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At a marriage conference I once attended, the speaker 
said, “Men are made in the image of God, and women 
are made for the husband and the glory of the husband.” 
He went on to make the following connections:1

•	 A woman’s role is to obey her husband’s spiritual 
authority in all things with a gentle and quiet spirit.  

•	 She is to be silent in her critique of her husband unless 
he opens the door for communication. 

•	 The husband is the final word on all matters. 
•	 A woman’s only real value is found in relationship 

to her husband—in how much she responds, follows, 
and assists. 

There was no talk that weekend of a woman’s particular 
call to follow God or to embrace her own divine call 
and commission. There was no mention of the inherent 
worth a woman has because she is imago Dei, made in the 
image of God. No one asked why marriage was elevated 
to the highest order. I wondered to myself, “What about 
single people? Do we only fully bear God’s image when 
we are married? Is the image of God condensed down to 
gender roles, or might it be a much grander and glorious 
calling we have been given?” 

As I listened, I glanced cautiously around the room. No 
one else outwardly displayed the distress and agitation 
I felt running through my body. Unfortunately, this 
man’s words harmonize with the gross caricatures of 
women passed down from early church fathers. Many 
of those men wrote about women as defective types 
of creatures who could not bear the image of God on 
their own—cruel words which helped shape Christian 

theology. Women cry out, “This is not our birthright!” 
But we are muffled by many thought leaders who yell 
louder, “Obey or else!” as they superimpose gender roles 
on to our imago Dei and declare it “good.”

What exactly did God declare “good” when he created 
humans? Did God build leadership and authority into 
men while ensuring that following and submission 
were inherent in women’s DNA? Have men alone been 
assigned the unique task of being God’s representatives 
on earth, as the conference teacher taught? 

The Divine Call in Genesis 1 and Matthew 28 

Genesis 1 

So God created humans in his image, in the image 
of God he created them; male and female he created 
them. . . . God saw everything that he had made, and 
indeed, it was very good. (Gen. 1:27, 31a NRSVue)

Genesis 1 is where God starts humanity’s story with a 
divine call. God gave both man and woman a blessing, a 
commission to be fruitful and multiply, and they shared 
authority to rule and subdue the earth. They both had a 
holy call—to be God’s representatives as they were given 
creative leadership over creation.

Psalm 8 testifies to the dignity and purpose God poured 
into humanity at creation:

Yet you have made them a little lower than God 
and crowned them with glory and honor. You have 

Have men alone been assigned 
the unique task of being God's 

representatives on earth?
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given them dominion over the works of your hands; 
you have put all things under their feet. (Ps. 8:5–6)

There are themes of mutuality, creative partner work, 
and specific purpose granted to both women and men 
together. Being made in the image of God, imago Dei, 
is a call to action with value and purpose built into our 
very DNA.
 
Matthew 28
 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority 
in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything 
I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.” (Matt. 28:18–20) 

Similar to Genesis 1, in Matthew 28 Jesus leaves his 
image-bearers with a final Great Commission. In these 
New Testament verses, there is a familiar theme of 
bestowed authority, commission, the blessing of God’s 
presence, mutuality, and partnership. Women and men 
are given redemptive work again here in the middle 
of the story, just as they were in the beginning. Now 
Jesus calls us to fill the earth with God’s greatness. As 
redeemed representatives, we carry the message of the 
cross and grace as part of our call to worship.  

The first garden was the perfect sanctuary as humans 
daily walked in fellowship with God and led creative 
and productive lives. Kingdom work then and now is 
holy, commissioned leadership and partnership work.

Divine Design in Genesis 2 

Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man 
should be alone; I will make him a helper [ezer] as his 
partner [kenegdo]” (Gen. 2:18). 

Chapter two of Genesis reveals more of God’s 
dramatic and creative design plans. God anticipated 
man needed a strength (ezer) that corresponded to 
him. Ezer is a term used many times for God in the 
Old Testament,2 identifying God as a vitally important 
rescuer. Providing strength and protection are part 
of the character of God, and God uses this word to 
describe woman, too. The full phrase, ezer kenegdo, 

“strong rescue,” makes it clear that woman was man’s 
equal counterpart and partner. There is not a trace of 
inferiority in the name God, not man, gave woman.

As man saw the woman God had formed, man joyfully 
declared, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of 
my flesh” (Gen. 2:23a). Phillip Payne writes that man’s 
exclamation “emphasizes the man’s recognition that man 
and woman share the same essence. Throughout Scripture 
‘bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh’ identifies shared 
standing or kinship, never subordination.”3 Together, 
man and woman lived into their joint commission to 
be fruitful and multiply. Richard S. Hess notes that the 
command to share dominion is “the only authority given 
before the Fall.”4 

God designed us as image bearers first. That should 
inform any other discussion on gender and roles. A focus 
on hierarchical ideology shifts us away from our true 
divine mission.

Divine Dignity in Genesis 3 

Therefore the Lord God sent them forth from the 
garden of Eden, to till the ground from which they 
were taken. (Gen. 3:23) 

Being made in the image of God, imago Dei, is a call to 
action with value and purpose built into our very DNA.

"Throughout Scripture, 
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Kara Angus is passionate about women claiming 
their voices and having a platform to declare their 
love for the God who always and forever loves 
them. 

Hierarchy happens as sin enters the garden. Both 
humans feel the pain of brokenness as they are separated 
from the God they once fellowshipped with. Now they 
tend the rebellious earth with the effect of sin weighing 
down upon their dejected and decaying bodies.  

Man cries tears into the soil and brings forth food. Woman 
cries tears into the world and brings forth humanity. In 
a world of conflict, they struggle to live in harmony with 
one another. “God’s image bearers turned authority and 
ruling on one another instead of jointly pursuing God’s 
glory for the benefit of all creation.”5

Our divine dignity and value, however, stay with us in 
spite of sin. We find examples throughout the Bible of 
God lovingly pursuing us. Even in the misery of sin and 
evil, threads of grace and redemption glimmer with hope 
and point toward the gospel story until finally, “whatever 
we lost in Eden we find again in Jesus. . . . As God’s perfect 
image bearer, Jesus recaptures God’s original vision for us 
by embodying true image-bearer living.”6 The incarnation 
itself is proof of our image-bearing call.  

Denying Imago Dei 

We are fully formed human beings. When we crush 
women into rigid gender roles and refuse to allow 
them to deviate, we strip humanity away from God’s 
creation—creation which God already declared “very 
good.” We take human-created systems, baptize them in 
the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and call 
them “very good.” We deny women God’s grace and 
redemption in their own life stories. We become like the 
conference speaker I saw who said the woman receives 
the grace of Christ only when her husband functions in 
his “headship” role.  

This takes God’s divine call, design, and dignity and shifts 
another human into the place reserved for Jesus—our 
mediator and intercessor. The woman is denied intrinsic 
value as her imago Dei is stripped away so that gender 
roles (with specific punishments for deviating) dictate 
what being a flourishing, “valuable” image bearer looks 
like for her. We leave women in the conflict of an old and 
familiar story rather than granting them the power to bring 
harmony to God’s beautiful and redemptive story. Most 
horrifically, we deny the Creator of life the movement and 
space to grow and shape a woman into God’s image. 

Imago Dei, Freed in Christ 

Whatever it means to bear God’s image is so much 
grander than stereotyped gender roles imprinted back 
onto the imago Dei. God is still calling for worshippers. 

God still expects us to be fruitful glory-bearers. And now 
we have the Holy Spirit at work transforming us into 
the image of God (2 Cor. 3:18). Being an image bearer 
means we care about what God cares about. We shudder 
over the ways things are and work toward the beauty of 
what will be.  

Did God declare women to be imago Dei? Did God 
declare women good? Yes. Then we must as well. We 
cannot continue to curse women with Eve’s body and 
deny them the freedom that comes from Mary’s body.

Editor’s note: This is a CBE 2022 Writing Contest Honorable 
Mention.

Notes

1.	 For more on how to understand difficult passages like this one, 
found in 1 Cor. 11, read Cynthia Westfall's article, "Difficult 
Passages and How to Understand Them," Mutuality Blog + 
Magazine, Oct. 5, 2023. https://www.cbeinternational.org/
resource/difficult-passages-in-the-new-testament-and-how-to-
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problematic and harmful assertions the speaker went on to make.
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89:19 [translated “strength” in the NIV]; 115:9, 10, 11; 121:1–2; 
124:8; 146:5; Hosea 13:9.
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2009), 45.

4.	 Richard S. Hess, “Equality With and Without Innocence: Genesis 
1–3,” in Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity Without 
Hierarchy, eds. Ronald W. Pierce, Rebecca M. Groothuis, and 
Gordon D. Fee (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2005), 94.
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Our divine 
dignity and value 

stay with us in 
spite of sin.
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