MAN AND WOMAN


(1)  THE CREATION OF MAN AND WOMAN


As people compare their own meagre existence with the greatness of the natural world, the questions posed in Psalm 8:4 becomes very real; “What is man that you are mindful of him, or the son of man that you care for him?”  Why are we here?  Some parts of the Old Testament emphasise the apparent insignificance of men and women, referring to life as “a puff of wind … a passing shadow” (Psalm 144:4).  Others declare that we are “a little lower than God and crowned with glory and honour” (Psalm 8:5).  Yet all would agree that life only finds its fulfilment when lived in a personal relationship with God “… for those who honour Yahweh, God’s love lasts forever, and God’s goodness endures for all generations” (Psalm 103:17).  In the Babylonian creation stories, people were made last of all, almost as an afterthought on the part of the gods, and always for menial duties.  The Old Testament, in marked contrast, depicts men and women as the pinnacle and crowning glory of the world and its affairs – in short, of all creation.  

(a)  A special relationship to creation

Both in Genesis 1:26 and 2:7, the creation of man and woman follows a deliberate decision and definite act on God’s part.  Man and woman are part of the created order.  “Of the dust” (Genesis 2:7) implies that God took what was inanimate and lifeless to make the first man (cf. Genesis 3:19).  The Hebrew word for “humanity” is adam, while the Hebrew word for “ground’ is adamah.  God did not take an animal to form the man, but the dust.  Humanity is separate from the animal world, yet part of the created order.

Adam and Eve were told “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground” (Genesis 1:28).  God has made a world of order and balance out of a state of chaos, and Adam and Eve are here being called upon to maintain and preserve the world as God intends it to be.  God has not wound the world up like a mechanical toy, but continues to be actively involved in its workings, controlling the sun, moon and stars, the rivers, and giving life to crops and animals (Isaiah 40:26; 48:13).  Any human activity that disrupts the life of nature is contrary to the will of God.  God intended for there to be a mutual respect and service between people and the world in which they live (Psalm 104:10,14,15,27-30).  This is strikingly emphasised when Genesis depicts God as a divine potter forming man ( = adam), out of the ground ( = adamah).
Man and woman’s solidarity with the earth is an important emphasis in Scripture.  God’s Old Testament covenant promises are given in the context of possession of the land.  The worship of God by His people is constantly in an earthly context, even if that will one day be a new earth.  When the first man and woman sin, a curse rests on the land  (Genesis 3:17,18).  When the land becomes so defiled, it must eventually vomit out its inhabitants (Leviticus 18:25,28).  From Romans 8:19-22, we know that both the earth and humanity will be delivered together.  On the other hand, Jerusalem becomes a symbol of the mountain of the Lord where all the nations will go up to worship God (Isaiah 2:2-4).  In that day, there will be peace in the land; its integrity will be restored.

Yet despite their solidarity with the created order, human beings transcend that order.  Their fundamental relationship lies with God.  While they are made as a part of nature, they are also made to rule over it.  So the creation is not divine or endowed with divine powers.  Man and woman are created to live and work freely in the world.  It can become an environment which can be moulded into symbols of their values.  It was made in a sense to be their playground, though sin has made it often seem their prison.

Adam, the first man, was told to name the animals (Genesis 2:19,20).  This was not just to categorise them, but to discover their essential relationship to humanity and to each other.  Naming them showed Adam’s superiority in the created order.  It expressed his transcendence over it and so reflected God’s transcendence.  Yet in discovering his role as ruler-worker, Adam felt at the same time the essential gulf that existed between himself and creation, “But for Adam no suitable helper was found”  (Genesis 2:20).
(b)  The special relationship among persons

As God is love and Adam and Eve were created “in His image”, human beings were made to love.  Ultimately only another person can satisfy the deep needs of human nature.  So God created humanity male and female.  Human beings were made to complement one another in love.  Humanity is created as male and female, so that each is incomplete without the other, and both stand equally before God.

Marriage is presented as the basic human institution.  The ideal expressed is monogamous – the two become one flesh.  In the course of the Old Testament, other arrangements are allowed, but these need to be seen as “lesser” goods which God allowed to care for problems which intervened because of sin – unmarried women, childless marriages and the threatening split of families and their resources.  But as an image of God’s love for His people, marriage is clearly monogamous to the core.  It is spoken of as a covenant in Malachi 2:14 and Proverbs 2:17, and likened to God’s relationship to His people in Hosea especially. “Be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28) is expressed as both blessing and command.  Human sexuality is an essential part of God’s design for humanity.  A man is incomplete without a woman, as is a woman without a man.

But human relationship in the Old Testament is broader than the marriage bond.  People are not considered separately, but as responsible members of a family or tribe.  The individual is a member of a house, which belongs to a clan, united in a tribe, which is part of the house of Israel (Joshua 7:16-18).  This corporate personality can create a subtle shift from singular to plural in the creedal passage of Deuteronomy 26:5-10.  Similarly, Jacob was the father of Israel, but later all Israel was commonly referred to as Jacob (Micah 1:5).  To be alone was to be afflicted (Psalm 25:15,16; Psalm 102:5-7).

There is an important exception to this corporate consciousness – the call of God that comes to individuals for the sake of the group.  Abraham is told to leave his family and country to be the means of God’s blessing to many (Genesis 12:1-3).  Moses had to separate himself from his own people to come near to God (Exodus 24:2).  The high priest went into the holy place for the people (Leviticus 16:17-19).  Jeremiah experienced great separation to hear God’s message clearly (Jeremiah 15:17).  This personal and individual sense of responsibility before God – duly emphasised in the Reformation – lies behind the individual consciousness so evident in Western culture.  
(c)  A special relationship to God

Being made “in God’s image” means that people are incomplete without God. They are intended to be in partnership with Him, and it is this partnership which gives meaning and direction to life.  Human life in a unique sense is a divine gift, meant to reflect in some way the character of God Himself.  Communication with God is of vital importance to human satisfaction.  This communication was intended to be personal and not formal and rigid.  Genesis 3:8 describes God coming in the evening to talk with Adam and Eve.  This is not exaggerated anthropomorphism.  Adam and Eve were created with the clear ability to have direct and personal encounter with God.

Image and likeness are probably parallel terms meant to express a single idea.  The word for image implies more a moulded likeness, suggesting the outward form of a person shares this copying.  Likeness means more a similarity than a copy, something resembling in ways not necessarily perceived by the senses.  Being in God’s image relates to dominion over the created order, the two going hand in hand (Genesis 1:26;  Psalm 8:3-8).  Men and women are uniquely suited for dominion by virtue of their carrying God’s image. Human beings in this sense witness to God’s own sovereignty over creation and stand in His stead as vice-regents.  Human dominion not only reflects God’s own lordship, but His creativity and responsibility.  Human beings are not made for idleness, but for purposeful work – and work in which they are to delight, just as God did in His own work.  Though the fall introduced a greater difficulty, it is not endless work. The Sabbath gives time to rest. 

To sum up, the image of God implies men and women existing as personal, responsible beings before God, suited to reflect their Creator in their work, to know and love Him in all they do.  The body is not a barrier to spiritual life but rather the perfect medium to express it.
(2)  THE NATURE OF HUMANITY

Two helpful guides to the language of the Old Testament are:

· words are often used stereometrically = parallel and overlapping.  Words close in meaning are used almost interchangeably to refer to the whole person from slightly different points of view, to give a richer picture (Psalm 84:2; Proverbs 2:10).
· words are often used synthetically, where one part of the human body is made to stand for the whole (Isaiah 52:7).
(a)  Soul (nepes)

The Hebrew word usually translated “soul” appears 755 times, but only means “soul” in a relatively few places.  The word speaks primarily of the person as “creature” (created). A few times it is used of God.  In Genesis 2:7 God breathes into man and he becomes a living soul.  The term is also used in Genesis 1:20,21 and 24 of the creation of animals, where it is often translated “living creature”.  The meaning here is simply a living individual.  Human beings live as “souls”. They do not possess souls.

The word is often used to express a person in need, usually in a purely physical sense – a throat opened in greedy need (Psalm 143:6), the part of us that drinks (Proverbs 25:25), tastes (Proverbs 16:24), or craves (Jeremiah 2:24).  In this sense, the soul is the seat of the elemental needs of a person.  By extension, the word comes to mean “desire” in the sense of vital longing or striving (Psalm 35:25).  This is probably the most common usage.  It’s use is also enlarged to mean the centre of spiritual experience (Exodus 23:9);  2 Samuel 5:8; Job 30;25).  It us used to simply mean “life” (Proverbs 8:35; Psalm 30:3) or an individual or person (Proverbs 3:22) or even a corpse (Numbers 6:6).
So the soul is the living individual, not in the sense of an indestructible spiritual substance, but the concrete, needy, physical life.   It comes from God and is in constant need of refreshing.  The Old Testament believer could not count on inherent immortality. That must come from God and be guaranteed by Him (Proverbs 16:10; 49:15).  Human appetite for life suggests that deeper hunger for fellowship with God (Psalm 42:1).  Needy dependence can lead to desperation, but it can and ought to lead to dependence and praise.

(b)  Spirit (ruah)

 This word is more often applied to God (136 times) than to people or animals (129 times). The basic meaning is physical – wind or breath.  It can shake the trees (Isaiah 7:2), or be the “cool” of the day (Genesis 3:8). It is the breath God gives people (Isaiah 42:5), or can be an unpleasant smell (Job 19:17).  By extension, the word came to mean the vital powers (“strength” when referred to a person: Proverbs 18:14), which can be crushed (Psalm 34:18).  But while suggesting “strength” the spirit is limited.  It is God who gives the spirit, and when He takes it back, the person returns to the dust (Job 34:14,15; Psalm 103:29,30).

The word is used of God to show His great power. The earth is made by His Spirit (breath) according to Psalm 33:6, and inferred in Genesis 1:2.  There is an extraordinary enduement with power (Judges 3:10; 6:34) or authority (Isaiah 42:1), when God’s Spirit comes upon someone, putting words in the prophet’s mouth (Ezekiel 11:5) or artistic ability to the artisan (Exodus 31:3).  In most of these cases, spirit means the power that will supplement those powers already present, making up what is lacking (Isaiah 11:2), though not with elements that are strange or incompatible with human nature. The gifts that God gives in one sense are not necessarily supernatural.  When Pharaoh is looking for a man “in whom is the Spirit of God” (Genesis 41:38), he is looking for a man who is wise and discreet.
The word came later to have a meaning closer to its common use meaning today. It could mean mind (Ezekiel 11:5), resolve (Jeremiah 51:11) or will (Isaiah 19:3).  When the Queen of Sheba saw Solomon’s glory, “there was no more spirit in her” (1 Kings 10:5).  The connotation remains “strength” or “vital powers” for which a person is ultimately dependent on God and which cannot be claimed or held independently from Him. 

Only as persons know God and receive strength from Him can they be fully human.  Although Old Testament believers rejoiced in God and enjoyed His gifts, they still looked forward to the day when God would pour out His Spirit (Joel 2:28,29).  Peter of course expressly connected the giving of the Spirit at Pentecost with Joel’s prophecy.  This empowering gift of the last days now belongs to all believers.  Paul calls it the earnest
 (= down payment) of our heavenly inheritance (2 Corinthians 1:22).  All this is possible because of our affinity with God.  The human spirit calls out for its divine complement.  God, on His part, searches for worshippers who will worship Him in spirit and in truth (John 4:24).  God’s Spirit bears witness with our spirits now that we are the children of God (Romans 8:16).
(c)  Flesh (basar)

This word, usually translated “flesh” is used 273 times, roughly a third of its uses referring to animals and the rest to humans.  It is never used of God.  So from the outset, flesh is what humans share with animals in contradistinction to God.   Most often it means flesh as what characterises bodily existence (Job 10:11; Psalm 78:39).  As an example of synthetic thinking, “great of flesh” becomes a strong image for lust (Ezekiel 16:26), and when human flesh is particularly disgusting, it is likened to the flesh of animals (Ezekiel 23:19,20).

The term flesh often stands for the human body as a whole.  Perhaps because Hebrew has no direct word for “body,” flesh often served as an equivalent.  The psalmist cries that there is no health in his body ( = flesh), because of God’s wrath (Psalm 38:3).  The body 
( = flesh) was to be completely shaven in the course of the Levite consecration (Numbers 8:7).  More generally flesh refers to living as a body. In the psalmist’s invitation for all flesh to praise God’s holy name, he is inviting all people in their earthly physical life to see the Lord (Psalm 145:21).  A person of my “flesh” is physically related to me (Nehemiah 5:5; Genesis 29:14).

Significantly, there is no indication that the flesh is evil or a source of evil.  But a person as flesh is recognised as weak and lacking strength.  This is especially true when flesh is compared to God.  What flesh can stand before God and live (Deuteronomy 5:26)? Trusting in flesh instead of God, brings a curse (Jeremiah 17:5,7).  A person of flesh depends on God for strength (Job 34:14,15).  Isaiah declares “All flesh is grass … the grass withers … but the word of our God will stand forever” (Isaiah 40:6,8).
So the flesh is the physical form of living, not opposed to the self, but is the proper way (mode or medium) the spiritual and personal life express themselves.  Though weak, it is not in itself evil or a source of frustration.  It is in this context that people can come to God and find strength and rest.  All flesh can come to God (Psalm 65:2).  Along with my soul, my flesh longs for God (Psalm 63:1).  Isaiah prophetically saw all flesh coming to worship God (Isaiah 66:23).  Ezekiel saw God removing a stony heart from His people and giving them a heart of flesh (Ezekiel 11:19).  God delivers from sin and brokenness, but not from what makes humanity human.  God’s people are redeemed as men and women to stand before Him as He intended at creation.

At the same time, as becomes clear in the New Testament, the weakness of the flesh makes it an ideal target for temptation.  While the Old Testament emphases are continued in the New Testament, flesh is seen there as a special (but not exclusive) seat of sin, so that “fleshly” can become synonymous with “sinful” (1 Corinthians 3:1).  With this understanding a scripture like Romans 8:3 describing Christ’s coming in the likeness of sinful flesh to condemn sin in the flesh makes abundant sense.

(d)  Heart (leb)

This is the most common Old Testament term for a person and their life, appearing some 850 times of humans, and 5 times of animals.

Beginning with the physical ideas associated with “heart” the word is often used as an equivalent of “bowels” which were thought to be the seat of deep emotions (Psalm 38:10;  26:2).  In 1 Samuel 25:37,38, Nabal’s “heart” dies and he becomes as stone, but it’s another ten days before he dies.  In other scriptures, the physical heart is intended (2 Kings 9:24; Hosea 13:8).

More important to the Hebrews was the place of the heart in a person’s being.  It lay at the deepest level of feelings and registered the most profound responses to life.  When the heart is “faint” (“overwhelmed” in many translations), a person is at their lowest point (Psalm 61:2), and expressing the deepest level of human need (Psalm 25:17).  The word can be used as a metaphor for an inaccessible or remote place (Proverbs 30:19 literally:  “heart of the sea”).  It is the part of the person only God can see. People can only see the outside (1 Samuel 16:7).  But even in the heart we can keep no secrets from God (Proverbs 24:12).
Often we read of a person’s heart desire – his or her most deeply felt wish (Psalm 21:2).  The imaginations of the sinful heart are continually evil (Genesis 6:5).  The fool says in his heart that there is no God (Psalm 14:1).  When the heart is hardened, a person is obstinate and not open to counsel (Exodus 7:22; Joshua 11:20).  When the heart melts, the mind is changed (Joshua 14:8).  This is the point of the human personality at which surrender must be made to God.  It is our heart that God wants circumcised (Jeremiah 4:4).

In the vast majority of Old Testament uses, intellectual and rational functions are ascribed to the heart (what we would call functions of the mind).  There is no implication that humans are irrational creatures who operate on the basis of feelings, simply because the heart is the centre of the personality. The highest gift that can be given a person is “a heart to understand” (usually translated “a mind to understand”).  Moses lamented the people didn’t have an understanding heart (Deuteronomy 29:4), so they could grasp the significance of God’s great deeds. Solomon’s ultimate request was for an understanding heart (1 Kings 3:9,12).  The word appears almost 100 times in Proverbs alone, where wisdom is described as the living out of a whole-hearted trust in God (Proverbs 3:5).

The modern distinction between the heart and the head (so often discussed in connection with faith), has no place in the Old Testament.  It is the thoughts and determinations of the heart that makes a person what they are.  As a man thinks in his heart, so is he (Proverbs 23:7).  The biblical dichotomy that we are warned against is between outward profession and inward disposition = hypocrisy.  This is what Christ condemned in the Pharisees (Matthew 15:18 quoting Isaiah 29:13).

The heart of God is the standard of God’s character against which people are judged.  God seeks a faithful priest who will do what is in His heart (1 Samuel 3:25).  A person after God’s heart is one who does what God commands (1 Samuel 13:14).  The heart is the place of God’s planning and decision (Psalm 33:11).  When God wants to stress that His presence will be in the temple, He promises His heart will be there (1 Kings 9:3).

The heart then, is the focus of the personal life: the reasoning, responding, deciding self.  We can know what’s in someone’s heart by their actions and decisions (Deuteronomy 29:3,4).  It is this background that James in the New Testament uses to challenge his readers: faith without works is not real faith but only profession.  To have a genuine faith, to share the heart of God, involves a change so drastic that the prophets describe it as having a new heart, one of flesh rather than stone (Ezekiel 11:19).

(e)  Blood (dam)

 Appearing 360 times, “blood” refers to the physical life of mankind and animals (Proverbs 1:16,18; Psalm 72:13,14).  This word has no part to play in the emotional or intellectual life of man; when shed, it calls from the ground (Genesis 4:10) for revenge (Genesis 42:22).  It is the blood saved from the Passover lamb that was to be sprinkled on the doorposts in Exodus 12.  In Genesis 9:4-6, it is virtually synonymous with life and requires a reckoning when shed, because man is made in God’s image.  Blood is not only the symbol for life, but also the means of compensating for life (Leviticus 4:16,17).  In the sacrificial offerings brought before God, the meat can belong to man but the blood, symbolising life, belongs to God the giver of life (Leviticus 17:6; Deuteronomy 12:15,16).
Certain crimes are crimes of blood guiltiness (Leviticus 20:9), and must be atoned for by blood placed on the altar as an expiation (Leviticus 4).  In this act, the guilt was transferred.  Life, symbolised by blood, is a gift from God to be used in His service. All who misuse it must give an account – not to human judges – but to God. This is the foundation for the high view of human life that has always been associated with the Judeo-Christian tradition.  Life is not worshipped in itself, but only because it comes from God and belongs to Him.  The treatment of life must be consistent with God’s own standards of justice “whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed”  (Genesis 9:6).

(f)  The body and its parts

Parts of the human body are always expressions of personal values and never understood in their purely physical sense.  When God forgives, the bones that were broken rejoice (Psalm 51:8).

Seeing and hearing can become expressions of the total human response to life and all that life demands.  Seeing and hearing what God has done is to understand and act upon it (Deuteronomy 29:2-4).  Hearing is often used alone to mean taking heed and acting upon what is heard (Deuteronomy 6:4).  In Psalm 40:6, the psalmist notes that God has “dug” an ear for him, meaning God has given him a willing heart to do all he has been told (v.8).  Isaiah says that God has opened his ear so that he was no longer rebellious (Isaiah 50:4,5).  This background helps us understand Christ’s often repeated remark:  “he who has ears to hear, let him hear.”
In the same way, seeing can be used for a believing understanding (Exodus 14:13,14).  This insight only comes when God opens His people’s eyes (Isaiah 43:8-13).  From the privilege of having seen God’s works comes the responsibility for speaking of His greatness (Psalm 97:4,6).  From this perspective, we can better understand the biblical concept of the witness: one who has seen God’s goodness and gives evidence of His gratitude in (and sometimes with) his life (1 John 1:1-3).  Seeing eyes and hearing ears are gifts from God (Proverbs 20:12).

Finally, the mouth and speaking indicate response to God’s initiative.  What is in the heart comes out of the mouth, whether cursing and bitterness (Psalm 10:7), or blessings and praise (Psalm 109:30).  The man and woman of God meditate and repeat the law (Psalm 1:2), praise God continually (Psalm 71:24), put away evil from their mouth (Proverbs 4:24), speak a word in season (Proverbs 25:11), and are not hasty in words (Proverbs 29:20).  Proper use of the tongue is a blessing from God (Proverbs 16:1).

(g)  Summary

The human race is created in the weakness of flesh from the dust of the ground, but with a capacity and appetite for God.  Humans are weak and needy, though neither of these are ever a hindrance to a walk with God. Our weakness and need lock us into a dependence on our environment.  We eat and drink to survive, because our life and strength come from outside ourselves – from the world and from the God who made it.

People do not experience their lives as individuals, but as members of a community.  They define themselves by the traditions and values of the groups to which they belong.  These relationships, especially marriage and family, can also carry a higher meaning when they are seen as a type of the bond that ties us to God and of the love and faithfulness that ties Him to us.  The group can also express that special people of God that stands before Him (Exodus 12:3 “the congregation”), and which comes into sharp focus in the New Testament as the Church, the body of Christ.

But though people live their lives in the body they transcend its limitations. They remember the past and hope for the future.  They love or despise what is around them and draw it all into their purposeful life.  All they are, and possess, become expressions and carriers of their values, or their emptiness or fullness.  The people of God use their feet to flee from evil, their mouths to speak of God’s goodness, their hands to care for the needy, and with objects from the created world, they can shape and mould expressions of God’s glory.

Men and women are always reaching up, seeking in their bodily life for God, in whom and only through whom they can find the communion for which they are uniquely fitted.  And though pride can taint this reaching up, and sin threatens life with death, they still know that there is a divine environment where they will know rest and security.  Only fools deny that God has anything to do with them.

The Old Testament sees man as both a unity and a duality.  Body and soul are together in mutual interrelationship.  A person’s heart expresses the unity of their thinking, willing and feeling.  But on the side of duality, the body is clearly from the dust, but the life comes from God.  God has put them together.  There is no place in the Old Testament for the body as the prison of the soul.  The Old Testament vitality of human life calls for a further revelation of a bodily life beyond the grave that can commune with God and praise Him.  For this, it needs the New Testament teaching of the resurrection of the body.

(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness, Inter-Varsity Press, [1977], pp 78-96, and Introducing the Old Testament by John Drane, Lion Publishing, [2000], pp 266-270)
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