable helper in the immediate context, but let’s now look at the phrase itself.

In Genesis 2:18 and 20, the word “helper” (ezer) is used to describe the woman’s role in relation to the man. Many of us women today have trouble seeing ourselves as helpers of the man. Why should we help him? Isn’t this an inferior role? Why shouldn’t he help us? In working this through, it’s helpful to note that the term helper is applied several times throughout the Old Testament to none other than God himself.23 Although God takes on the role of helper only temporarily to come to the aid of a given individual (in contrast to the woman who is said to be the man’s helper permanently), the fact that God can be said to be a helper lends great dignity and value to this role. Since God is clearly not inferior to anyone, whatever the term helper entails, it’s certainly not inferiority.

On the other hand, it wouldn’t be accurate to adduce the scriptural references to God submitting himself to a person as his or her helper as proof that male-female roles are interchangeable.24 In God’s case, being a helper means that he may choose to subordinate himself to humanity to render some kind of assistance. This doesn’t affect his divinity in any way. For the woman to be subordinate to the man (albeit not by her own choice but by God’s creative will) doesn’t alter the fact that she is part of humanity created in God’s image as male and female. Some try to reinterpret the meaning of the word helper in order to remove any notion of subordination because they (erroneously) believe this to be an inferior role, maintaining that God could never be subordinate in role to anyone at any time, but, as mentioned, this is unnecessary.


“The fallacy in the above-stated argument, therefore, is the assumption that subordination necessarily implies personal inferiority. It does not. For children to be entrusted to their parents’ care, for example, doesn’t mean they’re inferior persons. Neither are employees inferior to their bosses because they report to them.”



The argument from God and the woman sharing the term helper also insufficiently recognizes the fact that the woman isn’t directly comparable to God in his essence or variety of roles. Just because the term is applied to both God and the woman doesn’t establish an analogy as to their nature or all of their other roles. Otherwise, to be consistent, the woman would be superior to the man by virtue of being called his helper, since God is most certainly superior to humans! Also, God is our creator and Lord; the woman is not. The fallacy in the above-stated argument, therefore, is the assumption that subordination necessarily implies personal inferiority. It does not. For children to be entrusted to their parents’ care, for example, doesn’t mean they’re inferior persons. Neither are employees inferior to their bosses because they report to them.

An analogy from the Trinity may also help.25 Some reject any form of subordination in the Trinity. But Scripture does seem to affirm such a notion. In John’s Gospel, for example, Jesus states, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30), and later on says, “The Father is greater than I” (John 14:28). John thus presents unity of purpose and subordination side by side.26 Jesus’s prayer in the garden of Gethsemane, “Not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42), likewise illustrates the Son’s submission to the Father without diminishing his inclusion in the plurality of the Godhead in terms of being. The Son’s subordination doesn’t imply personal inferiority. The Trinity illustrates the possibility of two beings forming an intimate oneness, accomplishing their mission by fulfilling distinct, complementary roles (see 1 Cor. 11:3). The Father didn’t die on the cross for our sins; the Son did. Role distinctions within the Godhead don’t imply difference in essential being.

Some contemporary biblical scholars present headship and submission as if they’re merely a result of the fall. However, this fails to account for the fact that the man was exercising dominion prior to the creation of the woman (receiving the divine command, naming the animals, etc.; see table 1.3). What is more, those who interpret the phrase suitable helper as conveying undifferentiated equality fail to observe other indications of male headship in the foundational Genesis account. If the original creation was egalitarian, how do we account for the fact that there are clear indications of the man’s ultimate responsibility for humanity at large? And why is Adam, rather than Eve, contrasted with Christ as the first human being through whom sin entered the world (Rom. 5:12–21), when, according to the Genesis account, it was Eve who sinned first?27 The most likely explanation is that even though Eve sinned first, it was Adam who was held ultimately accountable by God as representing the human race.

Table 1.3: Does the Term “Helper” in Genesis 2:18, 20 Denote Equality?


Claim:

The term helper is applied in Scripture to God; since God is not an inferior being, the term helper doesn’t convey the woman’s inferiority to the man.

Helper means “equal.”

Response:

It’s true that helper is applied to God in Scripture. However, this doesn’t diminish the fact that helper is a subordinate role. It only shows that we must distinguish between a person’s being and his or her role.

God, the creator and Lord of the universe, may choose to take on a subordinate role (temporarily) to help his people. The woman was created by God to come alongside the man (permanently and constitutionally) as his helper.

While suitable connotes the sense “corresponding to” (sometimes translated “fit for”), “helper” doesn’t mean “equal,” but in context suggests a subordinate role.



To conclude, the fact that the woman is called a helper in Genesis 2—just like God is called a helper repeatedly in the Psalms—shows how significant and special the woman’s role toward the man really is. At the same time, claiming that the use of the term helper with regard to the woman requires undifferentiated male-female equality (if not female superiority) fails both logically and theologically.28 The woman was created to meet the man’s need for companionship and to assist him and partner with him in subduing the earth, particularly through procreation. In this regard, the man needs the woman, and the woman needs the man; neither is able to multiply and subdue the earth without the other. The woman comes alongside the man as his companion with whom he procreates children, additional image bearers who join in the task of multiplying, filling the earth, and exercising dominion over it.

Table 1.4: Indications of the Man’s Leadership in Genesis 1–3




	
Passage in Genesis

	Significance



	1:27; 5:2
	The name for humanity is the same as for the male (ādām; see table 1.2).



	2:7
	God created the man first.



	2:15–17
	The man is the recipient of the divine command prior to the creation of the woman.



	2:15, 19–20
	The man is put in the garden to work and name the animals.



	2:18, 21–22
	God created the woman for the man and from the man.



	2:18, 20
	The woman is called the man’s suitable helper.



	2:23
	The man names the woman.



	3:16
	As a result of the fall, the woman’s desire is to elevate herself above her husband in a struggle for control.





Husband and Wife Become “One Flesh” (Gen. 2:24)

In verse 24, then, Moses explains how, in marriage, a man leaves his paternal home, is joined to his wife in matrimony, and becomes one flesh with her, establishing a distinct family unit and creating offspring through procreation. What does it mean for the man and the woman to become “one flesh”? As Raymond Ortlund Jr. points out, becoming “one flesh” means a lot more than sex: “It is the profound fusion of two lives into one, shared life together, by the mutual consent and covenant of marriage. It is the complete and permanent giving over of oneself into a new circle of shared existence with one’s partner.”29

The narrative of the creation of the man and the woman concludes with the statement, “And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (v. 25). At this juncture, all is well in Paradise. In this idyllic state, the man and the woman are completely innocent, obediently resting in God’s word, trusting in him and depending on his care and provision, and their union is close, trusting, and intimate.30 Together, they exercise dominion over the earth in keeping with God’s purpose and design. And as the man is entrusted with the care of his wife, he is to exercise this responsibility in an atmosphere of self-giving love, unbroken trust, and perfect unity.31

The Fall (Genesis 3)

The fall of humanity, as mentioned, was engineered by a complete reversal of the divine design. Instead of God’s authority being mediated from Adam to Eve to the rest of creation, the biblical fall narrative recounts how the Serpent (Satan) approached Eve, who took the initiative, with Adam following her lead, in breaking God’s commandment. Nevertheless, despite Eve’s role in the rebellion, God held the man, not the woman, primarily responsible for the rebellious act (Gen. 3:9; cf. 3:17; Rom. 5:12–14).32 Adam bears ultimate responsibility for humanity’s sin because he was the one God had put in charge in the first place. This is a standard feature of any authority structure, whether in government, the military, or a properly run business—the one in charge is primarily responsible for everything that takes place in his or her realm of responsibility. As Harry Truman memorably put it, “The buck stops here.”

Table 1.5: Role Reversal at the Fall




	Lines of Authority at Creation
	Lines of Authority at the Fall
	Realigned Lines of Authority



	
God Man Woman Serpent (Satan)
	
Serpent (Satan) Woman Man God
	
God Man Woman Serpent (Satan)





Scenario at the Fall (Gen. 3:1–7)

The Serpent. How exactly did the fall occur? The narrator of the Genesis account draws attention to the Devil’s devious character, describing him as “crafty,” that is, shrewd or subtle with intent to deceive. The Serpent’s cunning nature becomes apparent when we compare and contrast God’s actual words with the Devil’s distorted version used to cast doubt in the mind of his unsuspecting victim.

Table 1.6: Satan’s Deception of the Woman




	God’s Original Command 
(Gen. 2:16–17)
	Satan’s Deception (Gen. 3:1, 4)



	And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely 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 surely die.”

	“‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” “You will not surely die.”






In the Hebrew original, the Devil’s craftiness is even more apparent. His first word is “actually,” by which he immediately calls into question God’s goodness and generosity. While God in fact was generous, the Devil casts him as stingy.33 It’s as if the Serpent said, “Really? What else does the Creator intend to withhold from the woman?” In the original word order, God’s original prohibition is framed by his gracious permission: “Of every tree of the garden, you may eat.” The Devil, however, in feigned surprise, subtly conflates God’s good gift with the prohibition: “Not [in the original word order] shall you eat of any tree of the garden?”

Then, even more shockingly, the Devil casts off all subtlety and proceeds to frontally contradict God’s pronouncement, casting doubt on his integrity and truthfulness. Where the Creator had said, “In the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17), the Devil flatly asserts, “You will not surely die” (Gen. 3:4). Not only is God withholding good things from the man and the woman, the Serpent alleges, but also he lied to them about the consequences of transgressing the divine commandment!34 Finally, the Serpent casts doubts on God’s motives: “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (v. 5). Somehow, the Serpent insinuates, God has sinister motives in issuing his directives to the first human couple. As the narrative progressively makes clear, the Devil is a devious, deceptive seducer who opposes God and his word and successfully tricks the woman into disobeying her Creator.35

Table 1.7: The Serpent’s Strategy (Gen. 3:1–5)




	Passage
	Words
	Strategy



	Verse 1
	“Did God actually say?”
	Cast doubt on God’s generosity



	Verse 4
	“You will not surely die.”
	Cast doubt on God’s integrity



	Verse 5
	“For God knows . . . you will be like God.”
	Cast doubt on God’s motives





The woman. What about the woman? Essentially, she seems to be innocently (even naïvely) assuming that the Devil’s question is genuine and answers it straightforwardly (albeit inaccurately). Again, compare the woman’s words with God’s original command in table 1.8.

Table 1.8: The Woman’s Misrepresentation




	God’s Original Command (Gen. 2:16–17)
	The Woman’s Misrepresentation (Gen. 3:2–3)



	“You may surely 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 surely die.”
	“We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.”





Again, there are several differences between God’s actual command and the woman’s representation of it. First, “Eat of every tree of the garden” has become “Eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden.” Second, on a subtle note, she follows the Devil’s designation of God as Elohim (“God”) rather than Yahweh Elohim (“LORD God”). Most importantly, third, she adds the prohibition, “Neither shall you touch it.” Regardless of what one should make of these more or less subtle differences, what’s clear is that the woman is for the first time pressed to explain and defend the word of God. The Serpent has successfully engaged Eve in an exercise in which she must discern truth from error, and he has awakened the woman’s mind to the possibility that there might be another way to interpret God’s word.36

Essentially, the Serpent’s message to Eve is: “You can transgress your Maker’s command with impunity. There will be no negative consequences. In fact, you will be wiser and more fulfilled if you do.” And the woman, deceived by the Serpent’s guile, takes the bait: “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate” (Gen. 3:6). Somehow, she reasons, following the Devil’s twisted logic, by transgressing God’s command, she will become more like God.

What constitutes the primary appeal for the woman? The tree is “good for food”: there is an appeal to her taste. The fruit is a “delight to the eyes”: there is an appeal to aesthetic pleasure. Finally, and climactically, there is an appeal to deeper wisdom.37 Later, when held accountable by God, the woman laments, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (v. 13). Her eyes had been opened, and she now understands that the Serpent misrepresented reality, including God’s original command and the threatened consequences for disobedience. The Devil, not God, turns out to be the actual liar, and God’s word is vindicated.

The man. Now, what about the man? During the entire conversation between the Serpent and Eve, Adam is conspicuously silent (vv. 1–5), though the narrative doesn’t say whether he is present during part or all of the conversation. The narrative only refers to Adam as Eve’s husband, “who was with her” when she gives him the forbidden fruit (v. 6). Nevertheless, some dialogue between the man and the woman preceding the man’s partaking of the fruit seems implied in the wording of the divine pronouncement: “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife” (v. 17). As Victor Hamilton notes, “The woman does not try to tempt the man. She simply gives and he takes. He neither challenges nor raises questions. . . . Hers is a sin of initiative. His is a sin of acquiescence.”38 The man follows his wife’s lead, when God had made him the leader.

The Aftermath

God calls the man and the woman to account for their sin (Gen. 3:8–13). Following the fall, God is shown to take the initiative in calling the man and the woman to account for their sin (Gen. 3:8–13). When they hear “the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day,” the man and his wife hide from God’s presence among the trees of the garden (v. 8). While they were created to live in God’s presence and in communion with him (the narrative seems to suggest that God’s “walking in the garden” was a customary occurrence), the man and the woman now seek to elude their Creator’s presence. How things have changed! But there’s no place to hide from God.

The Lord first calls the man, not the woman, even though the woman sinned first, an indication of the man’s ultimate responsibility for the couple (v. 9). The man acknowledges that he hid from God because he was afraid and because he was naked (v. 10). God probingly responds, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” In fact, it was the man to whom God directed the original command (Gen. 2:17). In response, the man has the chutzpah to blame not only the woman but even the Creator himself for his sin: “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate” (Gen. 3:12). It’s as if the man was saying, “Remember the suitable helper you gave me? It’s all your fault! Obviously, she wasn’t so suitable after all! What was I supposed to do? Next time don’t make somebody who leads me into sin!” No response from God. No response necessary.

God then proceeds to call the woman to account: “What is this that you have done?” (v. 13). The Creator here focuses on the woman’s action and calls on her to accept responsibility for her choice to transgress his command. Lamentably, though by now somewhat predictably (and consistent with her fallen nature), the woman replies, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” In other words, “Don’t blame me; blame the Serpent!” It’s almost as if the woman was saying, “What did you expect? Of course I ate from the forbidden tree! I practically had no choice!”

Again, God doesn’t dignify the woman’s excuse with a response but instead proceeds to pronounce a series of judgments on the Serpent, the woman, and the man (note that God doesn’t call the Serpent to account, perhaps because, in God’s mysterious providence, fallen angels are not subject to redemption, though he does pronounce judgment on the Devil). Thus we see that God calls the man and the woman to account separately, treating both as responsible agents, though because of their fallen sin nature both fail to accept responsibility for their action and instead try to shift the blame to others (the Serpent, the woman, and even God). So we see that their sin didn’t separate the man and the woman only from their Creator; it also separated them from each other.
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