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Praise for The Most Misunderstood Women of the Bible





“In The Most Misunderstood Women of the Bible, Mary DeMuth combines storytelling skills, love of Scripture, care for women, and her own personal experiences to create this riveting and intensely personal book. Using lovely imagery, Mary leads the reader into the biblical narrative in a way that allows these historically misunderstood ones to become flesh and blood women—your sister, your mother, your friend… you. Each chapter brought me to a place of reflection and meditation, offering rich insight, wisdom, and ultimately, hope.”


—Kay Warren, co-founder, Saddleback Church


“Integrating creative storytelling with Bible commentary, Mary DeMuth invites readers to peer into the wounded hearts of women of Scripture who felt misunderstood and dismissed in their circumstances, and then skillfully guides readers through an exploration of their own experiences that parallel their biblical counterparts in pursuit of healing and a life of compassion and grace.”


—Missy Buchanan, author of From Dry Bones to Living Hope: Embracing God’s Faithfulness in Late Life


“Church tradition has often hidden the dramatic grace and restoration given freely to the women of Scripture. As Mary DeMuth lovingly shows, the God of the Bible relentlessly rewrites the legacies of those often considered failures, freely dispensing second glances and second chances to people whom those in power have pushed to the margins. Mary has done us a favor in recasting the story of these timeless women, pulling them from the shadows of judgment and into the sunlight of grace—reminding us of the same grace offered to each of us. Thanks for allowing me to be an early reader.”


—Steve Bezner, pastor of Houston Northwest Church


“Filling these pages are a plaintive grief and a mournful empathy for the numerous women in the Bible who have been misunderstood, silenced, stereotyped, degraded, and mocked. Women who, like Hagar and Tamar and Bathsheba and Phoebe, have been brushed over in our Bible reading and preached as tropes of sin and shame. But Mary DeMuth, like a good old-fashioned Protestant, asks us to look again—at the text itself and the texture of the story, and she reveals to us women who deserve better because each was someone other than the trope taught us. I tried to pick my favorite revelation in The Most Misunderstood Women of the Bible, but I couldn’t—I loved them all. Read this book with a renewal of empathy for stereotyped women.”


—Scot McKnight, professor of New Testament, Northern Seminary and author of The Blue Parakeet, A Church called Tov (with Laura Barringer)


“I’ve been misunderstood and it’s a terrible feeling. Being misunderstood isn’t lost on Jesus. He, too, was misunderstood, as were many women whose stories are shared in the Bible. If you’ve been wrongly accused or misunderstood, you’re not alone. Mary DeMuth understands, and on the pages of this book she shows us how to learn from those who have gone before us so we can continue walking with our head held high. If you’re human, you need this book.”


—Jill Savage, author of Real Moms… Real Jesus and host of the No More Perfect Podcast


“In The Most Misunderstood Women of the Bible, Mary writes in a compelling, creative, Christ-exalting way that causes you to reimagine stories in the Bible. You will be drawn deeper into the heart of God. Her skills as a world-class author and Bible teacher shine brightly. Men and women, buy this book for yourself and some friends. Study it. Marinate in it. Grow as a follower of Jesus.”


—Dr. Derwin L. Gray, co-founder and lead pastor of Transformation Church and author of How to Heal The Racial Divide: What the Bible Says, and the First Christians Knew, about Racial Reconciliation


“This is a sacred work. Mary DeMuth tenderly integrates heart and mind, scholarship and story, as she dignifies the narratives of women in the Bible whose reputations have long been misrepresented and relegated to the status of taboo. Where others have picked up stones, DeMuth has covered these women with careful study, compelling imagination, and the compassion of God. Women will see both their pain and their hope in these pages. It is a compelling, artistic work of worship and faith.”


—Sharifa Stevens, contributing author to Vindicating the Vixens and Rally


“There are few people I trust more than Mary DeMuth to handle women’s stories with compassion, conviction, and great care. She has written a book that combines striking prose, beautifully distilled truths, and poignant questions into one valuable resource for the church. These women’s stories are a gift to the whole church, and uncovering them from under layers of misunderstanding and misogyny is a gift Mary has given us.”


—Kaitlyn Schiess, author of The Liturgy of Politics: Spiritual Formation for the Sake of Our Neighbor
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To Rebecca Carrell, Dr. Sandra Glahn, and Kelley Mathews: Thank you for teaching me how to think biblically about the brave women of the Bible. This book has your influence and fingerprints all over it. I’m grateful for our lunches together.










Introduction


Over a decade ago, I shared with a friend about some angst I’d been experiencing after being misunderstood by a leader. I bled my woe-is-me sentences, feeling them glut my gut. “He assigned motives I don’t even have,” I said. “His assessment of me was not only unfair, but dead wrong.”


She nodded, concern in her eyes.


I word-wrangled before her, trying to decide if I should approach the man and set him straight. I tallied important points, nearly spreadsheeting my rightness.


But then I stopped.


I took in a breath and finally said, “I don’t think God has called me to reputation-management. I’m supposed to trust Him in the midst of being misunderstood.”


That’s when the seed of this book dropped into my heart. She looked at me, then asked, “Did you know Jesus was the most misunderstood person to walk the earth?”


I said nothing.


In that place of quiet, my mind frantically retraced the life of Jesus: teaching in the Temple at twelve as his parents panicked, then getting reprimanded by them. Questioning the religious elite who held the supposed keys to the Kingdom (though He was King of it all). Praising despised outcasts, while making insider Pharisees the villains in parables. Speaking to a Samaritan woman at the well, as his bewildered disciples looked on. And yet, Jesus received people’s blatant misunderstanding and usually said nothing. He endured it. He ventured into the mountains to tell His Father about it. And then He dusted off His sandals (and heart) and took the next Kingdom step. He fulfilled his mission despite all that questioning. And because He did, we can, too.


My friend’s question illuminated a truth new to me: Jesus understands being misunderstood. And since He has endured misunderstanding, empathy abounds for those of us walking the same path. There’s a little piece of encouraging advice in Hebrews 12, tucked in after the author speaks of Jesus enduring the torturous cross. “Think of all the hostility he endured from sinful people; then you won’t become weary and give up” (Hebrews 12:3).


I’m now at that place in my life where grand lessons take shape in my mind, and this is one: being misunderstood is one of the hardest things we humans endure this side of eternity. Even so, we don’t have to live sidelined, crafting reputation-defending spreadsheets until we die. There is a more hopeful, vibrant way.


Though my friend shared an important truth about Jesus, the biblical narrative also presents the stories of many who have endured the hardship of misunderstanding. Perhaps this is felt even more keenly in the stories of the women of the Bible—stories we don’t grow up hearing, those of women whose real lives are seldom depicted. Or, if they are represented in faded flannel-graphs, they are often maligned or dismissed.


Eve bears the wrath of the entire human race.


Hagar is relegated to second-tier significance.


Leah’s weak-eyed heartache is dismissed rather than explored.


Rahab is remembered as Rahab the harlot, diminishing her audacious faith.


Naomi, the bitter one in the book of Ruth, becomes a depressed flashback.


Bathsheba has been preached about as a seductress, seldom taking into account the dynamics of power and kingship.


Tamar’s horrific story of rape in 2 Samuel 13 is rushed through or never highlighted.


The Proverbs 31 woman has been retrofitted to fit various cultural norms without dealing honestly with the text or the context in which her chapter is written.


Mary of Magdala is often referred to (incorrectly) as a former prostitute.


And Phoebe, who many scholars believe carried the book of Romans to Rome, is a historical afterthought.


These are merely a handful of the women in the Bible who suffer under the weight of misunderstanding. And they have much to teach all of us—about grit, tenacity, endurance, and hope. They will be our tutors as we mine the idea and reality of being misunderstood.


I’m going to present each woman as someone real (because that is the truth). So often we read the Scriptures as if the stories therein were full of cardboard archetypes who occupy a blip of time and nothing more. But these women? They lived. Like us, they harbored painful secrets, melted under the weight of stress, and broke in the same places we break today. They walked through the mundane rituals of daily life, asked for advice when bewildered, and wondered at their significance. They bled, hurt for others, and faced pestilence, uncertainty, and death. They are us. We are them.


I will don my fiction hat and flesh each woman out for you. I will portray her story, closely aligned with Scripture and scholarship, but in a way that empowers you to really see her, perhaps for the first time. After her narrative, I’ll explore how she navigated the misunderstanding seas, highlighting other parts of Scripture that enlighten us toward inner understanding and positive praxis—the practical working out of our salvation. While this book will give you new insight, it’s not for your head only—it’s for your heart, then your feet. As Paul reminds us in Philippians 2:12, “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.” I believe we can grow in our understanding of misunderstanding and, through that learning process, begin to act as Jesus did—with perseverance. You no longer need to be swayed by the opinion of others. Even if friends or family members malign you, or strangers on social media threaten to expose you according to their prejudice, you can keep walking forward, thanks to the powerful lessons you will learn in the pages of this book.


My sincere prayer is that you’ll be refreshed and invigorated to face each day with expectation, despite the cacophony of maligning voices our culture seems to coddle. Because your misunderstood-ness, though it feels very real, does not define your worth. The Misunderstood One does.










CHAPTER ONE Eve, the Blamed One



Her name sounded like the intake of a breath, followed by a worried exhale. Ha-vah. In and out, Eve’s breath steadied under a brilliant sky. Adam had given her that name—to breathe, to give life—after the darkest day, the day of nakedness, self-knowing, and judgment. It was Yahweh’s stunning gift—this life—after her decision resulted in death. If only she could retract the movement of her arm reaching treeward, mesmerized by the promise of knowledge. But some things remained unfixable.


Now Adam and Eve possessed language that beheld time—Before, After.


Before became halcyon. Trees bore juice-laden fruit. The ground yielded its produce in easy surrender. The animals shook paws in friendship. No death. No decay. No shame. Not a bit of flesh. Just life, and life abundant.


In the dawn of Eden, the great Garden, she had borne no name. As Adam busied himself in taxonomy, placing creatures into categories, the Lord approached him (at least this is how he relayed it to her later) and placed him under languid sleep. In the helplessness of slumber, the Lord removed bone from ribcage, fashioning a companion, an ezer kenegdo. Her—one who was strong to his weakness, a come-alongside rescuer. The two words would later refer to God, the One who always had a secret rescue mission even when all seemed lost. But Adam, bewildered by this creature before him, gave her no name. Instead, he categorized her. “Woman,” he called her. Ishah because she was taken from ish, man. She corresponded to him, fit his embrace.


Before.


They’d adventure in the cool of the day among the creatures, gathering food at will, rejoicing in each other’s conversation. They learned the intricacies of the other’s delights as they walked alongside the Lord, who Himself modeled self-giving love. Know the other. Find out what brings a smile. Keep delighting. Give, give, give.


The hiss in the creature’s lilting speech haunted her nightmares in the After. Seductive. Wise beyond his serpentine years. Clever. Logical. He, too, wanted to walk in the Garden as the Lord did—and he did so with cloying curiosity, as if on mission.


She found herself near the forbidden tree when he sidled up to her, though Adam stood nigh. The tree piqued her curiosity simply because Adam had relayed its forbiddenness to her one afternoon soon after she first opened her eyes in Eden. There the tree stood now, stately, arms reaching heavenward, roots grappling earth. It loomed above all the other trees in curious majesty as the doves sang love songs in its branches. She breathed it all in, then exhaled.


“Did God really say you must not eat the fruit from any of the trees in the garden?” the serpent asked, smiling.


The question pushed her off-kilter. What? Did God say what? She remembered Adam’s words—no, all trees were lawful, only one bore the awful prohibition.


She looked at Adam, but he gave no answer. Though he stood next to her, he seemed strangely distant.


“Of course we may eat fruit from the trees in the garden.” She scanned the trees dotting the green hills and vales. She pointed to the tree, its fruit ruby red under the azure sky. “It’s only the fruit from the tree in the middle of the garden that we are not allowed to eat.” As she spoke, a breeze rustled through its branches, causing the fruit to dance—enchanting her eyes. She found her voice. “God said, ‘You must not eat it or even touch it; if you do, you will die.’ That’s what Adam instructed. Right, Adam?”


Adam remained mute, and his eyes registered neither worry nor concern. As placid as a lake in morning.


Eve understood nothing of death in the Before. She had no frame of reference for the term. It certainly sounded foreboding, particularly at night when her mind fixated on the word: death. But wasn’t God the author of all life? Who was He, really? Wasn’t He their kindhearted companion, full of energy and power and compassion? Hadn’t He indicated that He wanted the very best for them?


The serpent rose to her eye level and laughed. “You won’t die!”


The wind stopped. The tree stood perfectly still. The air felt rigid, unfamiliar. The lie tasted sweet, or at least that’s how she remembered the serpent’s sentence in the After.


“God knows that your eyes will be opened as soon as you eat it, and you will be like God, knowing both good and evil.”


The Lord is a miser, she thought. He is withholding something from me that would make me wise. Is He good? Or is He selfish, keeping all that wisdom and power to Himself? In the sorry wisdom she gained in the After, these became the musings of a madwoman.


With a fierce longing for more, she looked up at the tree. Its fruit’s scent wafted before her—a mixture of roses, eucalyptus, and lemon blossoms. If one could drink its perfume, she would. In that moment, all the woman wanted was the fruit scented like Heaven—the very thing the Lord selfishly withheld from her.


She asked herself again, Is God good? Why would a good God forbid such a tantalizing fruit? What was He holding back from her, from Adam? He had always seemed forthcoming and kind—powerful, too. But did that façade hold a secret? And would that secret make her understand her world better? Though the Garden held fascination, it boasted complexities as well. Perhaps this wisdom tree could grant her deeper knowledge—of how things grew, of how best to shepherd the animals in her care. All this tending of flora and fauna became tedious.


A sunbeam highlighted a single globed fruit. She approached it. Drank in its intoxicating scent. Looked back at Adam—who still uttered not one word. What could one bite hurt? Her stomach rumbled. In one fluid, horrid motion, she grasped the rounded fruit with its red, supple skin and took a bite. The flesh dripped blood-red from her lips, and before she could register its taste, she handed the bitten fruit to Adam, who bit large.


In looking back at Before, she remembered the fruit’s shape-shifting taste, from heady and sweet to bitter as bile. She wanted to expel it from her body, but the poison had already invaded her mind. A deep sadness permeated her. The first prick of dread, too—the birth of regret turning pregnant with shame. She glanced down at her torso, once a body she thought nothing about, and suddenly realized her nakedness. Her breath came in sips as she and Adam gathered leaves to cover their bodies while the serpent laughed maniacally.


The rest of the day was spent in tedious covering, fashioning fashion with leaves of fig trees. Though both thought a quick sewing job would undo their fateful decision, vulnerability and panic roared to life. Superficial remedies would not work for such a gaping wound. Fear gripped them both, snaking through their once-sweet relationship. Adam spat suspicions Eve’s way. She spat them right back.


But as dusk fell upon Eden, Eve’s stomach lurched. The Lord would appear, and they would have to face Him. Where was the serpent now that the Lord’s fragrance wafted through the underbrush? He had slithered away, his job finished.


Adam pulled Woman into the tree line, indicating they needed to hide.


Three words wafted through the Garden.


Where…


are…


you?


Adam stepped out from their limbed hiding place, covered in leaves. “I heard you walking in the garden, so I hid. I was afraid because I was naked,” he said, no longer muted.


It was then she noticed the Lord’s broken gaze—disappointment, holy anger, grief, exasperation… and yet? Settledness.


“Who told you that you were naked?” the Lord God asked Adam.


Why had he not addressed her first? Hadn’t she ruined everything? Why did God direct his accusation toward Adam, the man of few words?


The Lord God continued, “Have you eaten from the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat?” Again, directed toward Adam.


She remembered her husband’s silence, how he left the decision solely to her. How vulnerable she had felt under the serpent’s stare. An apology practically burst from her chest before the Almighty questioned her, but Adam’s words came first.


“It was the woman You gave me who gave me the fruit, and I ate it.”


Is this what knowing good and evil means? Blame? Betrayal? Being categorized through taxonomy? But inside her slithered a deeper worry: utter unworthiness. In Before, the earth felt solid beneath her feet. She knew her place, felt it like gold weighting her bones. Her feet stood on the rock of being valued, wanted, loved. But with the first taste of the fruit, suspicion crept in, causing her to doubt the Lord God’s goodness and her husband’s once-kindhearted affection. Now, as Adam’s words of blame sank into her, the earth felt quivery beneath her, and her equilibrium shifted toward chaos.


The Lord God looked into Eve’s eyes, which now held the world’s cares in creviced lines. His sadness she could not bear. She looked away, swallowed bile. Choked on her tears.


“What have you done?” He asked.


At first, she said nothing. She looked to her closest companion, her confidant, but Adam met her eyes with a sneer. She exhaled sorrow. She wanted to say she was sorry, but those words felt so insignificant. Perhaps if she could reason with the Lord God, let Him know how she had been tricked. “Serpent deceived me,” she said. “That’s why I ate it.”


And as she uttered the word serpent, he slithered back, a victory living behind a cold gaze. He pulled himself to full height, but even so, the Lord God dwarfed him both in stature and goodness.


With holy anger, the Lord God said, “Because you have done this, you are cursed more than all animals, domestic and wild. You will crawl on your belly, groveling in the dust as long as you live.” With those words, the serpent melted from tall stature to dust. He would rise to his feet no more.


The Lord God looked at Eve. “And I will cause hostility between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring. He will strike your head, and you will strike his heel.”


In the After, she pondered these declarations many times, rolling them through her thoughts, but she could not make sense of them.


As dusk turned to night, the Lord God said, “I will sharpen the pain of your pregnancy, and in pain you will give birth. And you will desire to control your husband, but he will rule over you.”


Again, she would think on these words during her sojourn on Earth. When she first heard them, she didn’t understand she would experience what the creatures of the Garden had—pregnancy and birth. None of them whimpered through the experience, but she would howl and pant when her time arrived. The conviviality between her and Adam had been irrevocably removed. No longer side-by-side companions, they battled each other, but because of his sinewy strength, he would always win. The serpent sewed truth and lies together when he whispered his empty promises. She did know good and evil, but she now experienced the working out of evil in her, in Adam. All this so-called wisdom brought was loneliness.


The Lord God turned to Adam and said, “Since you listened to your wife and ate from the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat, the ground is cursed because of you.”


She heard Adam groan then. Their blessed ground cursed; what would that mean? As when the serpent stood by, Adam said nothing.


“All your life, you will struggle to scratch a living from it,” the Lord God continued. “It will grow thorns and thistles for you, though you will eat of its grains. By the sweat of your brow will you have food to eat until you return to the ground from which you were made. For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return.”


She kicked at the soil, then. It had been rich, black humus prior to her bite, but now? Waterless dust kicked into the air. She coughed.


All felt lost.


Until Adam spoke.


“Eve,” he said to the dusted wind. “Your name is Eve, the mother of all who live.” Ha-vah.


On the darkest day of history, when death and curses reigned tantamount, Adam laced his voice with hope. Adam and Eve would live first before they tasted death. Life would persevere, though never as abundant—and it would have an end point. Under the canopy of stars, now dimmed substantially from the night prior, the Lord God took the life of an animal, its blood running onto the thirsty earth. Now, Eve, the mother of all who lived, smelled death’s stench for the first time. Bloodshed tainted everything in the After, she knew. And yet, from the sacrifice of one animal, the Lord God covered them in its skin—yet another symbol of grace in chaos.


The Lord God lifted His hands skyward and spoke as the earth quaked beneath His voice. “Look,” He said. “The human beings have become like Us, knowing both good and evil. What if they reach out, take fruit from the tree of life, and eat it? Then they will live forever!”


He banished Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. Adam, made from earth, would have to conquer its brambles. The Lord God stationed mighty cherubim to the east of the Garden and placed in their hands flaming swords that flashed back and forth to defend the way to the Tree of Life.


Thus began the ever After, the undulating monotony of tilling and conflict. She began as Woman, then ended as Eve. But between the nomenclatures, the greatest tragedy of humankind loomed as tall as the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, now locked away behind flaming swords.


In the days after banishment, Eve found solace in the arms of Adam. Though his hands roughened from toiling in the soil, she welcomed his embrace. The bile she’d experienced from the tree’s fruit returned, but this time she could expel her stomached food. For months this happened as her belly grew outward—a wondrous thing. She remembered the female animals with their swollen bellies prior to birthing, and she thanked God for the gift of life. Though she had made a fatal choice, God granted her the kick of a child within her womb. On the day of completion, she screamed her pain, but as Cain rushed to the world into the hands of a bewildered Adam-as-midwife, Eve could not help but exclaim, “With the LORD’S help, I have produced a man!”


They named him Cain because he had been acquired—like a gift from God.


But Eve had no tutor to teach her the ways of motherhood. She, born of Adam’s side, had no mother, had never suckled at the breast. Everything Cain presented to her was a new conundrum, a fearful gift. When would he roll from side to side? How could she corral him when he crawled in the dust? How long should she allow him to drink from her breast? And when would he stand erect? Every new development filled Eve with wonder and dread. What a privilege it was to be like the Lord God, shepherding a human being, but what a responsibility, too. She had to learn every aspect of motherhood from the animals, but she found that Cain’s dependence upon her lasted much longer than a lioness’s cubs. She would be his guardian for years, not months. When something perplexed her beyond her abilities, she would ask Adam, and if they both bent under the weight of parental confusion, they walked with the Lord God and asked for His help.


Soon after the arrival of Cain, Eve’s stomach reacted as her belly extended once again. Abel, the boy whose name meant “fleeting breath,” cried his way into the world—and as he did, Cain’s jealous animosity toward him grew.


Cain—the son of his father—had a heart that was stitched to the land, and everything he touched flourished surprisingly under his cultivation. The first crops he devoured, hungry for the affirmation of achievement they brought, a trophy to his abilities. After the first fruits died back into the earth, Cain gathered a few bits and pieces left over and presented them to the Lord God as an afterthought. And then, as all farmers after him would, he turned his attention to the next season.


Abel loved the animals in his care. He whispered life over his lambs as the wind rustled the leaves above. While sheep bleated in chorus, Abel’s response was praise: he brought the very best of the sheepfold to give to the Lord God in offering. Eve noticed this dedication, and she encouraged Abel’s fidelity to their God.


But she also noticed the darkened stares of Cain, particularly after God rejected his offering and accepted Abel’s. The Lord God had warned Cain of impending doom if he didn’t master his anger, but Cain responded by pouring wrath into his countenance. It soured his heart, Eve knew, so she did her best to protect Abel from Cain’s wrath.


But you cannot protect everyone all the time, she soon learned.


One day the brothers left for the fields together, but Cain returned alone.


The Lord, in the dusk of day, approached Cain. “Where is your brother? Where is Abel?” Eve could not help but remember the echo of God’s first question to them after their taste of forbidden fruit. Where are you?


“I don’t know,” Cain responded. “Am I my brother’s guardian?”


But the Lord said, “What have you done?”—the same four words He had asked Eve in the Garden. Her mouth had dripped red then, and now Cain’s hands were wet with crimson under a too-hot sun. He could not scrub the blood free, so he remained silent—like father, like son.


Eve felt Abel’s expiration in her lungs. She who breathed in and out as the mother of all the living, exhaled dread. The boy named “fleeting breath” no longer inhaled life. Now Eve fully understood the curse of death, knowing good and evil. The tree’s fruit brought no vitality—it only ushered in heartache, the kind that cries after the womb, then rips away her child from the land of the living. She was now wise in the ways of grief. What do you do when you run out of tears?


“Listen!” God said. At that moment, a lion’s ferocious roar reverberated through the day, shaking the earth. “Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground!” The Lord God cursed Cain’s relationship with the earth even more than he had cursed Adam’s—a burden too great to bear. In mercy, the Lord God marked Cain’s flesh—a moniker of warning to anyone who harmed him. Cain migrated away from Eve’s realm, leaving her alone with Adam, bereft and barren.


But even in death and tragedy, life sprang again. A third son graced Eve’s life, and she named him “appointed one”— Seth. It was in Seth’s children that the reversal happened: just as Eve and Adam had called on the Lord God by name in the Garden of Eden, Seth’s children worshipped Him by name.


Eve died east of Eden, but life continued still.


The Biblical Narrative


Each time you read the first few chapters of the book of Genesis, you’ll discover nuances and insights. This last time through, I began to see parallels between Adam and Cain. God asked both similar questions: Where are you? Where is your brother? And he cursed the ground in the aftermath of each of their sins. Like father, like son.


But what of Eve? What can we learn about her as we mine the treasures of Scripture?


First, you may have noticed that Eve was first called Woman by Adam, and then after the Fall, he named her Eve. This naming on both sides of the narrative is called an inclusio, “a repetition of two ideas that bookend a discourse. Inclusios serve as valuable signposts. They signal an important point in the text.”1 The whole pristine world fell apart in the middle of the two namings—a problem God would remedy through the sending of His Son.


In Genesis 2:23 after God had fashioned the woman, Adam exclaimed, “At last! This one is bone from my bone, and flesh from my flesh! She will be called ‘woman,’ because she was taken from ‘man.’ ” In verse 24, we learn about the covenant of marriage, where a man leaves his family of origin and becomes a new family, united as one with his wife. The chapter ends with, “Now the man and his wife were both naked, but they felt no shame” (2:25).


The story begins with Adam classifying the animals, then classifying his wife in a similar manner. Notice when the serpent approaches her, he calls her “Woman,” not “Eve,” because she has yet to be named. But after the Fall, Adam gives her a personal name, “Eve,” which hints at life and hope. In the middle of the story of deception and eating the forbidden fruit, the shame that had been utterly absent now invaded both husband and wife, causing them to hide and try to cover themselves. Woman, no shame, deception and sin, shame, Eve. Inclusio.


Scripture blames Adam for the Fall, though there is no doubt he shared responsibility with the serpent and Eve. “Just as everyone dies because we all belong to Adam, everyone who belongs to Christ will be given new life” (1 Corinthians 15:22). It’s common, however, for people to solely blame Eve for the fall of humankind. But read the text again.


God confronted Adam first. And throughout the New Testament, we see blame leveled at him, not his wife. “Because one person [Adam] disobeyed God, many became sinners. But because one other person [Jesus] obeyed God, many will be made righteous” (Romans 5:19).


Not only that, but Eve honestly confessed what she did and placed blame on an appropriate villain. Satan deceived her; she ate. But when Adam is confronted, he not only blames Eve, he also makes God a villain: “It was the woman You gave me” (emphasis mine). While Eve did not question God or assign blame to Him, Adam instead chose a twofold blame game. Eve handed him the forbidden fruit, yes, but it was God’s fault for creating the very woman he had once declared joy over. Bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh, in light of the Fall, has now become a liability—a terrible gift from a God who harmed Adam in the giving of it. Eve blamed evil personified. Adam blamed God.


We forget that both were present in the eating. We overlook that Adam stood there as the Serpent hissed lies, never countering his slander of God. Humanity’s fall into sin was a two-sexed failure, but Eve often gets blamed.


How This Applies to Misunderstood You


When I considered adding Eve to the narrative of this book, I knew that many, many people had misunderstood her, placing upon her shoulders the sole blame for humanity’s problem with sin. But what about in her context? Had she been misunderstood in the Garden as well? And how does that apply to us today?


Adam, when asked about what he and his wife had lost beneath the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, did not admit his own culpability, as I mentioned before. He did not confess his sin with contrition and holy fear. Instead, he projected blame, attributing malevolence to Eve, then God. She and she alone was at fault for eating the fruit, though its juices still dripped from his chin. The truth was they both were to blame. Both participated in the deed, and both would carry consequences. Deflecting blame, then, is as old as the Garden, but that doesn’t make it easier to bear.


What do you do when someone shifts blame entirely on you? How do you feel when you are the scapegoat of someone else’s continued problems? We see this in divorce situations, where blame typically falls on both sides, yet one spouse attributes the entirety of the aftermath to one person. They draw sides, convincing others of their story, and because that story is the first thing a confidant hears, the hearer is quick to believe it, proving Proverbs 18:17 true. “The first to speak in court sounds right—until the cross-examination begins.”


One thing I’ve learned during my years of following Christ is this: we are not called to micromanage our reputations when we’re maligned. We speak the truth, yes, but we need not entangle ourselves in the unfair narratives of another. And before we react to someone’s seemingly unfair blame, we have to go back to Jesus and examine ourselves. Once, when I felt led to talk to a friend about her gossiping habit, I realized that I was a hypocrite. I had gossiped too. I got on my knees, asked God to search me and reveal my own sins, and only after a lot of repentance, reading the Bible, and consulting with a mature believer did I venture forward in talking to my friend. Even so, she misunderstood my intent and backed away.


Seldom do we see a clean-cut version of what Matthew 18:15–17 describes when we confront someone with their sin.




If another believer sins against you, go privately and point out the offense. If the other person listens and confesses it, you have won that person back. But if you are unsuccessful, take one or two others with you and go back again, so that everything you say may be confirmed by two or three witnesses. If the person still refuses to listen, take your case to the church. Then if he or she won’t accept the church’s decision, treat that person as a pagan or a corrupt tax collector.





Confrontation moves from small to big, one-on-one to a crowd, but so often in today’s world, we do the opposite. Instead of working out a misunderstanding one to the other, we start with social media, convincing others of our rightness. When we begin with the crowd, we are in danger of the sin of self-righteousness, and in that place, our heart hardens, bitterness comes, and we end up closing off the pathway to reconciliation.


Like we are apt to do, Adam started globally with his blame. God’s fault. Eve’s fault. He did not start with himself. Nor did he pull Eve aside quietly and work through their sin together. His first intent was to lash out publicly, shifting blame from himself to another.


Blame-shifting is as old as the Garden, but that does not lessen its bite in our lives.


Another misunderstanding I see in the narrative is a bit nuanced. While Adam shifted the blame, Eve misunderstood the good intentions of her good God. While she entertained the voice of the serpent, her mind clouded. Though she had a history of experiencing God’s kindness in the Garden and had no reason to doubt His benevolence, once Satan introduced doubt in the form of a question, she allowed that mystery to needle her understanding of what she knew to be true. In the Before, God could be trusted. He cared for the first family well. He provided nourishment, light, and peace. But in the fulcrum between Before and After, doubt sprouted. Eve’s single-minded devotion to God wavered. She disbelieved His care, so she took her care into her own hands. Her newfound worry caused her to do just what Oswald Chambers warns against: “All our fret and worry is caused by calculating without God.”2


Misunderstanding God and His goodness births all sorts of heartache. When we let fear reign, we are far more vulnerable to sin, and we lose sight of the great mission God has for us. The Apostle Paul mentioned this caution when he wrote, “But I fear that somehow your pure and undivided devotion to Christ will be corrupted, just as Eve was deceived by the cunning ways of the serpent” (2 Corinthians 11:3). To give into deception is to misunderstand God and to forgo our important Kingdom mission: to live devoted, undivided lives.


We must guard our minds because deception and lies are the language of the world we live in. When Jesus rebuked the Pharisees, He compared them to the devil: “For you are the children of your father the devil, and you love to do the evil things he does. He was a murderer from the beginning. He has always hated the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, it is consistent with his character; for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44).


Satan will do everything he can to make us misunderstand the good intentions of our Father. When we doubt God’s benevolence, we become prone to reaching for our own solutions. This is why Paul offers a stern warning to us: misunderstanding God’s character leads to sin. “And it was not Adam who was deceived by Satan. The woman was deceived, and sin was the result” (1 Timothy 2:14).


Even when all seemed lost, even after fruit dripped red from her mouth and the world darkened irreparably, grace came. Woman became Ha-vah, the one who breathed, the embodiment of life. It’s the same for you. When people unfairly shift blame to you, you can choose to praise God for the breath in your lungs. In this broken world, He continues to sustain you. When you misunderstand the good intentions of God and take a bite of sin, you are graced with forgiveness through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, who called Himself “the life” (see John 14:6). Whether misunderstood or misunderstanding, life still can flourish in the aftermath. Though the enemy’s intention against you meant harm and death, his winter cannot last; spring must burst forth. We see the truth of the Gospel in John 10:10: “The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give them a rich and satisfying life.”


Eve experienced life after the Fall. She bore children, mourned the loss of her son, and continued to work the land. The Bible doesn’t reveal how long she lived or how she died, which in itself is its own testimony. That she lived beyond her bite of forbidden fruit reveals the outlandish hesed (loyal, covenantal love) of God. That same God holds you, even when you distance yourself from Him through sin. He pursues you, loves you, and bears the weight of your sin. He understands what it’s like to be a scapegoat for someone else’s sin. “For God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be made right with God through Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:21). We may live under the shadow of Adam and Eve’s original sin, but because of Jesus, we can be forgiven and receive new life. This is good news, and we can rest in it.


Truths about Fully Understood You




	Though you make mistakes, God’s grace is greater.


	Even when you are blamed (or genuinely at fault), you always have the choice to do the next right thing.


	There is life after your heartache.


	Because of the Spirit within you, you can discern and overcome deception.






Questions for Discussion




	What surprised you about Eve’s story? In what ways have you misunderstood her up until now?


	How does knowing Adam was present at the temptation change the way you read the biblical text?


	What lies have you believed over the past year? How have you discerned that they actually were lies? Have you retrained your mind to believe the truth, and if so, how have you done that?


	No one is all good (except Jesus) or all bad. Here we see a complicated origin story of sin and grace. How does knowing our fragility help you better understand God’s grace?


	How did God demonstrate grace to Eve? How does He demonstrate grace to you?
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