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Gender in the imagery of God   
 

A. Introduction 

• Does divine imagery involve gender?  

• What does this imply about human gender and sex? “sex” is biological, from birth 
and mostly binary, while “gender” is a social construction relating to behaviours and 
attributes based on labels of masculinity and femininity, and gender identity is a 
personal, internal perception and so may not match a person’s sex. (ONS.gov.uk) 

 

B. Some male imagery for God: 
 

Exodus 15:3 - The Lord is a man of war, the Lord is His name. 'שְׁמוֹ ה'  מִלְחָמָה אִישׁ ה: 
 

Jeremiah 3:19-20 - As for me, I said, How shall I place you among 
children? I gave you a land of delight, an estate of the greatest 
splendour of nations, and I said, You shall call Me “my Father” and 
you shall not turn back from Me. Yet, as a woman betrays her 
companion, you have betrayed Me, O house of Israel, said the Lord. 

בַבָנִים  אֲשִׁיתֵךְ  אֵיךְ  אָמַרְתִי  וְאָנֹכִי 
לָךְ אֶרֶץ חֶמְדָה נַחֲלַת צְבִי צִבְאוֹת   וְאֶתֶן 

לִי וּמֵאַחֲרַי לאֹ   גּוֹיִם וָאֹמַר אָבִי תִקְרְאִי 
כֵן  מֵרֵעָהּ  אִשָה  בָגְדָה  אָכֵן  תָשׁוּבִי: 

רָאֵל נְאֻם   :ה'  בְגַדְתֶם בִי בֵית יִשְֹ
 

Malachi 2:10 - Do we not all have one father, did not one God create us?  רָאָנוּ בְ   אֶחָד   ל קֵ   הֲלוֹא   לְכֻלָנוּ   אֶחָד   אָב   הֲלוֹא   
 

Psalms 103:13 - As a father has compassion for his children,  
 the Lord has compassion for those who revere Him.  

 בָנִים   כְרַחֵם אָב עַל
 :יְרֵאָיו עַל ה'רִחַם 

 

C. Some female imagery for God: 
 

Deuteronomy 32:18 - You neglected the rock that bore you;  
            and forgot God who birthed you. 

 צוּר יְלָדְךָ תֶשִׁי 
  : ל מְחֹלֲלֶךָ קֵ וַתִשְׁכַח  

 

Isaiah 42:14 - I have been silent a very long time. Kept my peace, held 
Myself in check – like a woman in labour now I shriek, I gasp and I also pant. 

  אֶתְאַפָק   אַחֲרִישׁ   מֵעוֹלָם   הֶחֱשֵׁיתִי
 :יָחַד  וְאֶשְׁאַף  אֶשֹם   אֶפְעֶה  כַיּוֹלֵדָה 

 

Isaiah 49:15 - Does a woman forget her babe, have no mercy on 
the child of her womb? Though she forget, I will not forget you. 

 בִטְנָהּ   מֵרַחֵם בֶן הֲתִשְׁכַח אִשָה עוּלָהּ 
 :אֵלֶה תִשְׁכַחְנָה וְאָנֹכִי לאֹ אֶשְׁכָחֵךְ גַּם

 

Isaiah 66:13 - As a man whose mother comforts him, so I myself 
will comfort you, and you shall be comforted in Jerusalem. 

אָנֹכִי  כְ  כֵן  תְנַחֲמֶנּוּ  אִמּוֹ  אֲשֶׁר  אִישׁ 
 :אֲנַחֶמְכֶם וּבִירוּשָׁלַם תְנחָֻמוּ

 

D. Some imagery for God which is both male and female: 
 

Genesis 1:26-27 - And God said: Let us make humanity in our image, 
by our likeness… And God created humanity in His image: in the 
image of God He created him; male and female He created them. 

ה אָדָם בְצַלְמֵנוּ כִדְמוּתֵנוּ קִ ל אֱ   וַיּאֹמֶר    ... ים נַעֲשֶֹ
אֱל  בְצֶלֶם    אֶת   ים קִ וַיִּבְרָא  בְצַלְמוֹ  הָאָדָם 

 :ים בָרָא אֹתוֹ זָכָר וּנְקֵבָה בָרָא אֹתָם קִ אֱל 
 

Psalm 123:2 – Look, like the eyes of slaves to their masters, like the 
eyes of a slave girl to her mistress, so are our eyes to the Lord our 
God, until He grants us grace. 

אֶל עֲבָדִים  כְעֵינֵי  אֲדוֹנֵיהֶם    הִנֵּה  יַד 
גְּבִרְתָהּ כֵן עֵינֵינוּ  יַד    כְעֵינֵי שִׁפְחָה אֶל

 :ינוּ עַד שֶׁיְּחָנֵּנוּקֵ אֱל  ה' אֶל

 

E. Some imagery for God which is neither male nor female: 
 

Isaiah 40:25 - And to whom would you liken Me that I be compared,  
                         says the Holy One? 

   וְאֶשְׁוֶה תְדַמְּיוּנִי מִי  וְאֶל
 :קָדוֹשׁ יאֹמַר

 

“The Hebrew Bible’s authors regarded God as a being who could be located at particular times 
in specific places – that is to say, an embodied being… Does God have a gender? …[Gen. 1:26-27 
implies that] God has no one gender. God is either without gender, or perhaps we might say (if 
we take the language of the verse quite literally) that God is both male and female. The text’s 
need to address the question of humanity’s gender immediately after it informs us that humanity 
has the form and shape as God helps confirm that these terms refer to a bodily image.” 
(The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, Benjamin D. Sommer, CUP 2009, p.10,70) 
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Midrash – Genesis Rabbah 8:1 
“And God said: Let us make humanity in our image, after our 
likeness” (Gen. 1:26) - Rabbi Yochanan began: “From behind (achor) 
and in front (kedem) You shaped me” (Ps. 139:5). R. Yochanan said: 
If a person merits, they eat the fruits of two worlds [this world and 
the next], as it is written, “From behind and in front You shaped 
me”, and if not, a person comes to receive judgment and 
accounting, as its written “and You set Your palm upon me” (ibid.).  
   Said R. Yirmiyah b. Elazar: When the Holy One blessed be God 
created the first of humanity, God created them as androgynous, as 
it is said, “male and female He created them” (Gen. 5:2).  
   Said R. Shmuel bar Nachman: When the Holy One created the first 
of humanity, God created them double-fronted (du-partsufin), and 
sliced them and made them backs, a back here and a back here.  
   They challenged him: But it says, “And God took one of their ribs 
(tzalotav)” (Gen. 2:21)! He said to them: Here it means, one of their 
sides (sitrohi), just as you would say, “And for the side (tzela) of the 
Tabernacle” (Ex 26:20), which they translate in Aramaic as “And for 
the side (setar) of the Tabernacle” [i.e. not a rib].  

אֱל" בְצַלְמֵנוּ  קִ וַיּאֹמֶר  אָדָם  נַעֲשֶה  ים 
רַבִי יוֹחָנָן    . (כו:בראשית א" )כִדְמוּתֵנוּ

)צַרְתָנִי   וָקֶדֶם  אָחוֹר"פָתַח   תהלים  " 
יוֹחָנָן  .(ה:קלט רַבִי  זָכָה    :אָמַר  אִם 

שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר:  עוֹלָמוֹת,  שְׁנֵי  אוֹכֵל  אָדָם, 
, וְאִם לָאו הוּא  "אָחוֹר וָקֶדֶם צַרְתָנִי"

וְחֶשְׁבוֹן, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר  וַתָשֶׁת  "  בָא לִתֵן דִין 
 .  "עָלַי כַפֶכָה

בְשָׁעָה    :  אָמַר רַבִי יִרְמְיָה בֶן אֶלְעָזָר   
הָרִאשׁוֹן,    ה "הקבשֶׁבָרָא   אָדָם  אֶת 

דִכְתִיב הוּא  הֲדָא  בְרָאוֹ,   אַנְדְרוֹגִינוֹס 
 . (ב:בראשית ה" )זָכָר וּנְקֵבָה בְרָאָם"
נַחְמָן     בַר  שְׁמוּאֵל  רַבִי  בְשָׁעָה   :אָמַר 

אֶת אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, דְיוּ    "ההקבשֶׁבָרָא  
גַּבִים,   וַעֲשָאוֹ  וְנִסְרוֹ  בְרָאוֹ,  פַרְצוּפִים 

 גַּב לְכָאן וְגַב לְכָאן.  
וְהָכְתִיב     לֵיהּ  אַחַת  "   אֲתִיבוּן  וַיִּקַח 

)מִצַלְעֹתָיו  ב"  אֲמַר (כא :בראשית   ,
מִתְרֵין דְאַתְ    לְהוֹן  מָה  הֵיךְ  סִטְרוֹהִי, 

,  (כ:שמות כו" )וּלְצֶלַע הַמִּשְׁכָן"  אָמַר
   '.וְלִסְטַר מַשְׁכְנָא' דִמְתַרְגְּמִינַן 

 

Mishnah – Bikkurim: Chapter 4 [later addition to the Mishnah] 
1. An hermaphrodite is in some ways equivalent to men, and in some 
ways equivalent to women, and in some ways equivalent to men and 
to women, and in some ways not equivalent to men or to women.  
 

2. How are they equivalent to men? They become impure with white 
discharge, like men; may marry [a woman] but may not be married [to 
a man], like men; may not be in seclusion with women, like men; are 
not supported with the daughters, like men; dresses and grooms 
themself, like men; may not [if a Kohen] become impure from a corpse, 
and is obligated not to round [corner’s of their head] and not to 
destroy [beard corners], like men; and are obligated in all of the 
commandments which are said in the Torah, like men.  
 

3. How are they equivalent to women? They become impure with red 
[discharge], like women; may not be in seclusion with men, like 
women; do not necessitate yibum, like women; do not receive a 
portion [of inheritance] with the sons, like women; does not receive a 
portion in the holy things of the Temple, like women; is disqualified 
from all testimony of the Torah, like women; may not cohabit with 
forbidden relations, like women; and is disqualified from the 
priesthood, like women.  
 

4. How are they equivalent to men and to women? One who strikes or 
curses them is liable, like men & women; one murders them accidently 
must go into exile, and if on purpose, receives the death penalty, like 
men & women; their mother sits for them [at birth] for impure blood 
and pure blood, like men & women; receives a portion of the ‘holy 
things of the borders’, like men & women; and if someone says, “I am 
a nazir if this person is a man and a woman,” then they become a nazir.   
 

5. How are they equivalent not to men and not to women? They are not 
liable due to their tumah, they do not burn [terumah] on their tumah; 
and they cannot have an erech vow on them, not like men and not like 
women; they cannot be sold as a Hebrew slave, not like men and not 
like women, and if someone says, “I am a nazir if this person is not a man 
and not a woman,” then they becomes a nazir.  
   Rabbi Meir says: An hermaphrodite is a creature unto themself, and 
the sages could not decide concerning them whether they were a 
man or a woman. But this is not so with a tumtum, for sometimes they 
are treated as a man and sometimes as a woman. 

שָׁוֶה .  1 דְרָכִים  בוֹ  יֵשׁ  אַנְדְרוֹגִינוֹס 
לַאֲנָשִׁים, וְיֵשׁ בוֹ דְרָכִים שָׁוֶה לַנָּשִׁים,  
וְיֵשׁ בוֹ דְרָכִים שָׁוֶה לַאֲנָשִׁים וְנָשִׁים,  

אֵינוֹ שָׁוֶה לאֹ לַאֲנָשִׁים  בוֹ דְרָכִים  וְיֵשׁ  
  :וְלאֹ לַנָּשִׁים

טַמֵּא בְלבֶן מ  ?כֵיצַד שָׁוֶה לַאֲנָשִׁים.  2
אֲבָל  כַאֲנָשִׁים,   נִשָא וְנוֹשֵא  לאֹ 

עִם  ,כַאֲנָשִׁים מִתְיַחֵד    נָשִׁים הְ   וְאֵינוֹ 
 הבנות  עִםנזון    וְאֵינוֹ ,  כַאֲנָשִׁים
וּמִסְתַפֵר   ,כַאֲנָשִׁים   וּמִתְעַטֵף 

וְחַיָּב  ,  תִיםמֵ ל  טַמֵּאמ  וְאֵינוֹכַאֲנָשִׁים,  
תַקִיףבב ,  כַאֲנָשִׁים  תַשְׁחִית  בלבו  ל 

בַתוֹרָה  הָאֲמוּרוֹת  מִצְוֹת  בְכָל  וְחַיָּב 
  .כַאֲנָשִׁים

לַנָּשִׁים .  3 שָׁוֶה  בְאֹדֶם   ? כֵיצַד  מְטַמֵּא 
מִתְיַחֵד וְאֵינוֹ  הָאֲנָשִׁים   כַנָּשִׁים,  עִם 

כֲַנָשִׁים וְאֵינוֹ  כַנָּשִׁים,   לְיִבוּם   ,זוֹקֵק 
חוֹלֵק   וְאֵינוֹ ם,  הבנו  עִם   חולק   וְאֵינוֹ 

קֳדָשִׁים     לכל וּפָסוּל    , כַנָּשִׁים בְקָדְשֵׁי 
נִבְעַל    בַתוֹרָה שֶׁ   עֵדוּת  וְאֵינוֹ  כַנָּשִׁים, 

וִ  כַנָּשִׁים,  הַכְהֻנָּה ו ס פ בַעֲבֵירָה  מִן  ל 
  . כַנָּשִׁים 

וְלַנָּשִׁים.  4 לַאֲנָשִׁים  שָׁוֶה    ?כֵיצַד 
חַיָּבִים עַל מַכָתוֹ וְעַל קִלְלָתוֹ כַאֲנָשִׁים  

גּוֹלֶה שׁוֹגֵג  וְהַהוֹרְגוֹ  וּמֵזִיד   וְכַנָּשִׁים, 
וְ  וְנָשִׁים,  כַאֲנָשִׁים  יוֹשֶׁבֶת אמו  נֶהֱרַג 

כַאֲנָשִׁים   טָהוֹר  וְדָם  טָמֵא  דָם  עָלָיו 
קֳדָשִׁים   בְקָדְשֵׁי  וְחוֹלֵק  וְכַנָּשִׁים, 

וְכַנָּשִׁים,   "הֲרֵינִי כַאֲנָשִׁים  אָמַר  וְאִם 
  . זֶה אִישׁ וְאִשָה" הֲרֵי זֶה נָזִיר נָזִיר שֶׁ 

כֵיצַד אֵינוֹ שָׁוֶה לאֹ לַאֲנָשִׁים וְלאֹ .  5
  אֵין טמאתו, ואֵין חַיָּבִים עַל    ?לַנָּשִׁים

לאֹ ,  נֶעֱרָךְוְאֵינוֹ    טמאתו,    ורפין על  ש
כַנָּשִׁים וְלאֹ  נמכר אֵין  ו  ,כַאֲנָשִׁים 

עברי,   וְלאֹ בעבד  כַאֲנָשִׁים  לאֹ 
, וְאִם אָמַר "הֲרֵינִי נָזִיר שֶׁזֶה כַנָּשִׁים

    נָזִיר. הֲרֵי זֶה לאֹ אִישׁ וְלאֹ אִשָה" 
ינוֹס      אַנְדְרוֹגִּ אוֹמֵר:  יר  מֵאִּ י  רַבִּ

יָּכְלוּ  וְלאֹ  הוּא  הּ  עַצְמָּ פְנֵי  בִּ יָּה  בְרִּ
ישׁ   ם הוּא אִּ יו אִּ לָּ יעַ עָּ ים לְהַכְרִּ מִּ חֲכָּ

ה.   שָּ אִּ כֵן,  אוֹ  אֵינוֹ  טֻמְטוּם  אֲבָל 
שֶׁהוּא  פְעָמִים  אִישׁ  שֶׁהוּא  פְעָמִים 

 .אִשָה
 


