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AN EXEGESIS OF GENESIS 3:16-20 
A PARTIAL RESPONSE TO A CERTAIN PAPER 

 

By: Pastor Justin Heise 

I want to make my own bias clear as I enter into 
this exegesis. Many young men growing up have 
individuals that serve as their role models. I was 
no exception. One person who was influential in 
modeling the type of pastor I wanted to be was 
Paul Kelm, one of the authors of the paper, 
“Women and the WELS.” He was my pastor 

while I was growing up, and seeing how he 
conducted himself in God’s ministry was a 
significant factor in my own decision to be a 
pastor. This is on my mind as I start this exegesis. 
He was a stalwart theologian. I pictured him 
pouring over dusty tomes in his office as he 
prepared to preach and teach. In spite of all of 
this, the paper was a disappointment to me. It has 
been a few years since I have spoken with Kelm, 
but the bite that comes with the fall of someone 
who I used to look up to is still there.  

Having said that, this exegesis will focus on the 

text of the Genesis 3:16-20 and will only respond 
to Paul Kelm and Bruce Becker’s paper in a later 
section. The paper will attempt to let Scripture 
speak on its own with the clarity that God 

promises in his Word, and of which Paul 
reminds us: “We do not write you anything you 
cannot read or understand” (2 Corinthians 1:13). 
The reader will see that Genesis 3 does not give 
the principles of headship and the order of 
creation, which were already establish in the 
previous two chapters, but will give context for 
them and examples of them in action. Nothing 

that God establishes as good in those chapters in 
abolished, but what God has instituted is 
changed by sin.  

 

 

Genesis 3:16 

ֶאל־ָהִאָשה ָאַמר ַהְרָבה ַאְרֶבה ִעְצבֹוֵנְך ְוֵהרֵֹנְך ְבֶעֶצב 
 ֵתְלִדי ָבִנים ְוֶאל־ִאיֵשְך ְתשּוָקֵתְך ְוהּוא ִיְמָשל־ָבְך׃

Translation: He said to the woman, “I will 
exceedingly increase your toil during your 
pregnancy, and in pain you will bear children, 

and your desire will be for your husband, and he 
will rule over you.” 

Textual Notes: 

 to become“ ,רבה :root – ַהְרָבה ַאְרֶבה •
great, increase”. An infinitive absolute 
intensifying a hiphil, imperfect, first 
person, singular.  

 feminine singular noun with – ְתשּוָקֵתְך •
second person feminine singular suffix. 

 to rule, have“ ,מׁשל :root – ִיְמָשל •
dominion.” Qal imperfect 3ms.  

Exegetical Notes: 

 The imperfect here is – ַהְרָבה ַאְרֶבה •
intensified by the infinite absolute. 
Notice though that God is greatly 

increasing something that was already 
there. (Cf. Genesis 1:22, “multiply,” ּוְר֗בּו.) 

 Your toil.” This word only“ – ִעְצבֹוֵנְך •
occurs here, the next verse and in 
Genesis 5:29, “He named him Noah and 
said, ‘He will comfort us in the labor and 
painful toil (ּוֵמִעְצבֹון) of our hands caused 
by the ground the LORD has cursed.’” And 

in the next verse, work is added to what 
Adam would do. Both Adam and the 
woman would have worked to bring 
forth children and the fruit of the 
ground, but that work is increased. It 
might be asked whether it is wise to 
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translate this word as “pain.” First, the 

word seems to connect better with 
“work” in an agricultural sense in the 
other two passages. The construction 
also assumes the amplification of 
something that was already there. Pain as 
a result of sin would not have been 
present. God even acknowledges this is 
something that would depart in the new 
heavens and earth: “He will wipe every 
tear from their eyes. There will be no 
more death or mourning or crying or 
pain, for the old order of things has 

passed away” (Revelation 21:4). Pain will 
be introduced, but not until the phrase, 
  .ְבֶעֶצב ֵתְלִדי ָבִנים

 Your toil and your“ – ִעְצבֹוֵנְך ְוֵהרֵֹנְך •
pregnancy.” This phrase is a hendiadys. 
In this figure of speech, the words are 
connected in order to explain each other 
for emphasis (e.g. “Sound and fury, fire 
and brimstone, rain and weather, etc.”) 
This lends potency to both ideas.  

 In pain.” Here God introduces“ – ְבֶעֶצב •
the idea of pain to explain the result of 

this increase of toil in pregnancy.  
ְך • ּוָקֵתֵ֔  And for your“ – ְוֶאל־ִאיֵשְךְ֙ ְתשׁ֣

husband your desire.” The construction 
is reminiscent of a dative of possession, 
and the idea works the same. The 
woman’s desire would be owned by her 
husband. There is some ambiguity in the 
words,  ְִ֙איֵשְך and ְך ּוָקֵתֵ֔  Does the first .ְתשׁ֣
word refer to “your man,” or “your 

                                                           
1 The application of the headship principles demonstrated in this chapter can be made without having to allegorize (or 
“typify” which Lutherans sometimes use as a soft form of allegory). Allowing those applications to flow out of what God 
describes here is necessary so that we don’t lose the solid ground that we stand on in God’s Word. That there are 
applications is seen in the fact that God is speaking to the woman, but it wasn’t just Eve who would experience toil and 
pain in child birth. In the same way, readers should be careful not to try and classify Adam or Eve as the representative of 
all future women, if that isn’t clearly indicated by the text or later in Scripture. An example of this: “All that God 
announced to the woman after the fall he said to her not merely as an individual but to her also as the representative and 
mother of all future women. This is indicated by the article affixed to ה -as she is addressed” [A Commentary on Genesis 1 ִאשָּׁ
11, Carl Lawrenz and John Jeske (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 2004), 156]. Is that clearly a generic article? 
Does it not even more easily and clearly indicate the person being spoken to? 

husband?” What exactly is the desire God 

is referencing? To the first question, 
“husband” seems to be the best 
translation contextually. God is speaking 
to the only woman in existence. She 
knows only one man, Adam. Adam is her 
husband, though, as God established in 
chapter 2. Reading all men into this one 
man becomes allegorical.1 The context 
best dictates that we take this as 
“husband.”  
 
The word for “longing” or “desire” is 

especially debated. Without the context 
of this section or further Scriptures, this 
nominal sentence can be understood in 
three ways: (1) “You will sexually desire 
your husband,” (2) “You will desire to be 
controlled by your husband,” or “Your 
desires will be the same as your 
husband’s desires,” and (3) “You will 
desire to control your husband.” 
 
The word, תׁשוקה, occurs in two other 
places in Scripture which will help us 

understand how to interpret this phrase. 
In the next chapter, God will use almost 
this exact phrase again, “Sin is crouching 
at your door; it desires to have you 
 but you must rule over it ,(ְוֵאֶליָך ְתשּוָקתֹו)
 The options .(Ge 4:7) ”(ְוַאָתה ִתְמָשל־בֹו)
for interpreting the phrase here are far 
more limited than in 3:16. The context 
indicates that Cain has the desire of sin—
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that sin wants to control him. The 

antecedent of the of noun’s suffix (sin) 
becomes the subject of the verbal noun 
which serves as a verb (desires), and the 
object of the preposition serves as the 
direct object (Cain). If we were to impose 
the same grammatical structure on 3:16 
it would be thus: The antecedent of the 
noun’s suffix (Eve) becomes the subject 
of the verbal noun which serves as a verb 
(desires), and the object of the 
preposition serves as the direct object 
(husband). The meaning would be like 

4:7, “You will desire to control your 
husband.”  

 And he will rule over“ – ְוהּוא ִיְמָשל־ָבְך •
you.” The next phrase in both passages is 
also similar—ְוהּוא ִיְמָשל־ָבְך, in 3:16, and 
 in 4:7. God was telling ,ְוַאָתה ִתְמָשל־בֹו
Cain, that he must try to resist 
temptation, to rule of his sin, by the grace 
God gives. The struggle of 4:7 is that sin 
desires (to control) Cain, but Cain must 
master the sin.  

Commentary: 

To bring this all together, if the structure of 3:16 
matches that of 4:7, then the parallelism and 
meaning should be very similar as well. Then, the 
third option stated above is the best 
understanding. Many authors go this way after 
seeing the similarities between 3:16 and 4:7. “Her 
desire is to contend with him for leadership in 
their relationship. This desire is a result of and a 
just punishment for sin, but it is not God’s 
decretive will for the woman. Consequently, the 
man must actively seek to rule his wife.”2 Also, 

“After the fall, women would rebel against their 

                                                           
2 Susan T. Foh, “What is the Woman’s Desire?” The Westminster Theological Journal 37 (1974), 383. 
3 Mary A. Kassian, Women, Creation, and the Fall (Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1990), 27. 
4 The Hebrew and English numbering are different here. It is Song of Songs 7:10 in most English Bibles. 
5 Irvin A. Busenitz, “Woman’s Desire for Man: Genesis 3:16 Reconsidered,” Grace Theological Journal 7 (vol. 2, 1986), 205-

206. 

designated role and that men would abuse their 

role of leadership, thus creating tension in the 
male-female relationship.”3 

It is worth noting the other passage that the 
word, תׁשוקה, occurs, Song of Songs 7:114, “I 
belong to my beloved, and his desire is for me 
 The differences in the grammar is ”.(ְוָעַלי ְתשּוָקתֹו)
small. A different pronoun is used, and of course, 
the appropriate suffixes are used as well. These 
are small changes that are in almost every way 
the same as the phraseology of Genesis 3:16. The 
harder issue comes in when trying to interpret 

what this passage is attempting to say, in fact, 
some commentators have noted that attempting 
to define תׁשוקה using the other references is an 
exercise in futility. What in the context of Song 
of Songs 7:11 actually helps us understand the 
word? One scholar contends: “The effort to 
achieve exegetical clarity cannot be propelled by 
lexical or etymological information, for the data 
revealed by such is dim and inconclusive. 
Lexically and etymologically, the term shuq is 
shrouded in obscurity.”5 The relative rarity of 
the vocabulary does add an element of difficulty 

in understanding what is meant here. That 
author goes on: “The central consideration in the 
interpretation of Gen 3:16b is context; the 
meaning of ‘desire’ is best determined in the light 
of its immediate contextual setting. The context 
bespeaks procreation and the continuation of 
life, not the desire to dominate. Furthermore, to 
appeal to Gen 4:7 with its manifold obscurities to 
unlock the interpretive door of Gen 3:16 is to 
throw exegetical caution to the wind. It is much 
safer to apply…Cant 7:10 to Gen 3:16, for while 
it does not enjoy the near proximity of Gen 4:7, 

its meaning is plain and its interpretation is 
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virtually unquestioned.” The conclusion here 

would be a sexual interpretation for תׁשוקה, 
option 1 above. This would indicate that the 
woman would be willing to go through the pain 
of childbirth because of her sexual desires 
toward her husband: “It is added farther, thou 
shalt not be able to shun the great pain and peril 
of child-bearing, for thy desire, thy appetite, shall 
be to thy husband.”6  

Granting those first two options, the more 
traditional understanding is that God is giving 
the woman to the control of her husband, that 

her desires should equal his, the second option. 
This is reiterated by the second half of the 
couplet: “But, he will rule over you.” Many 
commentators go this route. Luther writes: 
“Whereas, before, she was wholly free, and in no 
sense inferior to the man, and was an equal 
partaker of all the endowments bestowed of God 
on him. This, then, is the punishment of the 
woman, which righteously fell upon her, as the 
consequence of original sin; and which 
punishment she bears quite as unwillingly as she 
does those pains and troubles, which are as 

righteously imposed on her flesh, in child-
bearing. Wherefore the rule and government of 
all things remains in the power of the husband; 
whom the wife, according to the command of 
God, is bound to obey.”7 Philo of Alexandria 
writes: “There takes place a turning of sense to 
the man, not as to a helper…but as to a master, 
since it prizes force more than righteousness.”8 
Calvin writes: “‘Thy desire shall be unto thy 
husband,’ is of the same force as if he had said 

                                                           
6 Adam Clarke, Commentary on the Old Testament (Concord, NC: Wesleyan Heritage Publications, 1998), 45. 
7 Martin Luther, The Book of Genesis (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1858), 271. 
8 Philo of Alexandria, Question and Answers on Genesis (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953), 28. It should also be 
noted that Philo was working with the LXX and this quote reflects it. He was also notorious as an allegorist, but he still 
comes down in much the same place as early commentators here.  
9 John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis, vol 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library), 114. 
10 Lawrenz and Jeske, 156. 
11 Wayne Mueller, “The Role of Women in the Church with Special Reference to Genesis 1-3,” wlsessays.net, accessed on 
1/1/19, http://www.wlsessays.net/bitstream/handle/123456789/3379/MuellerWomen.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y.  

that she should not be free and at her own 

command, but subject to the authority of her 
husband and dependent upon his will; or as if he 
had said, ‘Thou shalt desire nothing but what thy 
husband wishes.’”9  

This understanding has also been the traditional 
one within the Wisconsin Synod. “The woman 
was given to hear that God’s order still stood and 
would continue to stand. God the Creator made 
the woman to be a fitting helper and companion 
for man who was created first.”10 Also, 
“Sandwiched right in between God’s 

restatements of these two relationships is God’s 
comment on the relationship of man to woman. 
God is not creating a new relationship in verse 
16b. […] What God is doing in verse 16b is the 
same as what he did before.”11  

There are two things I think are notable about 
this interpretation done by scholars in the 
WELS. First, it stands apart from most other 
commentators, who also take this understanding 
from other denominations, because it is said that 
God is restating what he has already established. 
Namely, it is maintained that headship and the 

order of creation is not a result of sin, but 
something that stood before creation and has 
since been corrupted by it. Second, those who 
have authored books and commentaries on this 
subject do not reflect much wrestling with the 
text in what they have written, certainly not as 
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much as other authors outside our fellowship.12 

As the heirs of the Wauwatosa Theology, this 
was striking to me. Each commentator stated the 
same interpretation of this passage without 
reference to the relative obscurity of the word, 
 the sentence structure in Genesis 4:7, or ,תׁשוקה
any alternate views offered by other scholars. 

Genesis 3:16 is not the most important passage 
for discussing the roles of men and women. But, 
one can understand how an attitude of, “Well, 
that’s just what we believe,” can be carried on by 
this observation. It’s that sort of attitude that 

Becker and Kelm were building on with their 
paper. Genesis 3:16 is not the most important 
passage, and it is only briefly mentioned in their 
paper,13 but it seems like a weakness to state 
something as contentious as this without backing 
it would with sound reasoning based on 
Scripture.  

The traditional interpretation of this passage 
certainly makes sense in the context of headship, 
and if God was simply restating his already 
established principle, then we need to 
demonstrate that. We should also explore the 

connection to Ge 4:7 and So 7:11.  

So, what God restating his headship principle by 
stating the woman’s desire? Considering the 
common technique of Hebrew parallelism to 
synonymously state something in the following 
line, the answer could certainly be yes. Husbands 
should rule over their wives, therefore the wife’s 
desire is for her husband to be in charge. But, it 

                                                           
12 I investigated Lawrenz and Jeske’s commentary, Kretzmann, Keil-Delitzsch, The People’s Bible, and numerous papers 
from the WLS essay file. If there is a WELS author who has wrestled with this passage from our circles, I didn’t see 
evidence of it in what I read.  
13 And not at all in the SEW District response paper. 
14 One author contends: “Simply saying ‘Sin desires to manipulate and dominate and since the same preposition is used 
this applies to the woman as well’ simply will not cut it. That’s not how language works.” Sam Powell, “Genesis 3:16,” My 
Only Comfort (September 8, 2016), accessed on 1/2/19 at https://myonlycomfort.com/2016/09/08/genesis-316/. There 
is something do this. Language doesn’t always work by superimposing foreign structures onto other passages. But in this 
case, it is not only a preposition that is the same. It’s an entire sentence. Language doesn’t always work like that, but 
certain constructions do. Language is not artificial or contrived, but this is a case of deliberate copying of a structure or 

should also be considered that parallelism often 

tries to make a point by stating the opposite: 
“The heart of the wise inclines to the right, but 
the heart of the fool to the left” (Ecclesiastes 
10:2). The point is still clear, even though the 
second line gives a contrary example. What if 
3:16 uses this sort of parallelism? Then the 
answer could be that the contrast between 
women trying to control their husbands, and 
husbands ruling over their wives. Looking at 
parallelism does not seem to be a good indicator 
of the meaning of this verse.  

The context of the passage is God’s 
pronouncement of consequences for the fall into 
sin. The consequences are given to the serpent, 
the woman, and Adam. This is the only verse 
addressed to the woman. God tells her about 
childbirth in an easily understood couplet in 
parallel. The next passage begins with God’s 
pronouncement to Adam. He transitions by 
saying that consequences will come to him 
because he listened to his wife. Headship is 
certainly in play here, but it’s inference is not 
strong enough to be a deciding factor in what the 

“desire” is.  

From the immediate context of the text in front 
of us, it is not clear how to understand this 
passage. It may be that we should simple settle 
right there, but there are alternatives. God could 
be addressing the sinful desire within the woman 
to control her husband. This would be in line 
with Genesis 4:7, where a similar construction is 
used.14 This understanding would also fit in with 
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God’s pronouncement of consequences for sin 

within the context. It would help us understand 
why Paul would give such strong directives later 
to husbands and wives. It would help explain 
part of the conflict that hides behind the paper 
this one is responding to. This doesn’t mean that 
headship only existed after sin came into the 
world, but that it was twisted, much like 
childbirth was, when sin came. Headship and the 
principle of the order of creation were in place 
before the fall into sin (Ge 2:18; 1 Ti 2:13-14), 
but now man and woman would be in conflict 
about it. This understanding seems stronger than 

the traditional understanding, though it doesn’t 
explain it away.  

The understanding that the word, תׁשוקה, may 
refer to a sexual desire also fits within the 
context. Connecting 3:16 to So 7:11 seems to 
support this conclusion, if one understands Song 
of Songs as a marriage song between a husband 
and a wife. The idea then connects the idea of 
child-bearing with the wife’s relationship to her 
husband. Her desire to have children would 
override her fear of the toil and pain. There are 

two main problems with this understanding. 
This understanding does not fit well with the 
parallel, second line of the couplet. How would 
ruling/dominating connect with a woman’s 
desire for children or sex? Second, Song of Songs 
is God’s Word, but it is not the clearest section of 
Scripture because of its poetic language, lack of 
reference in the New Testament, and contested 
interpretations by scholars from so many 

                                                           
utilizing a common structure in another place. One cannot simply wave it away by saying it’s not how language works, 
when clearly it’s working that way here.  
15 Begging the question is a logical fallacy in which the premise is assumed to be true in the assertion. For example: “Free 

speech is important because all people should be able to speak freely,” or, “My wife is beautiful because many people find 

her attractive.” 
16 One last option, a fourth one, that I did not address above is how LXX handles this verse: καὶ πρὸς τὸν ἄνδρα σου ἡ 
ἀποστροφή σου, καὶ αὐτός σου κυριεύσει. Literally: “…and to your husband your turning, and he will rule you.” Why did 
the translators to ancient Greek translate תׁשוקה as ἀποστροφή, “turning”? Authors can only speculate, and that 
speculation did not seem to lead anywhere I found useful in my investigation. In addition to this, there are other 
explanations that abound, but most are of little import, reflect a serious hermeneutical flaw, or obvious bias of some sort. 

denominations. It is not wise to assume that the 

word in So 7:11 straightforwardly points to a 
sexual desire. This lack of clarity dismisses most 
of the value of using this passage to understand 
Ge 3:16. In addition, assuming that the context 
of So 7:11 and Ge 3:16 is the same, and therefore 
the use of the תׁשוקה is also the same begs the 
question.15  

The strongest explanation for how to understand 
this verse seems to be to see it as the woman’s 
desire to control her husband, and her husband’s 
headship as the principle she is fighting against. 

This was already what the woman had done, and 
it is exactly what God references next in 3:17.16 

Genesis 3:17 

ּוְלָאָדם ָאַמר ִכי־ָשַמְעָת ְלקֹול ִאְשֶתָך ַותֹאַכל ִמן־ָהֵעץ 
 ֵלאֹמר לֹא תֹאַכל ִמֶמּנּו ֲארּוָרה ָהֲאָדָמה ֲאֶשר ִצִּויִתיָך

 ַבֲעבּוֶרָך ְבִעָצבֹון תֹאֲכֶלָּנה כֹל ְיֵמי ַחֶייָך׃

Translation: To the man he said, “Since you 
obeyed your wife, then you ate from the tree that 
I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat from it,’ 
cursed is the ground because of you. With toil 
you will eat from it all the days of your life.” 

Textual Notes:  

 .to eat,” Qal, act., impf“ ,אכל :root – תֹאַכל •
2ms. – A strong prohibition with לֹא. 

 On account of you.” This is the“ – ַבֲעבּוֶרָך •
preposition, רֲעבּו , with a  ְב prefix, and 
2ms suffix.  
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Exegetical Notes: 

 ,And to Adam.” Adam is named“ – ּוְלָאָדם •
rather than just referred to as “the man,” 
as early in the chapter. 

 Since you“ – ִכי־ָשַמְעָת ְלקֹול ִאְשֶתָך •
listened to the voice of your wife.” This 
phrase is often an idiom meaning “to 
obey.” (Cf. Ex 15:26, Ju 2:20, 1 Sa 2:25, et 
al.) There are some serious implications 
behind this phrase that God uses. It is 
interesting that the consequences God 
gives to Adam are linked, not to the 

eating of the fruit, but to listening to the 
woman. The implication is that there was 
something inherently wrong in obeying 
his wife.  

 Cf. Genesis 2:17 – “You must – לֹא תֹאַכל •
not eat (לֹא תֹאַכל) from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, for when 
you eat from it you will certainly die.” 

 Cursed.” This word is the“ –ֲארּוָרה •
opposite of a blessing. Cf. Genesis 12:3 
for insight into this: “I will bless those 
who bless you (ַוֲאָבֲרָכה ְמָבְרֶכיָך), and 

whoever curses you I will curse ( ּוְמַקֶלְלָך
  ”.(ָאֹאר

ָך • ֲעבּוֶרֵ֔ ֲאָדָמהְ֙ ַבָֽ ה ָהָֽ  Cursed is the“ – ֲארּוָרָ֤
ground because of you.” In 3:14, the 
serpent is cursed because of his actions, 
but here the ground is cursed, rather than 
the man himself. The woman is not 
cursed either in 3:16. Adam and Eve 
would experience consequences because 
of their sin, but God does not use the 
word curse on them in these verses. A 
deeper study of this word and its 

synonyms would be profitable (cf. Ge 
4:11, Nu 22, De 27, 2 Kings 9:34, et al.). 
Nearly all uses of this word are 

                                                           
17 Ruben Videira-Soengas, “Genesis 3:17-19: A Commentary,” Accessed on 12/18/19 at 
https://www.academia.edu/29416107/GENESIS_3_17-19_A_COMMENTARY?auto=download, 4. 

connected to someone violating their 

relationship to God. 
 In toil.” There was toil“ – ְבִעָצבֹון •

appointed for the woman in 3:16, and 
there is toil for Adam in this verse, from 
working the ground. There would no 
longer be an easily tended, abundant 
garden available for him, but the ground 
would disobey him. The ground was 
cursed, anathematized, on his account, 
separated and withholding its food.  

 ”.All the days of your life“ – כֹל ְיֵמי ַחֶייָך •
All men do not work the ground in order 

to bring forth food, but all men must 
work if they wish to eat.  

Commentary: 

This verse and the two that follow begin God’s 
pronouncement for Adam. The verses all feature 
similar theme stemming from Adam’s sin. God 
begins by telling Adam in no uncertain terms 
why he was giving him the consequences and 
chastisement he was giving him, it was because 
he obeyed his wife and gave up his headship: 
“This consequential parallelism does not only 

manifest the sequence of events but also specifies 
the sinful action of the man. Adam was not guilty 
because he heard his wife, but rather because he 
ate of the fruit in submission to his wife’s 
suggestion. Adam’s problem began when he did 
not exercise his role as a leader submitting to 
God’s authority. Moreover, the second line 
indicates that Adam sinned willingly since he ate 
of the tree. He was not beguiled.”17  

That God should provide consequences for this 
at all implies Adam had done something wrong: 

“First, there must have been something wrong in 
listening to his wife. Second, whatever order, 
principle, or law that made it wrong for him to 
listen to his wife must have been established 
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before the Fall and must have been known to 

Adam.”18 This principle was the order of 
creation. Adam was the one who was created 
first; he was created first and therefore the head. 
“For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And 
Adam was not the one deceived; it was the 
woman who was deceived and became a sinner” 
(1 Ti 2:13-14). Adam willingly set aside his 
position given to him by God and willing 
disobeyed God, not only in eating from the tree, 
but in taking the command to do so from his 
wife. It is worth noting, though, that the force of 
this passage is description. Moses is recording 

what happened in this instance. This is not 
setting the rule for all humans of all time, which 
was established in Genesis 2. The value in this 
account of Genesis 3 is in its example of what 
happens when we go against God’s prescribed 
order.  

There is a connection in Genesis chapter 3 
between eating and obedience. That makes sense, 
since it was through eating, an act of 
disobedience, that the fall came. Now, after the 
fall, eating would come with the disobedience of 

the ground, and all of this was man’s fault. The 
ground receives a curse; sin is spread to all of 
creation. “Since they are subject to man they fall 
with the Fall of man. Nature is without a lord 
and therefore it is itself rebellious and desperate 
it is nature under the curse, the cursed ground. 
This is our earth, cursed out of the glory of its 
creation.”19 (Cf. Ro 8:22.) 

Sin is dreadful in what it brings to humans and 
the earth. With the whole of creation working 
against man, with the introduction of strife and 
disobedience, there is little we can do but ask 

God for mercy. Even though we may mostly 
purchase our food at convenient grocery stores, 

                                                           
18 Mueller, 4. 
19 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall (London: SCM Press, 1959), 87. 
20 Luther, 279-280. 

we should not miss the consequences that are 

given to humans because of our sin—and we 
can’t deny that it is because of our sin: “It is not 
only in churches that we hear ourselves accused 
of sin—every garden, every field, and almost the 
whole creation is filled with such preachers and 
such monitors of our sin, and of the wrath of 
God, which is brought down upon us on account 
of that sin.”20 

Although God has not yet announced that death 
would also take Adam and Eve, it is suggested in 
the words, “all the days of your life.” 

Genesis 3:18 

 ְוקֹוץ ְוַדְרַדר ַתְצִמיַח ָלְך ְוָאַכְלָת ֶאת־ֵעֶשב ַהָשֶדה׃

Translation: It will sprout thorns and thistles 
for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.  

Textual Notes: 

מחצ :root – ַתְצִמיַח  • , “It will cause to 
grow.” Hifil, act, 3fs. 

Exegetical Notes: 

 Thorns and thistles.” These“ – ְוקֹוץ ְוַדְרַדר •

two plants are certainly meant, but this is 
also a hendiadys that expresses anything 
that works against man’s tending of the 
ground. 

 Plants of the field.” This“ – ֵעֶשב ַהָשֶדה •
term is obviously very broad. Verses in a 
similar context to this one indicate that 
this phrase means those plants produced 
through agriculture and those that grow 
wild and are edible (e.g. Ps 105:35; Cf. Ge 
2:5, Ex 9:25, 10:15, et al.). 

Commentary: 

One way the ground would rebel against Adam is 
through the weeds it would grow. Plants would 
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oppose each other for resources as Adam tried to 

grow enough food for his family. Plants would 
no longer be readily food for them. “The types of 
disorders mentioned are merely a sample and a 
type of all the difficulties and vexations which 
man since the fall has experienced in labors of 
every kind, physical and mental, by which he has 
gained his livelihood.”21 

Genesis 3:19 

ֶאל־ָהֲאָדָמה ִכי  ְבֵזַעת ַאֶפיָך תֹאַכל ֶלֶחם ַעד שּוְבָך
 ִמֶמָּנה ֻלָקְחָת ִכי־ָעָפר ַאָתה ְוֶאל־ָעָפר ָתשּוב׃

Translation: With the sweat of your brow, you 

will eat bread until you return to the earth, since 
you were taken from it, for dust you are and to 
dust you will return.  

Textual Notes:  

 ,your returning,” Qal“ ,ׁשב :root – שּוְבָך •
act., inf. Const., with 2ms suffix. 

ְחָת ֻלָק  •  – root: לקח, “you were taken,” Qal, 
perfect, passive, 2ms.  

Exegetical Notes: 

 With the sweat of your“ – ְבֵזַעת ַאֶפיָך •
nostrils,” metonymy of effect for action. 

 ”.To the ground“ – ֶאל־ָהֲאָדָמה •
Commentators seem unsure how far to 
take the connection between Adam’s 
name (ָאָדם) and the Hebrew word, “the 
ground” (ֲאָדָמה). In whatever language 
Adam and Eve spoke, was the same play 
on words present? Is the ground named 
after Adam in Hebrew? Either way, we 
should not miss the play on words 
happening in this passage. The taken-

from-the-ground-one will return to the 
ground.  

                                                           
21 Lawrenz and Jeske, 162. 

 Dust,” on man being from the“ – ָעָפר •

dust, cf. Gen. 2:7, Ec 3:20, 12:7. 

 And to dust you shall“ – ְוֶאל־ָעָפר ָתשּוב •
return.” Each time the root, ׁשב, is 
connected to ָעָפר, it refers to physical 
death. Cf. Ps 104:29; Jo 10:9; 34:15; Ec 

3:20; 12:7. 

Commentary:  

God reiterates one more time the work and toil 
that will be the life of Adam. He will not longer 
have the joyous work of Eden before him.  

Man believed Satan’s lie, that they could become 
like God, and yet in their aspiration to become 
higher, more divine, God reminds them that they 
are taken from the ground he has now cursed. 
They are dust. Because they are dust, they will 
return to dust. 

God transitions from the curse of the ground to 
the ultimate consequence that sin brought into 
the world. Adam, who was born to never die, 
would experience physical death. He would no 
longer have access to the tree of life. He would 
no longer live in perfect harmony with God all 

his days. Instead, one day his body of dust would 
return to dust that he came from. And yet, “death 
came through a man, the resurrection of the dead 
comes also through a man. For as in Adam all 
die, so in Christ all will be made alive” (1 Co 
5:22-23). Although outside the purview of this 
paper, this section of God’s speech begins with 
promise. God would send the Headcrusher who 
would defeat Satan. In this hope lies the hope of 
all mankind—that in His work, sin and death 
would also die. “Death, this having to return to 

dust, which burdens man as the ultimate, the 
most terrible curse, is now to man who lives in 
merciful preservation, a promise of the God of 
grace. Adam must understand this death of 
turning into dust as the death of his present state 
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of death, of his sicut deus being. The death of 

death—that is the promise in this curse.”22 

God provides a way out from the curse of sin 
through the portal of death. How can we but 
conclude, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die 
is gain” (Philippians 1:21)? And in the end, “he 
will swallow up death forever” (Isaiah 25:8). Even 
death will die.  

It has been suggested by many commentators 
that this is not the beginning of death, that death 
is part of the natural order of creation. For 
example, “It does not appear that death itself is 

part of the curse. The name death is avoided; and 
the fact is referred to as part of the natural order 
of things,—the inevitable ‘return’ of man to the 
ground whence he was taken. The question 
whether man would have lived for ever if he had 
not sinned is one to which the narrative 
furnishes no answer.”23 This thought ignores the 
simplest meaning of that passage itself—why 
would God point out the return to death if it was 
already natural?  It ignores the context of the 
pronouncements God is making here in chapter 
three. It ignores the deeper implications of God’s 

warning in Genesis 2.24 It also ignores the 
greater context of Scripture, where God makes it 
clear that death came along with sin, and was not 

                                                           
22 Bonhoeffer, 88-89. 
23 John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis (New York: Scribner, 1910), 83. 
24 Commentators will try to explain this away as spiritual death, or as a figure of speech, or something like that. Spiritual 
death certainly occurred, but this was no figure of speech.  
25 Some even go so far as to point out that God was wrong in Ge 2:17, and that Satan was the one who was right, since 
Adam and Eve did not die immediately. This idea that God is the depraved selfish individual, and that Satan is the 
benevolent patron in this story is thoroughly evil. It’s also ancient: “In Gnosticism, there is gratitude for the snake 
revealing hidden knowledge to Adam and Eve which liberates them from the ‘demiurge’s’ constricting control” (Steven 
Rummelsberg, “Did the Fall of Man Really Occur?” Strangenotions.com, accessed on 1/9/19 at 
https://strangenotions.com/did-the-fall-of-man-really-occur/). The connection between Gnosticism, the sin of Eve, and 
the roles of men and women have a closely knit history. Many Gnostics held that the woman came to man as a teacher, 
and together they decided the eat and gain more knowledge. The connection is interesting because of the recent 
resurgence of Gnostic thought within Christianity and the continual strain on Biblical historicity and the headship of 
man. 
26 Greg Peterson, “The Beginning of Curses…and Blessings?” Accessed on 12/18/18 at 
https://www.academia.edu/5914096/THE_BEGINNING_OF_CURSES_....._AND_BLESSINGS_A_Exegetical_Comm
entary_on_Genesis_3_16-19, 20. 

present before: “Sin entered the world through 

one man, and death through sin, and in this way 
death came to all people, because all sinned” (Ro 
5:12).  

Some also conclude that the death spoken of in 
this passage is spiritual death, but not physical 
death. Their objection is usually that Adam did 
not die at that moment25: “A simple response is 
this: did they physically die at the moment they 
ate from the fruit? Of course not. Therefore, 
another death must have been in view. It had to 
have been spiritual death. […] For some this 

might be hard to swallow because death seems so 
evil and out of place from original creation that 
is beaming with so much life. I would not deny 
that death, painful and sorrow-filled is a result of 
sin, for Adam lived until he was 930. However, in 
this context, physical death is absent.”26 

Even John Calvin takes this same approach: “His 
earthly life truly would have been temporal; yet 
he would have passed into heaven without death, 
and without injury. Death, therefore, is now a 
terror to us; first, because there is a kind of 
annihilation, as it respects the body; then, 

because the soul feels the curse of God. We must 
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also see what is the cause of death, namely 

alienation from God.”27 

The most well-known form of this argument in 
recent time is proposed by James Barr: “If 
humanity had come this close to deity, it was 
only one further step for it to partake also of the 
tree of life, and, it is implied, if immortality were 
added to knowledge, the approach of humanity 
to the status of deity would become intolerably 
close. In the event, therefore, humanity is left 
with knowledge, but immortality is denied to 
it.”28 

Death truly occurred that day in the garden. The 
problem with trying to answer the question, 
“Why didn’t Adam and Eve die right away?” is 
the assumption that they didn’t. Many 
questioners presume that physical death is only 
what God meant, as if it is the only form of death 
taught in Scripture. In 2:17, does God only mean 
physical death? The Biblical concept of death is 
much richer than just that29: “Sin first of all 
means spiritual death, spiritual separation from 
God, who will remain in control of his creation. 
It means physical death, a separation of body and 

soul. Unless removed, sin ultimately means 
eternal death, eternal separation from God.”30  

The assumption that the death described by God 
in 3:19 and the death of 2:17 are the same begs 
the question. God tells them in 3:19 that they will 
now experience physical death, but spiritual 
death had already come upon them: “When you 
were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision 
of your sinful nature, God made you alive with 
Christ” (Col 2:13). In addition, bodily death now 
reigned over them. They died that day in more 

                                                           
27 Calvin, 78. 
28 James Barr, The Garden of Eden and the Hope of Immortality (London: SCM Press, 1992), 60. 
29 This is not an exegesis of Genesis 2:17, so I won’t dig into this much. But, also consider the richness of the word, יֹום, in 
that passage. Attempting to nail this down with anything other than exegesis and other sections of Scripture will 
certainly lead someone astray. 
30 Lawrenz and Jeske, 112. 
31 H.C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library), 102-103. 

than one way: “By the trespass of the one man, 

death reigned through that one man, how much 
more will those who receive God’s abundant 
provision of grace and of the gift of 
righteousness reign in life through the one man, 
Jesus Christ!” (Ro 5:17).  “‘Death’ is used in a far 
more comprehensive sense in these chapters. But 
the fate of his body is foretold: being of dust, it 
must return to dust. Though this is stated as an 
inevitable consequence, it will not do to claim 
that such physical dissolution would have been 
man’s lot anyhow. For this statement is part of 
the general penalty. This penalty now determines 

that man’s lot after the body must be to return to 
the dust whence he came. This is a solemn word 
whose truth is felt with overwhelming force each 
time we see it fulfilled.”31 

Genesis 3:20 

 ַוִיְקָרא ָהָאָדם ֵשם ִאְשתֹו ַחָּוה ִכי ִהוא ָהְיָתה ֵאם ָכל־ָחי׃

Translation: The man named his wife Eve, since 
she was of all the living. 

Textual Notes: 

 And he called.” Qal“ ,קרא :root – ַוִיְקָרא •

v/c impf. 3ms. 

 .she was.” Qal perf. 3fs“ ,היה :root – ָהְיָתה •

Exegetical Notes: 

 And the“ – ַוִיְקָרא ָהָאָדם ֵשם ִאְשתֹו ַחָּוה •
man called the name of his wife, Eve,” 
this common idiom can be translated, “X 
named Y.”  

 Eve.” The woman’s name is a“ – ַחָּוה •
mysterious one. To this point she has 
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simply been “the woman,” but here Adam 

gives her a proper name. Previously, 
Adam had given her a 
name/classification as “woman” (cf. 
Genesis 2:23). The name he gives her 
here is more significant than that one. 
But, as to the etymology of the name, 
little light can be shed. Most 
commentators connect the name to the 
root, ָחָיה, “to live.” The text seems to 
imply a connection as well, ָהְיָתה ֵאם ָכל־
 Such an analogy raises a couple .ָחי
questions: (1) How does Eve’s name 

come to connect to the Hebrew root ָחָיה? 
(2) Why the change of the medial yod in 
the root to a vav in the name? To answer 
these question consider that the 
Septuagint translates the word, Ζωή, a 
clear connection to the root, “to live.” An 
additional suggestion behind the 
connection comes through a comparison 
of other Semitic languages: “The 
connection between ‘Eve’ and ‘life’ must 
not be jettisoned prematurely and 
dismissed as just another example of 

popular etymology. Indeed, her name 
may reflect a primitive form of the 
Hebrew verb ‘to live’ with medial w 
instead of y. The evidence here is the 
Ugaritic verb ‘to live’: ḥwy/ḥyy. […] By 
contrast, in the Piel stem the verb appears 
only with medial w. Furthermore, the Piel 

                                                           
32 Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapter 1-17 (Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1990), 205-206. 
33 Consider the relationship between the Tetragrammaton and the root, ָהָיה.  
34 Cf. Howard Wallace, The Eden Narrative (Harvard Semitic Monographs, 1985), 147-161.  
35 Steve Kempf, “Genesis 3:18-21” Accessed on 1/5/19 from https://www.academia.edu/36765742/Genesis_3_8-21.pdf, 

781. 
36 One commentator does say, “There is a Hebrew word play between her name Chavah and the mother of all 

living, showing again that the first language was Hebrew.” Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, The Book of Genesis (Ariel 

Ministries, 2008), 110. This assertion seems to ignore the events of Genesis 11, and also excludes the presumption that 

the Hebrew language could have developed words based on the names of the man/Adam and the woman/Eve. The 

names themselves could be the etymology of the corresponding Hebrew words above. Assuming that God created Adam 

and Eve speaking Hebrew seems less likely to the author of this paper. 

stem has a factitive meaning—'to give 

life, preserve.’ The same is true in 
Phoenician. Thus it is quite possible that 
Heb. ḥawwá reflects this feature and as a 
qaṭṭal type noun means ‘life-giver.’”32 In 
addition to this, a change from a vav to a 
yod is not unusual in the transition from 
old Hebrew to classic Hebrew.33 There is 
also a long tradition among higher critics 
of attempting to link the etymology of 
Eve’s name to an ancient mythological 
serpent that is said to have birthed the 
world and is connected in some way to 

Asherah.34 It seems unlikely there is a 
polemic in Eve’s name, and the idea 
seems to be a stretch. Even other high 
critics have largely dismissed the idea: 
“The final form of the discourse avoids 
limiting the account to a specific polemic 
context. The message has been 
universalized, reducing to a minimum 
any specific polemic language.”35 Having 
said all of this, there is a lovely parallel 
between Adam’s name, which is a pun, 
connecting him to the ground from 

which he was taken and his classification 
as a man. Eve is similar. Her name 
connects to her role as the mother of all 
the living. Both first two people have 
names that are play on words, but still 
very much their names.36  
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Commentary: 

“Adam shoes wild exultation, defiance, insolence, 
and victory when he gives his wife, over whom 
this curse has been proclaimed, the name 
‘mother of all living.’”37 For this paper, worth 
noting in this naming are two things Adam 
shows: (1) faith in God’s promise from 3:15, and 
(2) an exercise of headship over his wife. To the 
first point, Adam is remarking on the future 
offspring of his wife. But, only one of those 
offspring would be worthy of note—Satan’s 
Headcrusher. In the name Adam gives to his 

wife, he is confidently stating that Eve will be the 
mother of all the people ever born, but more 
importantly that one day, the Savior would 
come. “We do justice to this word when we see in 
it the conclusion on man’s part, that, since all 
living beings shall come forth from her, therefore 
also life itself in that fulness of sense in which the 
word is often used in the Scriptures. […] He here 
gives evidence not only of believing that God 
spoke the truth but evidence of belief in the 
salvation which God had promised. This, then, 
was on Adam’s part, as far as was possible under 

the circumstances, a true and living faith in 
Christ.”38 To the second point, and most relevant 
to the topic of this paper, Adam exercises his 
headship over the woman. He exercises it in a 
way he already has, by giving the woman a name. 
Before the fall, this was a welcome, godly action. 
After the fall, it is still that. Embedded within Eve’s 
name are hope and thanks for God’s promise. Adam 
acts now in accord with the headship that God 
had established before the fall.  
 

Final Notes 

The paper by Becker and Kelm doesn’t not goes 
as deeply in Genesis 3 as it does other passages. 

                                                           
37 Bonhoeffer, 89. 
38 Leupold, 103. 
39 Paul Kelm and Bruce Becker, “Women and the WELS,” Email, 2018. 

The comments included about this section are 

general:  

Genesis 3 describes how the perfect 
relationship between God and mankind 
was broken and how the perfect 
head/helper relationship between Adam 
and Eve was also broken. Genesis 3 also 
describes the resulting consequences to 
both relationships. In the case of Eve, the 
consequences of sin are described in 
terms of the negative impact on marriage 
and family life. There are no 

consequences identified, as a result of the 
fall, to generic male and female 
relationships.39  

Some statements in that quote are not unbiblical. 
The relationship between God and man was 
certainly affected by the fall. The relationship 
between Adam and Eve was certainly affected by 
sin. Kelm and Becker draw the conclusion, 
though, that the implications affect only the 
marriage relationship between husbands and 
wives, that other areas where men and women 
will interact are not affected.  

It’s not hard to see why they would draw such a 
conclusion, but the fact that they do, begs the 
question. They are assuming that because the 
text discusses a married couple, any principles 
must exist only within marriage. Such a 
determination cannot be made without the 
presence of another couple. Hypothetically, if an 
unmarried couple were present in this Genesis 
text, we could study how the order of creation 
applies to them. But we do not. We have the 
single couple, to whom the order of creation is 

very clearly applied. The better argument based 
on this section is not to assume that doctrine 
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does not exist or is inapplicable outside of 

marriage, but that of course it is.40  

The doctrine of the order of creation is not 
absent in these verses, but is not the core focus of 
the text. To use the verses as a sedes for the order 
of creation would be poor hermeneutics. Instead, 
the establishment of headship and order of 
creation are first seen in Genesis 2, and clearly 
expounded upon in the New Testament. Not 
only do Becker and Kelm employ awful 
hermeneutics, they also commit a serious logical 
fallacy that destroys their own argument.  

Becker and Kelm attempt to bring Luther into 
the mix. Luther may be a deciding factor for 
many Lutherans, but he is not the lens through 
which we interpret Scripture.  

The essayists continue: “While some argue that 
an ‘order of creation’ is inferred in Genesis 1 and 
2, doctrine should be based on explicit teaching 
and not an inferred assumption. Do the first 
three chapters of Genesis clearly establish a 
moral law called the ‘order of creation’ 
governing male/female relationships apart from 

marriage? The evidence seems weak.”41 Doctrine 
is the Scripture itself. We believe something that 
is clearly stated. To make this statement here 
seems conclusive if you expected these chapters 
to give you the answer about the order of 
creation. But, to make this statement is also 
deceptive, since a clear statement about this 
doctrine does exist in 1 Timothy 2:13.  

Their statement also implies that implications 
are unclear. The implications for Adam and Eve 
were very clear to them. Adam understood the 
implications of God’s promise in 3:15 well 

enough to name is wife, “Life.” God never told 
Adam, “I created you first, therefore you have 

                                                           
40 A similar argument in a different context would be a confirmation student saying, “It’s not premarital sex, if I never 

get married.” 
41 Kelm and Becker. 
42 Mueller, 1. 

precedence,” but Adam understands that he is the 

one responsible for naming the woman, and even 
after the fall, further calling her, “Eve.” To miss 
these implications and say the evidence for the 
doctrine of the order of creation is “weak,” is to 
miss the plain teaching of Scripture in the way 
that a high schooler might miss that Huckleberry 
Finn has something to do with racism.  

These verses from the book of Genesis are worth 
the study of anyone who wishes to undertake 
them. They are a descriptive text in which 
headship and the order of creation are at work in 

the words of God, Adam, and Eve. They help us 
understand the impact that sin has on our 
relationship with God and between men and 
women, especially husbands and wives. But, the 
conclusions reached by Becker and Kelm do not 
match up with God’s Word revealed here. To 
summarize: “Genesis 1, 2 and 3 say absolutely 
nothing in direct reference to the role of women 
in the church [or society]. The importance of 
these chapters becomes obvious, however, when 
the New Testament passages, 1 Corinthians 
14:33-35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-14 that do 

mention the role of women in the church in 
specific terms, refer back to the accounts of 
Creation and the Fall.”42 

 

 


