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Chapter 1
Male & Female: Some Basics

Introduction

Created in God’s Image, Gen 1:26–28

Gen. 1:26 Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to 
Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of 
the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping 
thing that creeps on the earth.”  27 God created man in His own image, in 
the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.  28 
God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and 
fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the 
birds of the sky and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” 

 The word translated “image” is צֶלֶם, tzelem, which is used, for 
instance, of statues carved or molded to look like a person or an animal. 
In fact, the word is used in connection with idols made in the “image” 
of  pagan gods (cf. Num 33:52 Ezek 7:20, cp. Amos 5:26). The word here 
denotes that God created man to resemble Him—to “look like” Him.
 Next the text tells us that God made man in His “likeness,” which 
is the Hebrew word ּדְמּות, d’mut. This word also denotes “likeness,” but 
more in the sense of a general outline or shape. Whereas tzelem speaks to a 
likeness that has a clear correspondence to the original, d’mut is less exact.  
D’mut denotes just a general similarity, whereas tzelem would emphasize a 
close resemblance.
 The fact that the two terms are used in parallel here would indicate 
that the second word, d’mut, helps to further define tzelem. Since God is a 
spirit, and does not have physical form, it is impossible to say that man-
kind was created “to look like” God. The additional word, d’mut, helps us 
to understand Moses’ meaning: mankind was created with characteristics 
that directly parallel the characteristics of God. We are created in His im-
age in the sense that we are like Him in some very important ways.
 This is illustrated later in Genesis. Note Gen 5:1-3. Once again, 
Moses reminds us that God created mankind “in His image, according to 
His likeness” (v. 1). Then note how the same words are used in v. 3:

When Adam had lived one hundred and thirty years, he became the father 
of a son in his own likeness (d’mut), according to his image (tzelem), and 
named him Seth.
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Now we get a better picture: Seth was like his father Adam—he shared 
the same basic characteristics of his father and mother, but was obvious-
ly different in that he was a distinct individual. He most likely looked 
like his father, and anyone looking at him could tell that he was part of 
Adam and Chavah’s family. In addition, he had the same general char-
acteristics of his parents—he was clearly human, not part of the animal 
kingdom.
 So the first thing we learn about ourselves is this: Being created 
in the image and likeness of God means that we share some very impor-
tant characteristics with our Creator. 

Mankind = Male & Female

 If we look again at Gen 1:26–28 we see a second important fact: 
when the Scriptures say that God created “man” in His image, it means 
He created mankind in His image, not just Adam.

Gen. 1:26 Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according 
to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the 
birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over 
every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”  27 God created man in 
His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female 
He created them.  28 God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be 
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over 
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living 
thing that moves on the earth.”

Note the following:
 •  God creates “man” (אָדָם, adam = “mankind”) and says, “let 

them rule….” Thus, mankind is comprised of a male and female.
 • In v. 27, it says “God created man (adam) in His own image, in 

the image of God He create him, male and female He created 
them. Here, mankind is viewed as an absolute unity and can be 
referred to in the singular: “…He created him.” Yet the text goes 
on to say “male and female, He created them.”

 What do we learn from this? We learn that mankind is made up 
of both male and female, and that alone, neither the male nor the female 
can represent mankind. Only in the relationship of male and female is 
mankind complete. In the basic structure of God’s created universe, men 
and women are mutually dependent upon each other in order to realize 
and display the image of God in which they were created.
 Secondly, since mankind was created in God’s image or likeness, 
and since mankind is comprised of both male and female, this means 
that both men and women are created in God’s image. This means that 
in God’s creative order, both men and women share equally in the glory 
and responsibility of bearing God’s image.
 Thirdly, v. 28 says that “God blessed them.” This blessing comes 
upon both the male and female, and is seen in:
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 • Their ability to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth”
 • Their duty to “subdue and rule” over the earth.

 Once again, we find some very important points in this open-
ing paragraph. First, male and female are equally blessed by God. This 
means that each plays an essential role in fulfilling God’s purpose as His 
image bearers. Neither male nor female can accomplish their created 
roles alone—they must work together. This is first expressed in obey-
ing the command to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth.” God 
ordained that children should come from the union of male and female 
together.
 Secondly, the ability to subdue and rule over the earth is depen-
dent upon male and female working together. The Creator gave this re-
sponsibility to mankind, not just Adam or Chavah. Once again, in order 
to realize the very purpose for which they were created, male and female 
must consider themselves partners mutually dependent upon each other 
in accomplishing the task of ruling over the earth.

What is the Image of God in Mankind?

 One of the obvious “surprises” in our text (Gen 1:26–28, also cf. 
Gen 3:22; 11:17) is that God presents Himself in the plural: “…let us 
make man in our image, according to our likeness…” (v. 26). Yet in the 
next verse, Moses speaks of God in the singular: “God created man in 
His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female 
He created them.” Through the ages a number of suggestions have been 
offered to account for this. The Sages consider the plurals to be speak-
ing of God and the angels (cf. Mid. Rab. Gen. 8:3). But one can hardly 
consider what might be meant by creating mankind in the image of the 
angels! In fact, the only explanation that is consistent with the text itself 
is to understand that in some mysterious way, God is a plurality within 
an infinite and eternal oneness or unity. There is only one true God—yet 
He has revealed Himself to us as a plurality: as Father (e.g., Is 63:16; 
64:8), as Messiah (e.g., Is 9:6),  and as Spirit (e.g., Gen 1:2; Ex 31:3; 
Num 24:2). 
 It is this very aspect of God’s essential character that is the fun-
damental characteristic of the image of God in mankind. Even as God 
is revealed to us as Father, Messiah, and Spirit, yet is one, so mankind 
was created as male and female with the ability also to be one within the 
context of the covenant of marriage.

For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined 
to his wife; and they shall become one flesh. (Gen 2:24)

This ability to be diverse yet one is not merely seen in the act of procre-
ation, though surely children are the most obvious proof of being “one 
flesh.” In even greater ways, this unity in the midst of diversity is also 
demonstrated in companionship, serving each other, and finding true 
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meaning and satisfaction in the love-relationship of marriage.
 This is not to imply that only those who are married display the 
image of God! Rather, it is in the covenant of marriage that the image 
of God is most clearly seen as the union of diverse mankind. Yet in 
the context of community, the fundamental family unit, and the rela-
tionships of mutual love and service expressed in this relationship, is 
extended in measure to the whole community. Since in some ways the 
community functions as a family (expressing companionship, service 
to one another, and deriving true meaning and satisfaction from this 
relationship), those who are single within the community also have the 
opportunity to express oneness in the face of diversity, displaying the 
image of God in which all mankind is created.

Let’s Summarize

 • Being created in the image of God means that we share some 
very important characteristics with our Creator

 • God created mankind in His image, according to His likeness, 
and mankind consists of male and female.

 • This means that both men and women bear the image of God.

 • One fundamental characteristic that we share with our Creator is 
the ability to be diverse yet to be one.

 • In marriage, the unity of male and female is most obviously seen 
in their children.

 • The deeper reality of oneness in marriage is seen in
  companionship, serving each other, and in finding meaning and 

satisfaction in the love-relationship of husband and wife.

 • This ability to be many yet one is also seen in the larger family 
context of community.
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It is Not Good for Man to be Alone

 The structure of Gen 1–2 is important for us to understand if we 
hope to properly interpret these opening words of Scripture. As is typi-
cal of ancient Hebrew thought and writing, Moses tells us the story of 
creation with a particular emphasis in mind. His desire is to show that 
mankind is the pinnacle of God’s creation—that mankind functions as 
God’s vice-regent over the earth.
 To do this, Moses gives us the creation account in two ways: 
first, he gives us the overall picture—the whole story, in Gen 1. Then, 
in Gen 2, he narrows his scope to look particularly at the creation of 
mankind. We might use a microscope as an illustration. When one first 
prepares to look at something through a microscope, he uses the less 
powerful lens to gain the widest possible perspective. Then, having 
pinpointed the object he wishes to investigate more closely, he turns the 
lens to a higher power to zero in on that object. In like manner, Gen 1 
gives the broad perspective, and Gen 2 narrows the scope to the creation 
of mankind. This is why Gen 1 speaks of God creating mankind as male 
and female (1:26-28). When we come to Gen 2, Moses gives us the 
details of exactly how mankind was created, and even more, the purpose 
for which mankind was created.
 In 2:7 we read:

Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.

From this we learn several important things:

 • man was created from the dust of the ground, meaning that he 
did not possess the ability to sustain himself. He is made of mate-
rials already created by God

 • God breathed into man the breath of life (נְִׁשמַת חַּיִים, nishmat 
chayim) and then he became a living being (נֶפֶׁש חַּיָה, nefesh 
chayah). Man is the only created being who received the breath 
of life directly from God. In this way, he is set apart from the 
other living creatures (animals) that God created. This in turn 
symbolized that the life given to man was directly connected to 
the Giver of life. Man shares in the very life of his Creator

 The detailed story of God’s activity in creating mankind goes on 
to describe how God planted a garden and put man into the garden to 
cultivate and keep it:

Then the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of Eden 
to cultivate it and keep it. (Gen 2:15)

God also gave the man a commandment regarding what he could eat, 
and what he could not eat. All the fruit of the trees were for his food, 
but one tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, was strictly 
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off limits. In placing man into the garden as His appointed ruler, God 
also gave commandments by which man’s success as His ruler over the 
garden would be achieved. This demonstrated that man’s success in his 
appointed tasks as keeper of God’s garden would require maintaining a 
relationship of obedience with his Maker.
 Yet immediately following the man’s appointment as keeper of 
God’s garden, the following notice is given:

Then the Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will 
make him a helper suitable for him.” (Gen 2:18)

This is the first time in the creation narrative that God declares some-
thing “not good.” Everything else that He saw was good or even very 
good. The fact that Moses gives us this “not good” notice immediately 
following God’s instructions to the man regarding his role as keeper of 
the garden, indicates why man being alone was not good: as a lone indi-
vidual he was unable to accomplish the task that God had given him.
 Surely God knew this would be the case! Then why did He 
create man and put him in the garden when it was known he could not 
succeed in the task as long as he was alone? We can only speculate, 
but it may well be that God did so in order to teach man that he could 
not accomplish the task for which he was created unless he had help. 
Self-reliance and independence are contrary to God’s creative order for 
mankind. As the image bearer of God, mankind could only accomplish 
his role as God’s vice-regent upon the earth by living out an inter-de-
pendence which demonstrated a unity in the midst of diversity.
 The second part of Gen 2:18 notes God’s intention to make 
a “helper” suitable for man. The word “helper” is עֵזֶר (‘ezer), which 
means “one who gives assistance or help” and is used of God as the 
helper of mankind ( Ex 18:4; Deut 33:7, 29; Ps 20:3; 115:9–11; 121:2; 
124:8; 146:5; Dan 11:34). This being the case, the designation “helper” 
cannot be viewed as an inferior position. Rather, one who is able to help 
is one who comes from a position of strength. God intended to create a 
helper for man because he lacked something essential which the helper 
could supply. Together they could accomplish the role of God’s vice-re-
gent over the earth, something man could not do by himself.
 Note that the helper would be “suitable for him.” Actually, the 
Hebrew is ּכְנֶגְּדֹו (k’negdo), which literally is “corresponding to him,” or 
“opposite him” in the sense of a mirror image. The helper God intended 
to create was one who would be his partner, equally sharing the attri-
butes of God’s image.
 So was woman created in order to help man achieve his pur-
pose? Or to put it another way, does woman only find her creative 
purpose in relationship to helping man? This, in fact, has been a pre-
dominate interpretation of our text throughout the history of the Chris-
tian Church. But when taken within the fuller context of the creation 
narrative, such an interpretation cannot stand. In Gen 1 it is clear that 
mankind is made up of both male and female. God’s plan always in-
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cluded both Adam and Chavah as the first of mankind. So woman was 
not created as an addition for man, but God’s plan, from the beginning, 
was that man and woman would together accomplish God’s purpose for 
them as His vice-regent upon the earth.
 This is further illustrated in the following context of Gen 2. After 
stating that “it is not good for man to be alone,” the notice is given that 
God brought the animals He had created in order that Adam should 
name each of them. Since in the Hebrew perspective, a name bespeaks 
essential characteristics, the exercise of naming the animals should be 
understood as Adam investigating each animal closely, no doubt with the 
purpose of finding a way to overcome his being “alone.” Yet, according 
to v. 20, there was not found an ‘ezer k’negdo, “a helper corresponding 
to him.” 
 Once again, the order of the text gives us God’s intention to cre-
ate such a helper before Adam is given the task of naming the animals. 
Apparently the naming task is given to Adam to show him that none of 
the animals correspond to him. Or to put it simply, God gave the task 
of naming the animals to Adam so that he would realize that only the 
one God created as his partner could overcome the dilemma of “being 
alone.” There was no essential companionship in the animal kingdom. 
Thus, woman is created, not to make up what is lacking in Adam, but as 
an essential partner together with him.
 The creation of woman (vv. 21ff) thus becomes the crowning act 
of God’s creation. While Adam was formed from the dust (v. 7), God 
formed Chavah from a rib taken from Adam (מִצַלְעֹתָיו), after putting 
Adam in a deep sleep. As the master Surgeon, God heals the incision im-
mediately, then forms the woman from Adam’s rib.
 What are we to understand from this? First, woman corresponds 
directly to man because she is derived from him. Secondly, the rib bone 
is from the region of the body which, from a Hebrew perspective, hous-
es one’s deepest thoughts and emotions (the heart). Thus woman would 
correspond to man in far more than mere physical likeness—she would 
share the human qualities necessary for companionship, mutual service, 
and life’s meaning. Some have noted that God did not take bone from 
Adam’s skull, as though woman would rule over him, nor from his foot, 
as though he would subdue her in servitude, but from his side, a picture 
of companionship and protection. Finally, the emphasis expressed in the 
fact that Chavah is formed from Adam’s rib is that they would always 
be connected in a mysterious union of oneness. Man had learned that he 
could not be alone, and that he therefore needed woman. Woman was to 
learn that she too was dependent upon man, for her very origin was from 
him.
 The scene portrayed in our text, of God bringing Chavah to 
Adam, sets up the divinely ordained relationship of marriage. Like the 
father who grants a man the right to marry his daughter, so God brings 
Chavah to Adam. Upon seeing her, he immediately recognizes the direct 
correspondence to himself, which he did not find in any of the other cre-
ated creatures. His first words about woman are, fittingly, poetic:
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This is now bone of my bones,  
And flesh of my flesh;  
She shall be called Woman,  
Because she was taken out of Man. (Gen 2:23)

We may note several things from Adam’s words. First, the word “now” 
could better be understood as “this time” (זֹאת הַּפַעַם, z’ot hapa’am). 
The task of naming the animals is still fresh in Adam’s mind. Of the 
many animals he named, none were found suitable. But “this time” 
things were different! Secondly, Adam immediately recognizes that this 
one whom God had fashioned was in direct correspondence to himself. 
“Flesh and bone” is a Hebrew merism, standing for the whole person. 
In essence he says, “she is essentially like me.” Thirdly, the naming 
process for woman is quite different than it was for the animals. Here, 
Adam does not give the woman a personal name, but a generic title, 
“woman” (אִָּׁשה, ‘ishah), sounding very much like his own generic title, 
“man” (אִיׁש, ‘ish). This is the first time Adam is called a “man”—up 
to this point in the Genesis record, where our English translations have 
the word “man,” it is translating the Hebrew אָדָם, ’adam, a word that 
sounded much like אֲדָמָה, ’adamah, “ground,” the substance from which 
Adam was formed. In the same way, Adam plays on the similar sounds 
of Hebrew ‘ish and ‘ishah, the words for “man” and “woman.” Just like 
’adam was formed from ’adamah, so ’ishah was formed from ’ish. 
 What are we to derive from this naming ceremony, and the first 
appearance of the Hebrew words for “man” and “woman?” First, in 
giving the generic title “woman,” and taking the generic title “man,” 
Adam is indicating their equality. They are different, that is certain. But 
in their essential nature and being, they are equal. Secondly, since this 
is the first time the word ’ish, “man” is found, we may also note that 
Adam discovers his manhood only when he faces the woman, the one 
created by God to be his partner in life. They are different, yet the same. 
They are two who will become one.
 This most profound reality gives rise to Moses’ theological state-
ment regarding the relationship between man and woman.

For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined 
to his wife; and they shall become one flesh. (v. 24)

Moses begins, “For this reason,” but to what exactly is he referring? 
What is the reason that underlies his next statement? It seems clear 
that he is referring to the equality of male and female as possessing the 
same human character, and the nearness of the woman to the man since 
she was taken from him. In other words, Moses’ statement here tells 
us something very important: it will be the natural inclination of man 
and woman to be drawn to each other. Moreover, so strong will they be 
drawn to each other, that they will willingly leave the protection and 
support of parents to form a oneness of their own.
 It is to this God-given attraction between the man and woman 
that the final verse of Gen 2 speaks: “And the man and his wife were 
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both naked and were not ashamed” (v. 25). The attraction that they felt 
toward each other was not tainted with any kind of selfishness. They did 
not view each other as an object to be controlled or conquered, nor were 
they concerned about self-fulfillment. As long as their relationship with 
the Creator remained unbroken, “the pristine innocence and dignity of 
sexuality was not despoiled” (Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 
p. 23).
 This is very important, because it teaches us that the physical 
relationship between man and woman was, from the beginning, con-
sidered to be something holy and good. Only when sexuality is taken 
outside of the boundaries declared holy by God does it loose its beauty 
and purpose.

Let’s Summarize

 • God created man out of the “dust of the ground.” Then He 
breathed into him the breath of life and he became a living soul. 
God’s direct breath of life makes man distinct from the animals 
because man shares the very life of God.

 • After creating Adam, God put him in charge of a garden He had 
planted. This indicates that mankind’s role on this earth is direct-
ly related to being God’s workman.

 • God gave a commandment to Adam regarding which trees he 
could use for food and one from which he could not eat. This 
emphasizes the truth that man will only be able to accomplish the 
tasks for which he was created when he obeys God.

 • Throughout the creation story, God continually proclaims that 
what He had made was “good.” Yet after creating Adam, He 
declared “it is not good for man to be alone.” We learn from this 
that Adam, by himself, could not fulfill the task God had given 
him. This is because God never intended man to be alone. But 
man had to understand that he needed help.

 • God created woman from a rib taken from man. This stresses 
woman’s essential equality with man in terms of personhood and 
worth.

 • The woman is called a “suitable helper.” This means that she 
alone fulfills the role of an equal partner.

 • When Adam saw Chavah, he immediately recognized that she 
was a person like himself with whom he could have true com-
panionship.
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 • The fact that man and woman were created by God with the 
same essential human characteristics forms the basis for God’s 
design in marriage.

Talk About It! 

 1. Go over the ideas presented here regarding the essential meaning 
of the “image of God” in mankind. How should this govern the 
perspective men and women have of each other?

 2. When men “put down women,” or when women “put down 
men,” how is this also a degrading of God’s work?

 3. Do you think sometimes men look at women as inferior? Do 
women sometimes look at men as inferior? Why do you think 
this is so?

 4. Is it just a myth, or do men often think they don’t need any help? 
If as men, we act as though we do not need any help, how does 
this reflect on God’s statement that “it is not good for man to be 
alone?”

 5. Discuss this question: “What characteristics make a truly good 
friend or companion?” 

 6. God’s order for marriage is that a man should leave his father 
and mother and be joined to his wife. Discuss:

  a. what can the parents do to hinder this process?
  b. what can the parents do to aid this process?
  c. what can the man and woman do to make this process 
   difficult?
  d. what can the man and woman do to make this process 
   meaningful and good?


