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The Bible is the story of God making all 
things new, restoring broken human 
relationships and eradicating injustice 
through the Cross, and by uniting his 
people in Jesus. It is the story of God 
making a safe place where all his people – 
male and female – are equally loved, and 
equally valued.

In the beginning…
God made people – male and female 
– with equal value, equally capable of 
bearing his image. 

So God created mankind in his 
own image, in the image of God he 
created them; male and female he 
created them. – Genesis 1:27

The God of the Bible is Triune, one God in 
three persons – the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. The persons of the Trinity are eternally 
engaged in a relationship of self-giving love 
for one another. When God says “let us make 
man in our own image” the us and our are 
plural. Our gender is part of what it means to 
be human, and what it means for us to bear 
the image of the Trinity. 

The Triune God creates us to enjoy loving 
relationships, as different people (male and 
female), physically complemented - with 
the capacity to enter loving unions with one 
another (Genesis 2:24), to bear the image 
of the triune God as we co-operate in being 
fruitful, increasing in number, filling and 
subduing the earth as we rule under God. 
Marriage is not mentioned until Genesis 
2, Genesis 1 envisages males and females 
together, in co-operation, and the model 
for this co-operation is in God’s creative act, 
where Father, Son, and Spirit are acting in 
complete harmony (Genesis 1:2, 26, see also 
John 1:1-5 and Colossians 1:15-17). 

Genesis 2 zooms in on relationships 
between male and female, specifically the 
relationship between Adam and Eve.  It 
unpacks what bearing God’s image looks 
like. Adam is given some jobs to do – jobs 
related to fruitful multiplication of the 
Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:15), jobs he 
cannot accomplish alone, he needs a 
suitable helper – a need God recognises, 

What The Church 
Gets Wrong 
About Feminism, 
But Jesus Makes 
Right...

Our world is not a 
safe place for women. 
Feminism comes in many 
forms, but is ultimately a 
reaction against injustice 
faced by women. The 
church gets feminism 
wrong when it fails to 
understand or attacks 
feminism, rather than 
engaging with feminism 
and attacking the injustice 
feminism is reacting to. 

Jesus gets feminism right 
by showing, in his death 
and resurrection, that God 
loves everyone equally 
and hates injustice. Jesus 
came to restore our 
relationships with God, 
and with each other, and 
to overturn unjust systems 
developed by sinful 
humans.

and fulfils, by creating Eve (Genesis 2:15-
23). While the relationship in view is a 
marriage (Genesis 2:24), this is a picture of 
male and female working alongside one 
another as equals, in a safe environment, 
where they are both able to be naked, 
without shame, or fear (Genesis 2:25). 

Adam and his wife were both 
naked, and they felt no shame. – 
Genesis 2:25

This gives us a fuller picture of male and 
female relationships (as a reflection of 
relationships in the Trinity) from Genesis 
1. When it comes to bearing God’s image,  
we are made to work together, in harmony 
– whether in marriage or not – made to 
co-operate in this world. We’re made to 
co-operate in a partnership that reflects 
the creative partnership of the Trinity, 
working as equals towards the same goals, 
God’s goals, while playing different roles. 
This partnership happens in safety, and 
creates safety, for both Adam and Eve. This 
is God’s design for human flourishing in his 
good world. If any of these elements aren’t 
there, something is wrong. 

Where things go 
wrong...
It doesn’t take long before something 
goes wrong. The safety of the garden is 
shattered. This co-operative relationship 
breaks down as Adam and Eve turn on 
God, and then each other. When the 
serpent enters the Garden (Genesis 3) it’s 
pretty clear that all is not well, Adam was 
instructed to take care of it, and here is 
this dangerously deceitful creature talking 
to his wife (Genesis 3:1). The Garden is no 
longer safe. Adam has let his guard down. 
Worse. He hasn’t told Eve what God said 
to him. Adam was given some specific 
instructions about life in the garden before 
Eve is on the scene (Genesis 2:16-17), and 
it is clear she hasn’t had them passed on 
clearly (Genesis 3:2). Things quickly spiral 
out of control. While Eve was created by 
God to be a “helper” for Adam in God’s 
creative work, expanding the safety of the 
Garden everywhere, they help themselves 
to the fruit of the tree of knowledge of 
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good and evil. They refuse to settle for 
life under God (Genesis 3:6-7), and in that 
instant. Everything changes. Everything 
falls apart. Their relationship of co-
operation begins to fall apart (compare 
Genesis 2:25 with 3:7-10). 

Then the eyes of both of them 
were opened, and they realized 
they were naked; so they sewed 
fig leaves together and made 
coverings for themselves. – 
Genesis 3:7

“I heard you in the garden, and I 
was afraid because I was naked; 
so I hid.” – Genesis 3:10

This is complete when God arrives to 
judge Adam and Eve for turning away from 
him (Genesis 3:16).  Adam establishes 
a pattern that will carry on, generation 
after generation, he blames Eve for what 
happened (Genesis 3:12). 

“The woman you put here with 
me—she gave me some fruit from 
the tree, and I ate it.” – Genesis 
3:12

From here on in, our experience of 
human relationships will not be what 
they were created to be. From now on 
our environments won’t be safe – the 
earth itself is against us, but worse, we’ve 
turned on each other, male and female. 
Our relationships will be tainted by this 
curse. Since this moment, the way we 
experience, and think of, gender, and 
male-female relationships, is the product 
of this brokenness.  Our relationships 
naturally reflect the pattern of the curse, 
they are fallen. 

“Your desire will be for your 
husband, and he will rule over 
you.” – Genesis 3:16

We see this in the Old Testament story, 
in the relationships between husbands 
and wives, the line of God’s promised 
people, in Genesis, and we see it in Israel, 
even as they receive God’s good law. 
The Old Testament tells the story of the 
failed implementation of this law. The 
law is implemented by sinful humans, 
specifically, in most cases, sinful men, 
from the priests, to the Judges, to the 
Kings. These men use God’s law as a tool 
to further their own agendas, often at the 
expense of women. 

It’s often said the Old Testament is the 
product of a patriarchy, and this is true.  
We shouldn’t be afraid to say that the 

people in the Old Testament, people we 
may admire, are sinful, and terrible at 
implementing and following God’s good 
design, and his good law. The injustice 
we see inflicted on women in the Old 
Testament, and in our world is the result of 
sin. People are not co-operating the way 
we were created to. There are very few 
descriptions of safe places or relationships 
where men and women work together 
and humanity flourishes. We see broken 
relationships, relationships that don’t 
reflect the self-giving love and unity at 
the heart of the Trinity, but self-seeking 
disharmony at every turn. It’s little 
wonder that the Old Testament is full of 
men and women behaving badly, and it’s 
little wonder that this sort of brokenness 
creates a world in which one gender, 
the physically stronger, oppresses and 
abuses the physically weaker, for their own 
benefit. The pattern of abuse we saw last 
week continues. 

However, when the Old Testament 
describes aspects of a patriarchal 
society where men mistreat women, 
when it depicts misogyny, or abuse, 
or polygamy, or adultery, it is not to 
affirm it but to show how far people 
have strayed from the pattern of 
relationships before sin. 

The Old Testament contains a bunch of 
laws that seem messy to our modern 
eyes, that might even seem to justify the 
oppression of women, but there are three 
important things to remember as we read 
these laws. 

Firstly. The first chapter of the first book 
of the law says that people – male and 
female – are made, equally, in the image of 
God, the second chapter shows the sort of 
safe environment and relationship we were 
made for, the third chapter shows the total 
breakdown of our ability to operate this 
way, and a destruction of this safety. Every 
other bit of the law comes after this. 

Second, Jesus says the keys to 
understanding the law - the ‘commands on 
which they hang’ - are to love God with all 

your heart, souls, and strength, and to love 
your neighbour you love yourself. The law 
was meant to push people back towards a 
relationship with God, and equality – what 
could be more equal than loving others the 
way we love ourselves?

Third. The law, especially the complicated 
messy bits of the law, tell people what to 
do when things go wrong. They’re not just 
a guide for moral living, they’re a guide for 
responding to human sinfulness, as Jesus 
says when he talks about the divorce laws 
“Moses permitted you to divorce your 
wives because your hearts were hard. But 
it was not this way from the beginning” 
(Matthew 19:8). The laws that seem harsh 
to our modern sensibilities were designed 
to ensure that women who were mistreated 
were provided for, by the men who 
mistreated them, this marked Israel out as 
different to the nations around them.  

Very few men charged with leading 
God’s people live up to his standards 
– the patriarchs, in Genesis, Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, and Judah, all fail to work 
in harmony with their wives in different 
ways, they all fail to provide a safe 
environment for their relationships, for 
the sake of human flourishing, they all live 
out relationships that are echoes of God’s 
curse in Genesis 3. 

Israel’s first three kings also demonstrate 
the brokenness of male-female 
relationships, and the problems of the 
patriarchy. Saul gives his daughter to 
David in marriage in part of a conspiracy to 
prevent him taking the throne (1 Samuel 
18-19), David marries several other women, 
and Saul marries Michal off to another man 
(1 Samuel 25:42-44). It gets worse. David 
reclaims Michal, against the wishes of her 
new husband (2 Samuel 3:13-16), and then 
their relationship disintegrates, and the 
breakdown is the complete opposite of the 
safe, fruitful, co-operative relationships 
envisaged by Genesis 1-2 (2 Samuel 6:16-
23). It gets worse again with David and 
Bathsheba. David marries Bathsheba 
through horrible circumstances. If it was 
possible to be naked without fear or 
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shame in the Garden of Eden the story 
of David and Bathsheba shows how far 
God’s people have fallen – even his chosen 
king lives out the pattern of curse in his 
relationships with women. 

One evening David got up from 
his bed and walked around on the 
roof of the palace. From the roof 
he saw a woman bathing. The 
woman was very beautiful, and 
David sent someone to find out 
about her. The man said, “She is 
Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam 
and the wife of Uriah the Hittite.” 
Then David sent messengers to 
get her. She came to him, and he 
slept with her. – 2 Samuel 11:2-4

David sees Bathsheba as something he 
desires, something that is forbidden to 
him, and he grasps for her. He repeats 
the pattern of the Fall, but this time his 
behaviour is an outworking of the Genesis 
3:16 curse.  It is a broken model of male-
female relationships. This is not how 
husband and wife were meant to be united. 

The pattern is hereditary. David’s sons 
then pick up where he left off. One son, 
Amnon, abuses his half-sister Tamar, 
and David sits by, refusing to intervene, 
another son takes matters in his own 
hands, killing the abuser (2 Samuel 13), 
before waging a civil war with David that 
culminates in him sleeping with his father’s 
de facto wives (concubines), in plain sight 
(2 Samuel 16:21-22). David wins the battle, 
but his inability to act decisively for the 
sake of his wronged daughter, and this 
subsequent war, destroys his family, and 
almost his rule (2 Samuel 19:1-15). David 
casts off the abused concubines (2 Samuel 
20:3), just as he had Michal, the narrative 
mentions that Michal “had no children to 
the day of her death,” his daughter, Tamar, 
became “a desolate woman” and these 
women “lived as widows” (2 Samuel 6:23, 
13:20, 20:3). The narrator doesn’t make 
these comments to show us that David 
has behaved well, but that his behaviour 
has unfruitful, damaging, consequences.  
While David’s line continues through to 
Jesus, and bears fruit in that way, he leaves 
damaged women in his wake because 
his relationships were patterned on the 
cursed relationships of Genesis 3, rather 
than relationships as God created them 
(Genesis 1-2). He eventually names his son 
Solomon as his successor (1 Kings 1), but 
soon afterwards another of David’s sons, 
Adonijah, tries to marry another of David’s 
de factos (1 Kings 2). Then, Solomon - 
rather than becoming one flesh, with 
one woman, to co-operate in a way that 

participates in God’s plans for a fruitful 
world - marries hundreds of women who 
lead him away from God (1 Kings 11:1-13).  

Our understanding of gender roles is a 
product of the broken world – this is true 
now, as it was in Israel. 

The relationships we read about in 
the Old Testament are relationships 
that reflect Genesis 3:16, cursed 
relationships, not the relationships God 
created us to enjoy. These relationships 
are not safe. These relationships 
follow the pattern of Adam and Eve’s 
response to getting caught out by God. 
When things go wrong we see victim 
blaming, we see shame, and we see why 
nakedness is no longer safe after Genesis 
3. People take and wield power over one 
another, setting up social structures 
that reflect this broken world. 

God’s plan to fix 
things
But. Amidst this brokenness, in a world 
where co-operation has been replaced 
with chaos, God sets about restoring 
things. He loves women. And men. Despite 
the patriarchy and the brokenness, it’s 
clear that women enjoy a special place in 
his plans of salvation. Those people – male 
and female - the Old Testament affirms, 
the people who play a part in advancing 
God’s design for the world and for human 
flourishing, are always a mix of sin, 
brokenness, and faithfulness in the face of 
a broken world and God’s promises. 

We meet women throughout the Old 
Testament, who play significant roles 
in God’s plans for his kingdom, the 
multiplication of his people who will fill and 
rule the earth, women who are doing what 
we were all created to do. Women bearing 
God’s image. Women like Shiprah and 

Puah, the Israelite midwives, who defy the 
patriarchy of Pharaoh, disobeying his evil 
order to slaughter Israelite babies (Exodus 
1:15-21), or Miriam, Moses’ sister who 
watches over Moses and uses her initiative 
to see him stay connected to his Israelite 
family when he is adopted by Pharaoh’s 
daughter (Exodus 2:1-13), or Deborah, a 
“prophet” and judge, who leads Israel and 
refers to herself as a “mother in Israel” 
(Judges 4-5, especially 5:7), and Esther who 
wisely guides a foreign king, her husband, 
in order to preserve Israel (Esther), women 
like the daughters of Zelophehad who 
advocated for inheritance rights for women 
in Israel (Numbers 27:1-11). 

Then there are the women who become 
significant figures in God’s promised line, 
the genealogy of Jesus. These are women 
who experience the post-Eden world, a 
world without safety, a world of being put 
to shame, or blamed, by the men around 
them when things go wrong, a world where 
their beauty is mentioned as a motivating 
factor for all sorts of stupid behaviour 
from men. A world where men are starting 
to see sexual sins like adultery as crimes 
women commit, not crimes men commit. 
These are women, who through sheer 
persistence continue the line of promise 
that started with Eve (Genesis 3:15, 20). 
These are women like Sarah (Genesis 18), 
Rebekah (Genesis 24-28), Leah (Genesis 
29), Tamar (Genesis 38), Rahab (Joshua 2), 
and Ruth. Many of these women were hurt 
by men, not treated rightly as co-operators 
in God’s plans, Abraham pretended Sarah 
was his sister and handed her over to a 
powerful ruler, not just once, but twice 
(Genesis 12, 20), Isaac doesn’t learn from 
his father’s mistake, and does the same 
with Rebekah (Genesis 26), Leah is scorned 
by Jacob because he prefers her sister 
(Genesis 29:30-35). Judah fails to provide 
for Tamar, the widow of two of his wicked 
sons, sending her back home to her father 
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not wanting to risk the life of a third son, in 
case the deaths are her fault (Genesis 38:1-
11). There are many other women who are 
faithfully committed to this line of promise, 
including Bathsheba, David’s wife, and 
Solomon’s mother, who speaks to David on 
Solomon’s behalf, to remind him of God’s 
promises so that he appoints Solomon 
as king (1 Kings 1). These women are not 
completely blameless in the story – they’re 
often caught up in deception, responding 
badly to the bad behaviour of the men. 
The pattern of cursed relationships goes 
in both directions. This is a vicious cycle. 
It’s not the way God’s image bearers were 
meant to work together in his world.  

The story of the Bible gives us a framework 
for understanding inequality and injustice, 
including inequality and injustice between 
males and females – in our relationships, in 
our institutions, and in our culture - as the 
product of our rejection of God’s design for 
human flourishing. 

How Jesus makes 
things right...
When Jesus arrives in the world he shows 
us what living life bearing God’s image really 
looks like (Colossians 1:15). In his interactions 
with women – recorded through the Gospels, 
he creates life – raising the dead (Luke 
7:11-15, 8:50-56) healing illness (Luke 4:37, 
8:43-48, 13:10-17), forgiving sins (Luke 7:36-
50) – he loves women. 

When Jesus interacts with women he 
creates a safe space for them, especially 
those who are shunned or judged by the 
patriarchy, the Pharisees and Teachers of 
the Law. These men are quick to condemn 
these women for adultery and sexual sin, 
with no mention of the men involved (John 
4, 8:1-11, also Luke 7:36-50, 10:38-42). 

Jesus avoids the patterns of behaviour 

that broke the world, and crippled both 
the families of the Patriarchs, and the reign 
of David and his descendants. After the 
resurrection the first people he appears 
to, the first people who worship him, the 
first members of the Church, are women 
(Matthew 28:1-10, Luke 24:1-8), just as the 
first person to hear of his coming birth was 
a woman (Luke 1:26-38).

Jesus calls women to join his mission (Luke 
8:1-3). As the church grows, and we read of 
its growth through Acts and the Epistles, 
we see women play significant roles in the 
early church. So, for example, Paul’s lists of 
fellow workers feature many women who 
have vital roles in the spread of the Gospel  
(Romans 16). 

I commend to you our sister 
Phoebe, a deacon of the church 
in Cenchreae. I ask you to receive 
her in the Lord in a way worthy 
of his people and to give her any 
help she may need from you, for 
she has been the benefactor of 
many people, including me. – 
Romans 16:1-2

When Paul calls two women – Euodia 
and Syntyche – back to unity in the letter 
to Philippians he takes the unusual step 
of naming them not because they are 
women, but because he sees their unity as 
essential for the church in Philippi because 
they are his co-workers in the Gospel who 
“contended by his side”  (Philippians 4). 

The spread of the Gospel is the new picture 
of fruitful multiplication – it’s the way God’s 
image bearers are now to represent him 
throughout his creation (Matthew 28:18-20). 
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On Image 
Bearing and 
Gender
Sometimes we make the mistake of 
thinking that God is male, using this as a 
reason to argue for inequality between 
males and females. The Bible does use 
male pronouns to refer to God (so we use 
them too), and he is described as Father in 
the Old Testament (eg Deuteronomy 32:6, 
Psalm 89:26, Isaiah 63:16, Jeremiah 3), and 
by Jesus, who speaks of him both as his 
own father (eg Matthew 10:32-33, 11:25-27, 
12:48-50), and the father of his people (eg 
Matthew 5:16, 5:43-6:34), but God does not 
have a human gender. Gender is something 
he creates in humanity. We are made to be 
like God, but this does not mean God is like 
us. We get into big trouble when we think 
about God as though he is just a really big 
and powerful human. 

God forbids Israel from ever making 
an image of him, depicting him as 
anything created, because he cannot be 
represented by our human conceptions of 
who he is. He even specifically tells them 
“watch yourselves very carefully, so that 
you do not become corrupt and make for 
yourselves an idol, an image of any shape, 
whether formed like a man or a woman, or 
like any animal on earth or any bird that 
flies in the air, or like any creature that 
moves along the ground or any fish in the 
waters below” (Deuteronomy 4:15-18), 
notice that apart from images of men or 
women, this rules out making idols of the 
things that God’s real, created, images, 
living people, male and female, are to 
rule over in Genesis 1. Deuteronomy 4 
describes Israel coming out of an iron-
smelting furnace, just like idol statues did 
(Deuteronomy 4:20). Idolatry in the Old 
Testament isn’t just about worshipping 
false gods, but also about worshipping 
false ideas of the true God. If we attempt to 
represent God as just a man, or a woman, 
we aren’t capturing the complexity of 

who God is, who we’re told in Genesis 
is represented by male and female, 
together, co-operating and flourishing in 
partnership. While the Bible clearly speaks 
of God as a father, it also uses motherly 
language to describe his relationship with 
his people, Moses, in the wilderness says 
that it shouldn’t be his job to provide for, or 
nurse, Israel because he didn’t “conceive” 
or become pregnant with them, but God’s 
job (Numbers 11:10-14), then, in Isaiah, God 
draws parallels between his relationship 
with Israel and a mother’s (Isaiah 49:15) 
says “As a mother comforts her child, so 
will I comfort you” (Isaiah 66:13). Unlike 
other gods of the ancient Near East, God 
did not need a wife in order to create life, 
the Triune God creates people, both male 
and female, in himself. The emphasis of 
this part of the creation narrative is God’s 
wholeness, something reflected in the 
complementarity of male and female in 
humanity. 

Israel, when depicted as God’s children are 
described both as sons, and daughters, 
often as a an unfaithful wife (eg Ezekiel 
16, Jeremiah 3) – this is a metaphor 
the New Testament also picks up when 
it describes the people of God as the 
bride of Christ).  This commitment to 
creating life – to relating to promised 
line – is a commitment no person in the 
Old Testament is able to keep, it God who 
remains committed to this project, and a 
return to something like, but greater, than 
Eden is the promised hope the prophets 
hold out to Israel (Ezekiel 36:33-38).

The people, be they male or female, who 
the Old Testament praises, are praised for 
their commitment to God’s kingdom – to 
real fruitfulness and multiplication. While 
this sort of fruitfulness doesn’t require 
biological motherhood, or fatherhood, 
it does require a motherly and fatherly 
commitment to the continuation of God’s 
promised line, the children of Adam and 
Eve who will crush the serpent’s head. 
What that will look like is people using the 
gifts God has given them for fruitful service 
of his people (Romans 12:1-21)

Where Adam and Eve went wrong in the 
Garden was in trying to become more like 
God than they were made to be – that was 
what the Serpent promised. The affect 
of this grasping was a widened the gap 
between us and God, and us and each 
other – male and female – that part of 
our humanity where we reflected him 
best. Our humanity is broken because 
these relationships are broken. God 
addresses this, ultimately, by becoming 
more like us (John 1:14, Romans 8:3, 
Philippians 2, Hebrews 2:17, 4:14-16). 
Becoming flesh, becoming a human who 
takes on our brokenness, and mends it. 
Who provides the pathway for restored 
relationships between between us and 
God, and between people, including 
restored relationships between males and 
females, where people can flourish and 
multiply again, rediscovering the ways that 
different people, with different genders, 
were created to be fruitful, multiply, and 
participate in God’s plans for the world, 
together.  Where people, male and female, 
are made in the image of God, Jesus is 
the image of the invisible God (Colossians 
1:15), in his humanity we have access to 
a picture of what true humanity, male or 
female, should look like. His humanity 
becomes the pattern that all followers of 
Jesus, male or female, are to follow, and 
the pattern we are transformed into by 
the Holy Spirit, when we “brothers and 
sisters” are “adopted to sonship” through 
him in a way that allows us to echo his 
intimate relationship with the father, such 
that we can also say “abba, father.” Our 
humanity is caught up in his (Romans 
8:12-17, Galatians 3:26-29). His humanity is 
the model for everyone, male and female 
(Romans 8:28-29, 2 Corinthians 3:15-17), 
in our relationships, relationships that 
still express our created differences, but 
relationships that, increasingly, reflect his 
life and love, and the eternal, self-giving, 
loving relationships between the persons 
of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
who perform different roles, but are 
equally God (John 14:9-21, 15:23-27, 16:12-
15, 26-28, 17:1-5, 20-24). 


