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HAND-TO-HAND 
What Does It Mean To Be Male and Female? 

Text:  Genesis 2:18-25 
 

The Struggle to Understand Male and Female 
 
Over the past two decades an unprecedented number of popular books have been 
published that purport to unravel the mystery of male and femaleness.  Maybe you’ve 
seen or read one of the them.  They go by titles like “Women Who Love Too Much”; or 
“Men Who Hate Women” or “You Just Don’t Understand.”  I keep waiting for one 
called:  “Men and Women Who Are Trying Like Heck to Understand But Still Don’t Get 
It.”  I may write it myself! 
 
It is good to approach the subject of male and femaleness with a certain humility. It’s 
easy to slip into generalizations that don’t do justice to the complexity of the subject.  
It is easy, on the other hand, to get so muddled about the subject of gender that we 
start believing that the only real difference is the shape of our bodies.  That’s why the 
Bible is helpful to us.  This morning, I’d like to touch on three biblical principles that I 
hope may help all of us relate a bit more wisely with those members of the opposite 
sex with whom we live, work, or worship. 
 

What Men and Women Share 
 
FIRST of all, when Genesis 1:27 declares that “God created [humanity] in his own 
image… male and female he created them,” it is underlining the fact that what 
men and women SHARE is far more significant than what SEPARATES us.  We share, 
for example, a basic mortality and dependence that ought to unite us.  As Genesis 1 
explains, we were formed (without our help) from the infinitesimally small particles, the 
“dust” of Creation, that science now demonstrates make up all matter. Genesis 3:19 
says, “dust [we] are and to dust [we] will return.”  In other words, none of us 
gathered ourselves together and self-created.  None of us escapes being broken back 
down in the end to the elements from which we came.  Each of us, male or female, is a 
mortal creature, utterly dependent upon God for our origin and our continuation. 
 
Men and women are also both miraculous creatures.  We share the distinction of being 
very different from the other collections of cosmic dust that make up the plant life, the 
furniture, and rocks around us.  Into our dust, God has breathed “his own image.”  
He has endowed male and female alike with capacities to create and relate, to reason 
and to rule that gives us a “likeness” to God that no other created life or thing shares.   
 
But there is something else that unites us.  We are both marred beings too.  Genesis 
3:6 says that “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for 
food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took 
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some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and 
he ate it.  Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they 
were naked.”  Men are not greater sinners than women are.  Women are not more in 
need of redeeming than men are.  Like Adam and Eve, we may point the finger at the 
other as the root of the problem, but the root of our problems is in both of us. Every 
one of us is marred and in need of mending. “There is no difference,” writes the 
Apostle Paul in Romans 3:22, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came 
by Christ Jesus.” 
 
Any discussion of gender then must begin upon the broad ground of our commonality. 
Look around you with respect and reverence at the males and females with you here. 
Recognize what a passing privilege it is to be in their company for they, like you, are 
mortal creatures who will not always be in this state you see them now.  And marvel for 
a moment that you get to be in the presence of beings who in remarkable ways are like 
God himself. And let’s look with some humility and compassion too.  We’re in this 
together.  We are all mortal, miraculous, marred beings –whose only final hope lies the 
redeeming love and grace that God offers us through Jesus Christ.  
 

What Separates Males & Females 
 
But there are also major differences between men and women and this is the SECOND 
biblical key worth grasping today. Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Joseph and 
Mary, not to mention many other examples in scripture and modern life exhibit some 
pretty considerable differences. Picking up on this, therapist John Gray wrote some 
years ago a best-selling book called Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus.  
Perhaps you read it.  Gray contends that part of the secret to successful male/female 
relationships lies in viewing the opposite sex as if they came from a different planet, a 
planet with a different set of relational rules than you have. In her excellent book, You 
Just Don’t Understand, linguist Deborah Tannen suggests that men and women actually 
speak a subtly different dialect from one another.  If you can learn to understand and 
then speak in what Tannen calls the “genderlect” that people of the opposite sex use, 
then your romantic, family, and work relationships can be revolutionized. 
 
If you accept the fact that all of these books make generalizations for which there are 
thousands of exceptions depending on the particular people involved, these resources 
are really helpful, and our Bookstore stocks other fine ones as well.  The essential 
bibilical truth to grasp today is that the reason a woman can’t be more like a man, or 
vice-versa, is because God has intentionally made males and females to be different. 
They are biologically and neurologically different. They approach relationships, receive 
information, and communicate their experiences differently. It is not just nurture at 
work here, but a God-designed nature that accounts for these differences. 
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Our Common and Glorious Purpose 
 
The really big question for today is: Why the different genders? Why did God make 
humanity, male and female?  It can’t be simply for the purpose of reproduction. God 
made some species with hermaphroditic capabilities -- that is with the capacity to 
fertilize and gestate offspring without the help of another gender.  Why was humanity 
made differently?  I wonder if part of the answer lies lie in the first verse of our 
Scripture text for the day.  Genesis 2:18 reads: “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good 
for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.’"  
 
Two important principles spring out of those words for me.  The first has to do with the 
term “helper.”  In the Hebrew the word is “ezer,” sometimes translated as “helpmate.”  
Through history, people have often thought of this term as describing the wife who sits 
dutifully at the feet of her husband, faithfully rendering help to him as he does his 
work.  We know, however, from the 20 other times the word occurs through the 
Scriptures, that the term does not necessarily mean a spouse at all.  An “ezer” can be a 
close friend, a brother, a sister, or a partner in ministry, 
 
Nor does the word imply someone who waits on someone else.  There is not a single 
biblical occurrence of the word “ezer” where a subordinate relationship can be implied.  
In fact in Psalm 121, King David refers to God as his “ezer,” and I doubt anyone 
would suggest the Lord was subordinate to him.  No, the term helper almost always 
connotes a side-by-side relationship out of which God’s blessings flow.  If man had 
needed a subordinate or a beast of burden, then one of the beasts of the field might 
have done.  But Genesis said that no suitable helper was found among them.   
 
So God created woman and at least the first man recognizes the glory of this gift. 
Genesis 2:23 reads: “Ah, finally, someone to wash my figleaves and get me a cold 
beer.”  Just seeing if you were paying attention!  No, Adam’s response is considerably 
more reverent and respectful than that.  He realizes that God has given him a fitting 
and equal partner, a rib-to-rib, side-by-side relationship. You can almost hear the joy in 
the man’s voice, like a guy recognizing a best friend, an equal match. “The man said, 
‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.’” And Genesis 2:24 goes on 
to declare how in every marriage this original partner-creating process is potentially 
recapitulated: “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be 
united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.”   
 
It is in that last part – the part about being united -- that the final principle of male-
female relations is, perhaps, most clearly proclaimed.  To get at it, I return to my 
earlier question:  Why did God create two different beings, when one could have been 
enough to propagate the species?  What was not “good” about man being “alone?”  
The answer, I believe, is that God had greater ambition for humanity than mere 
multiplication. God wanted humanity to be a glorious reflection of his nature, like 
nothing else he had yet created. How so? 
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Well, if the Bible posits anything really distinctive about the nature of God that no other 
religion does, it is that God is a Being-in-Fellowship. Christians affirm that, within the 
mystery of the Trinity, God enjoys unity-in-multiplicity. Theologian Karl Barth says that 
this is why God created humanity, male and female.  He created men and women as 
community-creatures, as beings-in-fellowship, a bit like him. God brought woman “out 
of man,” and every other man since “out of woman.” In other words, God creates not 
a hierarchy but a circle of relationship, in the image of his own nature.  As males and 
females, we will never be capable of the perfect oneness in which the triune God exists; 
but as we lean into relationship with this sacred “other,” we get closer to God’s own 
nature than anywhere else. 
 
I know that this “partnership” feels like hand-to-hand combat at times.  We’re drawn to 
our opposite, then driven up the wall and across the ceiling by how opposite we are.  
But it is partly through this dynamic inter-play between men and women -- the sharing 
of different gifts, the exchange of alternative perspectives, the joining of purposes -- 
that we enter the mysterious communion of God and are drawn toward a wholeness 
and creative potential that we can never have without the other.   
 
A Sunday School teacher in Atlanta once asked the children in her Kindergarten class to 
play a simple game with her.  Trying to communicate what the church was all about, 
she said:  “O.K., boys and girls, I want everybody to clasp your hands, raise your 
pointer fingers, and see how that makes a church.”  She watched with amusement as 
one by one, each of the children followed her lead, until her eyes reached the back of 
the huddle of kids  and a shudder of horror came over her.  Somehow, she had 
forgotten about Edward.  The boy was biting his lip, staring at his left hand raised in 
the air.  He hadn’t clasped his other hand with it for a simple reason.  Edward had been 
born without a right arm.  Mrs. Jenkins wanted to die.  But before she could retract her 
instructions, she heard the voice of little Kristin ring out.  “Oh, Edward, I’ll help,” she 
said, raising her pudgy right hand to meet his left.  “Together, we’ll make the church.”   
 
Girls and boys.  Bread and wine.  Water and dirt.  Good Friday and Easter Sunday.  It’s 
strange, isn’t it, how God reveals himself in the mystery of these things. It can be 
difficult to bring these things together, but it is how the Word becomes flesh again, and 
dwells among us. 
 
Amen. 
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HAND-TO-HAND 
Reflection & Discussion Questions 

 
1. What were the three things that this message suggested the Bible makes clear that males 

and females share?  What are some other commonalities that come to mind? 
 

2. Recognizing that any general characterization easily becomes a gross caricature, what are 
some of the differences that often separate men and women?   
 
 
Where do you resonate/disagree with Deborah Tannen’s characterization of the tendencies 
of men and women depicted in the chart below? 

 
Males tend to… Females tend to… 

 Place very high value on independence Place very high value on intimacy 
 Define relationships through contest 
 View challenge/competition/confrontation as 
helpful pathways to affiliation and harmony 

 Define relationships thru conversation 
 View agreement/cooperation/accommodation as 
helpful pathways to affiliation and harmony 

 Want to know who is in authority so we can move 
forward (status) 

 Want to know who feels consensus so we can move 
forward (symmetry) 

 First seek advice/solutions in the face of problems First seek understanding/sharing in face of problems 
 Gifted in report-talk (information/facts) 
 Listen for the clear message 

 Gifted in rapport-talk (interaction/feelings) 
Listen for the underlying message 

 Focus energy on building institutions/systems Focus on building individuals/networks 
 Feel intense fear of being wrong Feel intense fear of being offensive 
 Want to be respected for their competence Want to be loved for their connectivity 

 
Deborah Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand: Men & Women in Conversation (New York: Ballentine Books, 1990) 

 
3. What do think of the idea advanced in the message that the male-female / marriage 

relationship is intended to reflect the nature of God?   What do you like about this or find 
confusing about it? 

 
4. What’s the “ah-hah,” “oh no,” “hmmm,” or “huh?” for you today? 
 
 
Genesis 2:18-25 (NIV) 
18 The LORD God said, "It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for 
him."   19 Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the 
birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever 
the man called each living creature, that was its name. 20 So the man gave names to all the 
livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field.  But for Adam no suitable helper 
was found. 21 So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was 
sleeping, he took one of the man's ribs and closed up the place with flesh. 22 Then the LORD 
God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. 
23 The man said, "This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called 
'woman, ' for she was taken out of man." 24 For this reason a man will leave his father and 
mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.  25 The man and his wife were 
both naked, and they felt no shame.  


