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Gender differentiation in the Bible: 
created and recognized 

Hilary B.P. Mijoga 

Introduction 

The thesis of the paper is that according to the Bible, gender differentiation is created 
and recognized (accepted).1 In light of this assertion, it will be demonstrated that the 
apparent marginalization of the women folk in society2 on the basis of their feminine 
gender is not inherent in that creation and recognition3

• 

A philological study of the creation accounts in Genesis 1-2 reveals that gender differ­
entiation is created, whereas a narrative study of the rest of the Biblical narratives 
shows that gender differentiation is recognized. Both studies demonstrate that gender 
differentiation has nothing to do with the creation of the marginalization of the female 
gender. This paper, however, does not discuss the issue of the treament of women in 
society in general and the Bible and the church in particular. This issue, though inter­
esting is outside the remit of the present discussion.4 

Gender differentiation created: a philological study 

This section aims at showing that gender differentiation is created. To prove this asser­
tion, a word study5 of the creation accounts in Genesis 1-2 will be undertaken. Topics 
of the study are: (i) Hebrew word study of 'adam, 'ish, and 'issha; (ii) the common ori­
gin of humanity ( 1 :26-27); (iii) the inter-dependency of genders for existence (2:7, 21-
22).6 

Hebrew word study 

'adam'1 

This word is a masculine noun which appears eighteen times in Genesis 1-2 (1:26, 
27; 2:5, 7 (2x), 8, 15, 16, 18, 19 (2x), 20 (2x), 21, 22 (2x), 23, 25). In 1:26, 27, the 
term refers to collective humanity, whereas in 2:5, 7, 8, 15, 16, 18, the referent is a 
generic human being. In 2:22, 23, 25, the word is used in the sense of "man" (male 
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gender) as opposed to "woman" (female gender). It should be pointed out here that 
one feminist reader of Genesis 1-3 has claimed that in chapter 2 'adam "is prefixed 
by the definite article ha and therefore should not be regarded as a masculine term. "8 

She argues that the masculine point of view emerges in Gen 2: 18. Grammatically, 
claiming that ha'adam is not a masculine term, does not do justice to the Hebrew 
term. We have to remember that there is no neuter gender in Hebrew. 

The first time we come across this word is in 1 :26, where the noun does not have a def­
inite article. The absence of the definite article can either mean that the referent is a sin­
gle object or in this case it is indefinite9

• The indefinite sense could explain why the 
term refers here to collective humanity. Other instances where this noun does not have 
a definite article are 2:5, 20. In all, this noun is used three times without the definite 
article in this pericope. What this means simply is that if the noun 'adam is understood 
as a collective term, then it encompasses both male and female genders. 

In 2:20, 10 the indefinite noun 'adam appears in a list containing animals which the def­
inite 'adam names. So from the indefinite usage of and collectivity of the term 'adam, 
we observe that the question of gender differentiation partially comes into play. This is 
because collectitvity can imply gender differentiation only that it is overlooked in pref­
erence for commonality. 

The situation is clear in 2:22,23, 25 where gender differentiation is created as the use 
of the noun 'adam would show. Here 'adam is opposed to the noun 'issha. 
Grammatically, the two nouns have different genders: 'adam is masculine, whereas 
'issha is feminine. In addition to the grammatical gender differentiation, there are other 
factors which contribute to the process of differentiation. First, 2:22 reveals that God 
stands at the origin of sexual differentiation when he creates 'issa from 'adam. What is 
obvious here is that God did not create another 'adam, but he created 'issha who was 
different from the 'adam, hence the differences in the nouns used. Second, 2:23 11 

reveals that the 'adam contributed to the creation of the gender differentiation for in his 
exclamation of joy of finding someone like himself, 'adam names this being as 'issha, 
who is obviously different from 'adam or 'is. 12 Finally, 2:2513 indicates that the narrator 
of the story also creates the gender differentiation, for he introduces two genders: hus­
band (male) and wife (female). 1 :2714 also shows that gender differentation is created. 
However, here we have the use of the different terms: zakar ("male") and neqeva 
("female"). So with regard to the use of the term 'adam in Genesis 1-2, we note that 
gender differentation is created by the Lord God (2:22), the 'adam (2:23), and the nar­
rator (2:25). For this reason, I argue that gender differetiation is part of creation. 
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From the word study then, is the marginalization of the female gender inherent in the 
gender differentiation? From the verses cited (1:26-27; 2:22, 23, 25), the issue of mar­
ginalization of the female gender is not inherent in the gender differentiation.1s 

Commenting on Gen 1 :26-27, Bonhoeffer states: "Man is not alone, he is in duality and 
it is in this dependence on the other that his creatureliness consists. Man's creatureli­
ness is not a quality, something that exists, something that is, any more than freedom. 
It can only be defined in man's being over against the other, with the other and depen­
dent upon the other." 16 Feminist scholars would accept that in Genesis l, there is sexu­
al differentiation between male and female, but they would argue that "there is not even 
a hint of any pattern of domination and subordination."17 In other words, in God's orig­
inal plan, "neither sex was superior or inferior to the other. "18 

In 2:22, the process of "building" of the "rib" (matter) of the 'adam into 'issha is simi­
lar to what happened to 'adam in 2:7 where the 'adam was "formed" from "dust" (mat­
ter) of 'adama. 19 So both genders are created from matter taken from a source of the 
opposite gender. In 2:23, the 'adam expresses his supreme joy at finding someone like 
himself ("bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh" 20

). So "[b]y a flash of intuition the 
man divines that the fair creature now brought to him is part of himself, and names her 
accordingly."21 In other words, "[t]he most complete physical congruity of this new per­
son with himself is at once recognized by the first person. "22 In 2:25, the narrator indi­
cates that both the 'adam and his 'issha were naked and none was ashamed. 

In short, the study of the use of the term 'adam in Genesis 1-2 reveals that gender dif­
ferentiation is created. But the marginalization of the female gender is not inherent in 
the usage of the term. 

'ish'23 

This term does not appear in connection with creation, except for 2:23 which is itself 
problematic. By creation, I am referring to God's "building" of 'adam, i.e zakar and 
neqeba in 1 :27, God's "forming" of 'adam in 2:7, and God's "building" of 'issha in 
2:22. In all these instances, the term 'ish does not occur. However, the term is first 
found on the lips of 'adam in 2:23. Here, the 'adam indicates that 'issha was taken 
from 'ish, hence the creation of gender differention.24 So the Hebrew text reveals that 
the "woman" was taken from the "man." What is obvious here is the fact that the 
'adam makes gender differentiation between the two beings. In the Septuagint (LXX) 
and targum renderings of the same verse, the "woman" is said to have been taken 
from "her man," hence the "husband-wife" understanding. This understanding is sup-
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ported by 2:24, 25, but not by the Hebrew of 2:23. It appears, therefore, that the LXX 
and targum renderings were influenced by 2:24, 25. In this case, gender differentia­
tion ("husband-wife") is created by the 'adam and the translators of the LXX and tar­
gum. Grammatically speaking, the two terms belong to different genders: 'ish is a 
masculine noun, whereas 'issha is a feminine noun. 

Is the marginalization of the female gender inherent in the above created gender dif­
ferentiation? 2:23 only says that the 'issha that the Lord created was named thus by the 
'adam simply because the 'issha was taken from the 'ish' 25

• If the process of being 
"taken from" means that the female gender is inferior to the 'ish, surely the 'adam 
should be inferior to the 'adama from which he was "taken"! But the text does not sug­
gest this. We also note that in 2:24 the 'is leaves his parents and joins his wife. Does 
this process of movement suggest that 'is becomes inferior in relation to the 'issha? The 
text does not say this. 

So the study of the usage of the term 'ish reveals that gender differentiation is created. 
However, its usage does not show that the marginalization of the 'issha is inherent in 
its usage. 

'issha'26 

The first time we come across this term is in connection with creation in 2:22. As 
already noted, in 2:22 God creates gender differentiation, but there is no hint that male 
gender is superior or dominant over the female gender. In 2:23, the term appears on the 
lips of the 'adam when he exclaims for joy as he finds someone like himself. Here too, 
there is no suggestion of dominance of the male gender ('ish) over the female gender 
('issha). In fact, in 2:24 it is the male gender ('ish) that abandons everything to cling to 
the 'issha. In 2:25, both genders are naked, hence are equal in terms of nakedness. 

So the use of the term 'issha does not reveal any marginalization of the female gender. 
What is clear is that 'issha is different from 'ish. This is along the lines of gender. 

Common originality of humanity 

According to 1:27, God created 'adam in his image. 27 Here, the singular in v. 27a-b is 
contrasted with the plural in v. 27c. The addition of the phrase "male and female" in 
v. 27c should be understood in two ways: (a) that gender differentiation was already 
created (v. 27c). In other words, "God makes man but He does not make each person 
the same. It is His plan that there should be differences between people."28 (b) that 
this is an attempt to avoid assuming that originally God created an androgynous 
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human, for some scholars have suggested that "humanity was a dual being male and 
female," 29 for example. But "[t]he persistent idea that man as first created was bi-sex­
ual and the sexes separated afterwards .. .is far from the thought of the passage. "30 In 
other words, the term 'adam is meant generically,"31 i.e. "humanity defined as male 
and female." 32 Hence "all queer speculations about the first man are cut off as well as 
the quaint heresy that he was created androgynous, half man and half woman."33 The 
bottom line is that the created 'adam is the created "male and female." In other 
words, "human beings are a unit and diverse in sex."34 So "the sexes are complemen­
tary."35 The complementarity suggests that both have a common origin and purpose. 
But gender dominance is not inherent in this common originality for both are created 
at the same time. 

Inter-dependency of genders 

In 2:5, 7, we observe two things: paronomasia: 'adam and 'adama and dependence of 
the male gender on the female gender for its creation (existence). The paronomasia here 
is used to suggest that the two terms are related in some ways. This relationship is evi­
dent in the fact that 'adam is formed from the 'adama, i.e., the 'adam is the product of 
the 'adama. In fact, it is suggested that the root of the word is "to be sought in the cog­
nate word adhamah. "36 In this case, the masculine 'adam is dependent for its creation 
on the feminine 'adama. And grammatically, the substance (matter) used to create the 
masculine 'adam (male gender) comes from the feminine 'adama (female gender), i.e., 
the 'apar, "dust," (masculine) through which the 'adam is formed. What is evident here 
then is that the male gender is dependent on the female gender for its creation (exis­
tence). But is the apparent marginalization of the female gender inherent in the depen­
dency of the male gender on the female gender? 

The dependency of the genders on each other for creation (existence) is also manifest 
in 2:21-22. Here, the feminine matter/substance "rib" which is taken from the mascu­
line being 'adam is used to "build" the feminine being 'issha. In this case, the creation 
of the feminine being 'issha is dependent on the matter/substance from the masculine 
gender. Hence, the feminine gender is dependent on the masculine gender for its cre­
ation. 

Some interpreters have understood the creation of a woman as a "helper" to the man to 
mean that the woman is the assistant of the man, i.e., she occupies an auxilliary and 
secondary position. In response to this traditional view, it has been argued from the 
word study of ezer ("helper") and kenegddo ("as his helper") that this is not correct. 
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E::,er is understood to mean a helping companion and neged denotes equality of rela­
tionship. What this means is that their "relationship is one of equality and mutuality."37 

So the marginalization of the female gender is not inherent in the use of the terms ezer 
and kenegddo. 

The preceding presentation reveals that there is interdependency of the genders, male 
and female, especially when it comes to their creation or existence. One needs the 
other, hence none can be dispensed with. So there is a symbiotic relationship. In such 
a situation, none is dominant, hence the question of marginalization or domination of 
the female gender does not come into play. In short then, although the Bible shows that 
gender differentiation was created, gender interdependence for existence argues for the 
equality of the genders. So, the marginalization or domination of the female gender is 
not inherent in the interdependency of the genders. 

Gender differentiation recognized: a narrative study 

Thus far, it has been demonstrated that gender differentiation was created. The aim of 
this section, however, is to show that gender differentiation is recognized by God and 
narrators of Biblical accounts. This recognition is evident in the use of gender terms as, 
for example, used in the marriage institution (man [husband], woman [wife]) and.in 
instances where people are listed in their gender categories. This section also investi­
gates whether recognition of gender differentiation contributes to the marginalization 
of the female gender. This narrative study of the Biblical accounts does not consider 
the creation accounts in Genesis 1-2. 

Recognition of gender differentiation in the Old Testament 

This study considers a select number of narratives from the Torah, especially from 
Genesis, Exodus, and Leviticus. First, we look at Genesis accounts. Genesis 3 narrates 
the account of the fall of humanity. In this account, two major characters are "woman" 
(3:1, 2, 4, 6, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17) and "man" (3:8, 9, 12, 17, 20, 21, 22, 24), i.e., "hus­
band" (3:6, 8, 16) and "wife" (3:8, 17, 20, 21). Here, God himself uses the gender terms 
"woman" (3: 15), "wife" (3: 17), and "man" (3:22). This means that God recognizes 
these gender terms as labels for the two characters in the story. But God's usage of these 
terms does not suggest that the apparent marginalization of the female gender is inher­
ent in their usage. In other words, God's recognition of the gender differentiation does 
not suggest female gender marginalization., For example, the account here does not say 
that the serpent deceived the woman because the woman was female. This is because 
the woman could have rejected the deception if she chose to observe God's injunction, 
for she knew that God said, "You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the 
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midst of the garden,. .. lest you die" (3:3). What we observe from the text is that the 
woman: (a) is inexperienced and credulous before the shrewd and deceitful serpent; (b) 
does not flee the temptation but begins a conversation with the serpent; (c) corrects the 
distortion of the serpent's question, but then she herself exaggerates the prohibition by 
including a command not to touch the fruit of the tree. 2: 17 says nothing at all about 
touching the fruit. In her zeal to correct the serpent, she goes too far. It is as though she 
wanted to set a law for herself by means of this exaggeration. 

What is evident in the text is that the woman fell for the deception not because she was 
female, but because she "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" (3:6). This means that 
other factors explain the choice to disobey God's injunction. 

It has been said that the man was an innocent victim, while others have said he was a 
willing participant when he chose to disobey God's injunction. Feminist readers have 
argued that both the man and the woman fell for the deception. So the responsibility for 
the fall is shared. They support this position by a textual study of the account but also 
by silence in the text. First, it is said that in the Hebrew text the serpent always speaks 
in the second person plural. This implies that the serpent does not only speak to the 
woman, but the woman and the man were being addressed together. Second, the 
Hebrew text has le'ishah 'immah, "to her man [husband] with her." This shows that the 
man was around when the serpent was talking to the woman.38 Because it is understood 
that the man was present, some Greek and Samaritan manuscripts have "and they ate" 
in 3:6. So the conclusion drawn from this is that both were present and both ate the for­
bidden fruit, hence both fell for the deception. Third, following from the preceding that 
the man was present, it appears that the woman did not seek any advice or permission 
from the man. It is, therefore, argued that the man did not speak out about the tempta­
tion or the behaviour of the woman nor did he raise any question or objection. In this 
case, the man was irresponsible by neglecting and denying his right and responsibility 
as a partner to the woman. 

What is obvious from the text is that the man chose to disobey the injunction not 
because he was male, hence gender is not an issue in the decision to eat the prohibited 
fruit. So both genders are at fault. In fact both the man and woman were cursed for fail­
ure to keep God's injunction. In short then, the text does not suggest in anyway that 
gender was the issue in whatever transpired in the narrative. 

Gen 3: 1-6 is also interesting in another way. The narrator states that after eating the 
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fruit "the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked" (v. 7). This 
means that the transgression of the injunction enjoined on them led to the discovery of 
their nakedness. This discovery entails that they realized ("knew") that they were of 
different sexes. So sin leads to this recognition. It is also interesting to note from this 
passage that the man did not accuse the woman for this state of affairs. What happened 
was that "they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves aprons" (v. 7). So even 
here we don't see any marginalization of any sex. The narrator doesn't present that 
aspect. 

Where does the marginalization of the woman come from in this fall account? It has 
been said that sin and punishment resulted into the domination of man over the woman. 
It is pointed out that it is "in the punishment that we find division of roles according to 
gender between Adam and Eve. Eve's life revolves around pain in childbirth, sexual 
passion for her husband and her humiliating subservience to her husband. "39 In this 
case, "her partner becomes her master. "40 So the understanding here is that sexuality is 
now distorted to become the domination of one partner over the other member of the 
partnership. Now, if domination of the female gender is due to sin and punishment, are 
we blaming God for this situation because it is God who pronounced this judgment? Is 
this what the feminist readers of this text are implying? 

In Genesis 6-8, we have the flood narrative.41 In this account, gender differentiation is 
recognized. God and the narrator give lists of people in gender categories. In 6: 18, God 
says, "But I will establish my covenant with you; and you shall come into the ark, you 
[Noah], your sons, your wife, and your sons and your sons' wives with you." And in 
8:16, God tells Noah, "Go forth from the ark, you and your wife, and your sons and 
your sons' wives with." Here God recognizes the gender differentiation: men (Noah and 
the sons) and women (the wives). In other words, God recognizes the husband-wife 
relationship, a recognition which involves gender separation. In this account, God also 
recognizes gender differentiation by using gender terms in the expression: "male and 
female" (6:19: "they shall be male and female;" 7:3: "male and female;" see. 7:2 where 
the expression "the male and his mate" is used). So the foregoing reveals that, in the 
flood account, God recognizes gender differentiation through his listing of people in 
gender categories but also in his use of gender terms. It is not only God who is involved 
in the recognition of gender differentiation in this account. The narrator also does the 
same. In 7:7, 13; 8:18, the narrator presents people in gender categories: "Noah and his 
sons and his wife and his sons' wives" (see. 7:7). In addition to listing according to gen­
der, the narrator also uses an expression with gender terms: "male and female" (see. 
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7:9). So these examples show that in the flood account, the narrator recognizes gender 
differentiation through his use of gender terms and the listing of people according to 
their gender. 

Is the marginalization of the female gender inherent in this recognition then? There are 
two issues one can consider in trying to answer this question. First, there is the issue of 
order of people in the lists. One way of interpreting the order in the lists is to say the 
people appear in their order of importance. This interpretation obviously puts the 
women folk at the bottom of the ladder. But does this point to the marginalization of 
the female gender? What is clear in the narrative is that the narrator is consistent in the 
way people are lined up, but God is not consistent (see. 6:18 with 8:16). This means 
that the order cannot be used as an argument for the apparent marginalization of the 
female gender. In other words, the fact that God's and narrator's orders do not follow 
the same pattern, is an argument for not stressing on the order of importance of gender 
in the lists. In addition to this, insisting on the importance of the orders for the appar­
ent gender marginalization might lead to pitying God against the narrator. Second, 
there is the issue of insistence on both sexes in the lists as well as the use of the expres­
sion "male and female." This alone implies that there is interest in equal gender repre­
sentation. If this is true, then the recognition of gender differentiation here does not 
contribute to the marginalization of the female gender, i.e., the female gender margin­
alization is not inherent in the recognition of the gender differentiation. 

The decalogue also serves as an instance of recognition of gender differentiation in the 
Bible. As recorded in Exod 20: 1-17 ,42 God singles out the wife as one of the beings not 
to be coveted (see v. 17). This is also the same in Deut 5:6-21 (see v. 21).43 So in both 
versions of the decalogue, there is insistence on the wife not to be coveted.44 One way 
of understanding this insistence is to suggest that God recognizes the female gender 
("wife") as distinct from the household or the man, for example. Obviously here, the 
recognition of the female gender is made for reasons of safeguarding the gender at 
stake. 

Finally, we look at the laws of purity in Lev 12: 1-8.45 In this account God makes gen­
der distinction: the people of Israel in contrastto the woman (vv. 1-2); "male child" (v. 
2) in contrast to "female child" (v. 5). 

Here, the law of purity appties to the female gender for two reasons: child bearing and 
menstruation. What is clear is that both situations involve secretions. So "[t]he legisla­
tion ... deals with the secretions that occur at parturition, and it is these that make the 
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mother unclean. Thus the chapter should be read within the context of chapter 15, 
which also deals with bodily secretions. "46 Hence, the uncleanliness at issue does not 
come in because of her female gender, although biologically child bearing and men­
struation are associated with the female sex. However, what is to be pointed out is that 
child bearing and menstruation come much later in the woman's life. For this reason, 
we cannot say that the woman as female is inherently unclean, the uncleanliness which 
could contribute to her marginalization. Perhaps, one may query the differences in time 
when it comes to uncleanliness due to child birth: seven days for a male child and two 
weeks for a female child. The account makes clear that duration of uncleanliness is 
dependent on the sex of the child. So gender plays a role in this situation. But one thing 
is clear and that is, the period is in the multiples of the number seven (cf. the first cre­
ation story): seven denotes completeness. Probably, the emphasis should be placed on 
the number rather than on the gender for the woman's purity. This explanation is con­
trary to the view which says, "[t]he female child keeps the mother unclean double the 
time. Perhaps one reason of this was, that the male child had the advantage of the 
covenant circumcision, and brought thereby blessing to his mother. Another reason, 
however, was, 'because the woman was in transgression' (1 Tim ii.4), and led Adam 
into it. It kept up the remembrance of the Fall, and of the first sin."47 

The foregoing narrative study of the OT texts show that gender differentiation was rec­
ognized by God and narrators. The study does not, however, show that gender margin­
alization is inherent in the recognition. 

Recognition of gender differentiation in the New Testament 

This section considers a select number of narratives from the New Testament, i.e., from 
the gospels and epistles. 

Gospel narratives 

In the gospel narratives, we begin with the episode of the feeding of the multitudes. 
Matt 14: 15-21 48 records that Jesus fed pentakischilioi choris gynaikon kai paidion. 
Literally this translates as: "five thousand [male] [i.e, masculine beings] besides 
women and children." In the Greek phrase, the three nouns are masculine, feminine, 
and neuter respectively.49 This means that the narrator recognizes gender differentiation 
in this list. In other Greek manuscripts, the order of the last two nouns is reversed: 
"children and women." The listing of the recepients here is meant to show the magni­
tude of the event. For our purposes, however, our interest is in the recognition of the 
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gender differentiation.so This episode also appears in Mark 6:35-44.s1 In this version, no 
listing is given (see. v. 44). So one can conclude that no recognition of gender differ­
entiation is made by the narrator of the Marean account. The same situation is true of 
the Lucan account (Luke 9: 10-17). sz No gender differentiation is made. In the case of 
Luke, this absence is strange for it has always been claimed that Luke is interested in 
women.s3 

Another version of the feeding episode has four thousand recepients. Matt 15:32-3954 

has this account. As with the other account, the narrator recognizes gender differentia­
tion among the recepients: "Those who ate were four thousand [male], besides women 
and children" (v. 38). Mark 8:1-10 also records the same episode, but the narrator here 
does not record any gender differentiation among the recepients. So from the feeding 
episode, it is evident that Matthew alone records recognition of gender differentiation 
among the partakers of the food. The differences in the presentation among the evan­
gelists is partly due to their interests, i.e., why they presented a particular account. That 
interest would dictate what is to be included or left out. It is also partly due to their 
sources which may or may not have the details in question. So for our purposes, the 
fact is that one evangelist recorded recognition of gender differentiation in the feeding 
accounts. 

In the parables of the lost sheep (Luke 15:3-7) and the lost coin (Luke 15:8-10),ss we 
see Jesus recognizing the male (Luke 15:3) and female (Luke 15:8) genders. Both are 
used as good illustrations and not for marginalizing any gender. 

In the account of the way to the cross, the narrator singles out women (Luke 23:27)s6 

from the great multitude who were following Jesus. So the presence of women is high­
lighted. This emphasis on the female gender argues for the importance of this gender 
in this particular episode. In fact, in the process Jesus makes a statement in vv. 28-31 
which has far reaching consequences. 

In the crucifixion account in Mark 15:40-41, women are singled out as witnessing the 
event. The narrator is depicting how concerned the women were. Their concern is obvi­
ously to be contrasted to that of the male folk in the same situation. After the crucifix­
ion in Luke 23:44-49,s7 the narrator lists people who were around: centurion, multi­
tudes, acquaintances, and women. The women folk are not simply part of the multi­
tudes or the acquaintances: they deserve a category of their own, hence gender differ­
entiation in the process. 
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So the different episodes presented here demonstrate that the evangelists (including 
Jesus) recognized gender differentiation. What has emerged clearly here is the promi­
nence of women, hence the female gender. This prominence is not for ill, but it stress­
es the women's concern over the situations depicted. So the fact of the recognition of 
gender differentiation does not in anyway contribute to the marginalization of the 
female gender. 

Epistles 
In this section, we first look at the Pauline corpus. From the uncontested/genuine let­
ters, we cite examples from 1 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, and Romans. In 1 
Cor 7:1-40,58 Paul addresses the issue of marriage as raised by the Corinthian 
Christians. Here Paul recognizes gender differentiation through the institution of mar­
riage. He talks about "man" and "woman" (v. 1), "man" and "wife" (v. 2), and "woman" 
and "husband" (v. 3). According to Paul then, each of these people rules over the other's 
body (v. 4). So while recognizing gender differentiation, Paul is keen to stress that both 
are equal in relation to each other's body. This means that according to Paul, the insti­
tution of marriage ensures the equality of genders, hence the question of the apparent 
marginalization of the female gender does not issue from this institution. 

In 1 Cor 14:34-3559 Paul enjoins silence in public on the part of the wife. But Paul's 
injunction is harsh. Some scholars have suggested that this text is probably an interpo­
lation included later or a marginal note made by a reader at the end of the first centu­
ry. If it was an interpolation or a marginal note, then why was it retained when the let­
ter was accepted into the canon? Several suggestions have been made to explain the 
attitude expressed here, e.g., (a) there was fear of enthusiastic women's participation 
comparable to what was happening in some hellenistic religions where such was the 
case; (b) women wishing to learn disturbed with their questions; (c) Paul refers only to 
Christian women. 

Strictly speaking, this account hinges upon the treatment of women and this is not with­
in the remit of this paper. Whatever the case, a word needs to be said here. First, the 
woman at issue is a wife, "for in vs. 35 these female persons are enjoined to gain church 
information from their husbands at home. "60 So, is this injunction made because the 
wives are female? Obviously the injunction is not made on the wives because they are 
female, for there are other females who are not wives. In fact, the text in v. 34 seems 
to have a generic referent "women." Why is this injunction made then to the wives? 
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The intent of the command, is to interdict situations in which wives publicly contradict 
what their husbands say or think or embarrass them by an interchange of conversation. 
They may thus be rejecting the authority of their husbands (which was firmaly fixed in 
the sociology of their religion) and thereby be no longer subordinate. In 11 :5 Paul indi­
cated that women could pray or prophesy in the church, so unless Paul is contradicting 
himself he here enjoins silence in matters other than praying and prophesying. Since 
good order is a major emphasis of the context (cf. vss. 26, 33, 40) he may be referring 
especially to speaking in tongues or even to any sort of clamorous discussion of con­
troversial issues which have arisen in the assembly.61 So the injunction is not a male 
thing.62 

In Gal 3:2863 Paul also recognizes gender differences. He says here that there is no dis­
tinction between "male and female." From the discussion in 1Cor11:2-16, it is appar­
ent that "Paul did not intend to abolish the gender roles between men and women"64 but 
what Paul wanted to do was to abolish the "difference beween ... men and women."65 ln 
fact, it has been asserted that "Galatians 3:28 is the first occurrence of a doctrine open­
ly propagating the abolition of sex distinctions. 1166 Abolishing sex distinction is not the 
same as abolishing gender roles between men and women. What lies behind Paul's 
views here is the fact that there was discrimination in the community: by race (Jews 
and Gentiles), societal status (slave and master), and sex. So this discrimination is what 
Paul is trying to abolish in the church. In other words, Paul is speaking of equal privi­
leges between men and women. "67 In this account, we are not told, however, whether 
the sex discrimination was based on gender issues or on other factors. 

In Phil 4:2-368 Paul mentions those people who had "laboured side by side" with him, 
among whom were women. Women are "very visibly and significantly present in his 
references to associates in ministry. Women preached and prayed in Paul's churches (1 
Cor. 11 :5) and their names are many in Paul's remembrances of a lifetime of shared ser­
vice (Rom. 16: 1-16). In fact, Luke says the church at Philippi was begun when Paul 
went to a place of prayer and 'spoke to the women who had come together' (Acts 
16:13)."69 So Paul recognizes gender differentiation among his fellow workers here. 
The text as it stands suggests that the two women mentioned (Euodia and Syntyche) 
disagreed, for Paul urges them to "agree in the Lord" (v. 2). What the text does not say 
is that the two women disagreed because they were female. However, the text shows 
that these women were fellow workers with Paul, along with the men folk. So the 
recognition of the gender differentiation here is meant to show that the female gender 
was also involved in the proclamation of the gospel and so the call to agree is not made 
because the two were women. 
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Rom 13:9-1070 makes an allusion to the decalogue (Exod 20:13-17; Deut 5:7-21). As 
we have already noted, the wife is singled out among those not to be coveted. Although 
Paul refers to the injunctions of the decalogue, he does not mention the wife. Paul sim­
ply quotes: "You shall not covet" (v. 9). Does this omission of the mention of the wife 
mean anything? One thing that is clear from the quotation is that the injunctions stop 
at the action (verb). In the decalogue, this is true up to the third injunction, but for the 
others, they are extended. So the omission of the mention of the wife could be 
explained as Paul wanting to stop at the action as he does also at Rom 7:7. In addition 
to this, it can be observed that in the decalogue, the things/beings that are not to be cov­
eted are many, the wife being simply one of them. For this reason, it is difficult to say 
to which injunction Paul is referring. So the silence on the recognition could apply to 
others as well. Hence, from this silence we cannot seriously claim that Paul doesn't rec­
ognize gender differentiation here.71 

We now tum to the disputed/contested Pauline letters (i.e. the deutero-Pauline letters). 
Col 3:18-4:1 72 presents the haustafel (household code). This is repeated in Eph 5:22-
6:9.73 In this code, the writer recognizes the institution of marriage (cf. reference to 
"wives" and "husbands" [vv. 18-19]), hence the recognition of gender differentation 
through marriage: husband (male) and wife (female). The issue that raises problems in 
this code is the subjection of the wife to the husband, whereas the man is only told to 
love the wife. But the text does not indicate that the subjection is based on the wife's 
being female. In the Colossians' text, the wife is to be subject to her husband because 
it "is fitting in the Lord" (Col 3: 18). The Ephesians text explains the basis of this sub­
jection by saying they should do that "as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the 
wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Saviour. As the 
Church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands" 
(Eph 5:22-24). So according to the Ephesians text, the basis of the subjection is chris­
tological and not gender. In addition to this, the text says, "Even so husbands should 
love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no man 
ever hates his own flesh but nourishes and cherishes it...let each one of you love his 
wife as himself' (Eph 5:28-33). So the wife and the husband are one flesh, hence the 
subjection is not dependent on gender. 

Finally, we come to the pastoral letters which are also attributed to Paul. In 1 Tim 2:8-
15,74 the writer recognizes gender differentiation (cf. reference to "men and "women"). 
This pericope has raised problems, especially on what the writer says in vv. 11-13: "Let 
the women learn in silence with all submissiveness; permit no woman to teach or have 
authority over men; she is to keep silent" (cf. Col 3:18-4:1; Eph 5:22-6:9). Most femi-
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nist readers have pointed out to this text as the basis for the domination of women in 
the church.75 But why did the writer have such a view of women? Several possibilities 
have been suggested, for example, (a) the view is based on misinterpretation of 
Genesis76 and failure to discern the distinctive purpose for each narrative;77 (b) the cre­
ation account was interpreted not in the light of the principle and experience of the 
equality of the gospel but by the patriarchal experience and principles of the church and 
society.78 

But having said this, we should note first that this text seems to contradict what Paul 
said in 1 Cor 7:1-40, t:specially what he says in v.4: "For the wife does not rule over 
her own body, but husband does; likewise the husband does not rule over his own body 
but the wife does." However, a careful reading of the text would show that the text of 
Timothy talks about a generic woman ("a woman"), whereas the Corinthians as well as 
the Colossians and Ephesians texts refer to "wives." Second, we should note that the 
text doesn't urge submissiveness or silence on the part of the women because they are 
female, i.e. because of gender. The reason given by the writer, according to the text, is 
that "For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman 
was deceived and became a transgressor" (vv. 14-15). So submissiveness or silence is 
urged in the text because of order in creation and transgression and not gender.79 

Is the writer correct in his understanding of the Biblical situation of the woman? One 
of the versions of the creation accounts says that "male and female he [God] created 
them" (Gen 1:27), which means that both genders were created at the same time. But 
the other version says "and the rib which the Lord had taken from the man he made into 
a woman" (Gen 2:24). So the writer is referring to this version when he says Adam was 
created first. In the process of doing this, the writer is ignoring the first version where 
both were created at the same time. 80 According to the fall account, it is true that Eve 
was deceived by the serpent. But one could argue that Adam was also deceived, as we 
have already pointed out, when he accepted to eat the fruit, for he knew quite well the 
injunction not to eat it. In short then, it can be said that according to the text, the sub­
mission or silence enjoined upon "a woman" is not based on gender but on other fac­
tors. 81 

From the catholic epistles, we examine 1 Pet 3:1-782 (cf. 1 Cor 7:1-40; 14:34-35; Col 
3: 18-25; Eph 5:22-33; 1 Tim 2:8-15) where the writer also recognizes gender differen­
tiation. This recognition comes through the institution of marriage (husband and wife). 
Here too, women are urged to be submissive to their husbands (3: 1). The reason for this 
submission, according to the text, is "so that some, though they do not obey the word, 
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may be won without a word by the behaviour of their wives, when they see your ref­
erence and chaste behaviour" (v. 20). The example of Sarah obeying Abraham is also 
presented as reason to be submissive to husbands (vv. 5-6). So the injunction to be sub­
missive to the husbands is made on other grounds apart from gender. The husbands are 
also enjoined to "live considerately" with their wives (v. 7). Part of the reason given in 
the text for this call is because women are "the weaker sex" (v. 7). Out of all the texts 
that we have looked at, this is the only one that links gender (sex) to the relationship 
between man and woman. The adjective "weaker" suggests the superiority of the male 
sex over the female sex. But the way it has been used here is not to continue margin­
alizing the female sex but to uplift it because the writer says the two sexes "are joint 
heirs of the grace of life" (v. 7). So when it comes to the "grace of life" both sexes are 
on the same level. Being "joint heirs" implies both have equal opportunities in that 
inheritance. 83 

So the study of the narratives from the New Testament reveals that there is gender 
recognition. However, this recognition does not explain the apparent marginalization of 
the female gender. 

Concluding on the narrative study, I am saying that the study of the select number of 
narratives from the Old and New Testaments has revealed that gender differentiation 
that was created in the creation accounts (Genesis 1-2) is recognized as such by God 
and narrators in the subsequent accounts in the Bible. Notwithstanding 1 Peter 2:7, the 
study of the Biblical narratives has demonstrated that this recognition of gender differ­
entiation in no way contributes to the apparent marginalization of the female gender. 

Conclusion 

Right from the start, it was stressed that treatment of women in the Bible is outside the 
remit of this paper, but the issue at stake in this paper is gender differentiation. The dis­
cussion of this issue has revealed that gender differentiation is created and recognized 
as such in the Bible. Being created implies that it is inherently good (see Paul's assess­
ment of the law in Rom 7: 12) and this goodness is evident in its recognition. But what 
is inherently good has become not good, for it has been said to be used to marginalize 
the femal~ gender. We may pause and ask here as Paul did: "Did that which is good, 
then bring [marginalization] to [the female gender]?" Paul's answer is: "By no means!" 
(see Rom 7:13). But it is how gender differentiation has been manipulated today that 
has led to this apparent female gender marginalization. According to this paper, evi­
dence is clear: gender differentiation was created and recognized as such. 
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But women in the church in general have been enjoined to be silent, submissive, and 
not to preach, i.e. not to be ministers of the word and sacraments.84 On the popular 
level, this injunction is made simply because women are emotionally unstable, uncer­
tain at certain times, and child bearing; the Bible does not permit women to have 
authority over men; our culture does not allow women to have authority over men; if 
women were brought to leadership of the church, cases of immorality would increase 
among the leaders; and women cannot handle leadership roles.85 Even if this were all 
true, would this not mean that the male folk in the church were denying women the 
ministry of the word and sacraments because of their being female? There is, therefore 
, urgent need to revisit the Bible in order to address the apparent gender imbalance in 
society in general and the church in particular.86 Indeed, "the Bible is the engine that is 
keeping the church running. "87 In other word, "Scripture is the Soul of Theology. "88 

In this paper, we have noted that feminists have attributed the apparent marginalization 
of the female gender to two factors: the Bible and culture. On the Bible, it is said: (a) 
through sin and punishment, the woman was made subservient to the man; (b) as the 
woman was created as a helper, she was in fact made an auxilliary and secondary to the 
man; (c) as the woman was created from the man, the woman was made inferior; (d) 
that the text of 1 Timothy is a major contributor to the issue.89 On the cultural factor, it 
is said that the patriarchal system is the root cause of the marginalization of women in 
society.90 In addition to all this, it has been claimed that the Western Latin theology also 
contributes to this marginalization. On this, it is said that views of patristic writers like 
Aquinas, Augustine, Tertullian have permeated the church, hence the marginalization 
of women. 

In short then, this paper has attempted to demonstrate that gender differentiation is cre­
ated and recognized in the Bible. This has been proved by the philological study of 
some Hebrew terms in Genesis 1-2 and the narrative study of a select number of 
episodes in both the Old and the New Testaments. These two studies have shown that 
the apparent marginalization of the women has to be explained otherwise because the 
marginalization of women is not inherent in the creation and recognition of gender dif­
ferentiation. 
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The original version of this paper was delivered at the Association of the 
Theological Institutions of Southern and Central Africa (ATISCA) conference held 
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For discussions on the issue of patriarchy, see for example, Kavesta Adagala, 
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14:34-35 and Galatians 3:28," in Rosenhager & Stephens, "Walk, My Sister," pp. 
52-62. 

3 The feminist movement has developed in part as a response to this apparent mar­
ginalization (making inferior or oppressing or suppressing) of women by the male 
folk. This apparent marginalization is understood as the domination of the female 
gender, hence the gender question. For discussions on feminist theology and/or 
feminist approach to the Bible, see for example, A. Yarbro Collins (ed.), Feminist 
Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship (Biblical Scholarship in North America 10; 
Chico, CA: Scholars, 1985); A. Yarbro Collins (ed.), Women's Bible Commentary 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992); E. Schussler Fiorenza, In 
Memory of Her (New York: Crossroad, 1983); Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Jesus: 
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Authority and the Bible (Downers Grove, Illinois: Inter-Varsity Press, 1986); Isabel 
Apawo Phiri, "The 'Proper' Place of Women (Genesis 1, 1 Timothy 2): A Biblical 
Exegetical Study from a Malawian Chewa Presbyterian Perspective," Rosenhager 
& Stephens, "Walk, My Sister," pp. 24-33. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and 
God-Talk: Towards A Feminist Theology (London: SCM, 1983); Rosemary Radford 
Ruether, Reading Towards A Feminist Theology (Woman Guildes; Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1985); E. Cady Stanton, The Woman's Bible (2 vols.; New York: European 
Publishing Co., 1885, 1898); Elaine Starkey, What's Right with Feminism (London: 
SPCK, 1985). 

4 A lot has been written on the treament of women. The reader is advised to consult 
the literature in question, for example, literature in footnotes 1 and 2. 

5 Some of the tools used in this word study include, for example, William F. Arndt & 
E. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 
Early Christian Literature (Cambridge: University Press; Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1957); F Blass & A. Debrunner, A Grammar of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature (trans. & ed. Robert W. Funk; 
Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 1961); Francis Brown with S.R. 
Driver & Charles A. Briggs, The New Brown Driver-Briggs-Genesius Hebrew and 
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Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1850; 5th 
printing 1990); K. Elliger & W. Rudolph (eds.), Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia 
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1977); Paul Jouon, Grammaire de L 'Hebreu 
Biblique (Rome: Institut Biblique Pontifical, 1923). I acknowledge that language 
can be used to oppress women. However, in this study language contributes posi­
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6 For detailed discussion of the creation accounts in Genesis, consult commentaries 
on Genesis. For example, see Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall: A 
Theological Interpretation of Genesis 1-3 (New York: The MacMillan Company, 
1959), pp. 13-63; Walther Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament (trans. J.A. 
Baker; London: SCM, 1967); vol. 2; pp. 93-150; John Hargreaves, A Guide to 
Genesis (TEF Study Guide 3; London: SPCK, 1969; 7th impression 1991), pp. 6-
23; David F. Hinson, Thelogy of the Old Testament (TEF Study Guide 15; London; 
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SPCK, 1976), pp. 18-64. 

7 This Hebrew word is translated as "man, mankind/humankind." 

8 Chang, "The Place of Women in Genesis 1-3 and 1 Timothy 2," p. 46. 

9 For discussions on Gen 1:26, see for example, Bonhoefer, Creation and Fall, pp. 
35-40; Kidner, Genesis, pp. 50-52; Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, pp. 85-93; 
Skinner, Commentary on Genesis, pp. 30-33. 

10 For discussion on Gen 2:20, see for example, Kidner, Genesis, pp. 65-66; Leupold, 
Exposition of Genesis, pp. 132-34. 

11 For discu·ssions on Gen 2:23, see for example, Skinner, Commentary on Genesis, p. 
69; Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, pp. 135-37. 

12 In this passage, 'is is used as a synonym of 'adam. 

13 For discussions on Gen 2:25, see for example, Kidner, Genesis, pp. 65-66; Leupold, 
Exposition of Genesis, pp. 93-95. 

14 For discusssion on Gen 1 :27, see for example, Hargreaves, A Guide to Genesis, 
pp.9-11; Kidner, Genesis, p. 52; Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, pp. 93-95. 
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the same in Hebrew because there are only two genders: a thing is either masculine 
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16 Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall, p. 38. 

17 Chang, "The Place of Women in Genesis 1-3 and 1 Timothy 2," p. 46. 

18 Phiri, '"The 'Proper' Place of Women (Genesis l, 1Timothy2)," p. 25. 
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how did the 'adam know that God took his "rib" (bone)? This is a clue that the 
account should not be taken literally. 

21 Skinner, Commentary on Genesis, p. 69. 

22 Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, p. 136. 
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Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Deuteronomy (International Critical 
Commentary; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1895; latest impression 1965), pp. 81-6; 
Gerhard Von Rad, Deuteronomy: A Commentary (Old Testament Library;. London: 
SCM, 1966), pp. 56-9; J.A. Thompson, Deuteronomy: An Introduction and 
Commentary (The Tyndale Old Testament Commentary; Leicester/Downers Grove, 
Illinois: Inter-Varsity Press, 1974), pp. 114-18. 

44 This injunction boarders along the question of the treatment of women. It is, how-
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ever, discussed here because of the listing of the people according to their gender. 
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the Book of Leviticus (Giant Summit Book; Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book 
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