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SOURCES & RESOURCES

TZELEM ELOKIM AND EZER KENEGDO: 
KEYSTONE OF THE RISE AND FALL OF 
CIVILIZATION 

T he Book of Genesis begins with a glorious and optimistic descrip-
tion of the creation of the world. Everything created is defi ned as 
“tov,” or good in God’s eyes, culminating at the end of the sixth 

day with the ultimate appraisal, “And God saw all that He had made and 
behold it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). Yet, a mere four chapters later 
we are privy once again to God’s perspective and are told, “And God saw 
that the wickedness of man was great upon the earth and that every prod-
uct of the thoughts of his heart was but evil always” (6:5). What hap-
pened in these four short chapters that completely changed the tone of all 
of creation from a positive, uplifting world with unlimited potential, to 
one so decrepit and evil that God had no choice but to destroy it and 
begin again? The answer undoubtedly lies in the four distinct stories 
highlighted in Parashat Bereshit and these stories are the key to under-
standing the degeneration and fall of mankind.

When God creates man He fashions him “be-tzelem Elokim,” in the 
“image of God” (1:27). Many commentaries explain that man is qualita-
tively different from other creations as a result of his “tzelem Elokim” 
status, which allows him to exercise free choice.1 It is tzelem Elokim which 
enables man to distinguish between his physical and spiritual sides and to 
choose to elevate the material towards its noble purpose and embrace the 
spiritual, as opposed to animals who act purely on their physical instinct. 
R. Chaim Volozhin explains that “image of God” is obviously not a physi-
cal image or form but a similarity of sorts.2 Man, like God, has the power 

1 Seforno to Genesis 1:27.
2 Nefesh Ha-Hayyim, chapters 1-3.
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to create or to destroy physical and spiritual realms in the world through 
his actions, speech, thoughts, and behavior. No other creation has that 
God-like ability. Through his positive actions, in relation to God and society, 
man can improve the world both physically and spiritually. On the fl ip-
side, through negative actions and behavior, man can cause both physical 
and spiritual destruction, as is evident from the story of the fl ood when 
God decides to destroy the world as a result of man’s corrupt behavior. 
God reveals the reason for this decision stating clearly “because the land 
was fi lled with hamas” (6:11), which according to many commentaries is 
defi ned as violence toward one another.

To understand man’s greatness and movement toward decline we 
need to consider that arc in the context of his starting position as having 
been created in God’s image.

After creating man, God once again shares His appraisal, not by pro-
claiming man to be good, but by stating that it is not good for man to be 
alone, and that He will create an “ezer kenegdo,” a “helper against him” 
(2:18).3 Rashi reconciles this seemingly paradoxical phrase by simply di-
viding the phrase into two, explaining that the relationship between man 
and wife will at times be positive with woman being a helper to man, and 
at times, if he does not merit that, she will be against him in battle. Maharal 
(in Gur Arye to 2:18) explains that the word “kenegdo” does not mean 
“against,” but corresponding to, and that thus the ideal relationship between 
husband and wife should be a partnership of equals. While both male and 
female animals and male and female humans are created in chapter 1 for 
the physical purpose of reproduction, chapter 2 delineates an additional 
component of the male/female human relationship described as the ezer 
kenegdo partnership. Akedat Yitzhak explains that it is the this aspect of 
the relationship between man and woman that makes us intrinsically dif-
ferent from animals; absent that partnership, the marital relationship is 
merely physical and animal-like. 

In putting together the essential and emerging themes of tzelem Elokim 
and ezer kenegdo, we can trace the rise and fall of the newly minted world. 
Throughout the fi rst two chapters of Genesis, describing the creation of 
the world, God is clearly delineating the purpose of man by creating him 
in the image of God and presenting him with a partner; by embracing 
both of those concepts, man can fulfi ll the purpose of his creation.

3 Rambam states (Hilkhot Teshuva 5:1) that man has free choice to be good or 
evil, which is perhaps the reason that God does not make the objective statement 
of “and God saw it was good” after the creation of man. See Meshekh Hokhma on 
Genesis 1:31 for more on man’s free will as distinct from other creatures who are 
controlled by natural instincts instead of choice.
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Tragically, however, from the very beginning of creation, one can trace 
the slow breakdown of the ideals of tzelem Elokim as well as the intended 
benefi t of ezer kenegdo. Beginning with the sin of Adam and Eve, the two 
go from partners divine to partners in crime. By eating from the Tree of 
Knowledge after God forbade it, they chose to give in to physical desire 
at the expense of spiritual needs, and thus act on their animal instinct, 
downgrading themselves from their “image of God” status to worse than 
the other creatures—as they have sinned with their own capacity for choice. 
Additionally, instead of being the ezer kenegdo as intended, enabling 
Adam to reach his spiritual potential, Eve leveraged the partnership for 
the worse and caused Adam to stumble by initiating the sin, convincing 
him to follow her in rebelling against God. Rashi cites a midrash that of-
fers insight into Eve’s rationale, explaining that she selfi shly rationalized 
that if she were to die as punishment for eating the fruit, she would prefer 
that Adam be brought down with her rather than allowing him to stay 
alive and marry another woman (Rashi to 3:6). Eve is using the partner-
ship itself to cause him to sin. Similarly, when God confronts Adam about 
eating the fruit, he immediately blames Eve, responding, “The woman 
whom you gave to be with me, she gave me of the tree and I ate” (3:12). 
Rashi observes that Adam is not just blaming Eve but God, the “match-
maker,” as well. Not only do they fail in their status as tzelem Elokim, but 
the relationship that Adam and Eve embody does not refl ect God’s in-
tended ezer kenegdo model, but a corrupt version of it.

The story of Cain and Abel, and Abel’s murder at the hand of his 
brother is the centerpiece of chapter 4. When Cain gets angry after God 
accepts Abel’s sacrifi ce, and not his own, God relays an inspirational and 
uplifting message to him saying that though by nature he is inclined to 
succumb to his negative reaction of anger and jealousy, which lead to sin, 
he has the ability to overcome it (4:7). God is imploring Cain to act in 
accordance with his tzelem Elokim, the power to choose good over the im-
mediacy of his passions. Malbim explains God’s remark to Cain, “you will 
dominate it (sin)” (4:7), that one’s negative attributes, including anger, 
are mere “servants not masters.” That is, one’s base human instincts can 
be overcome. God is urging Cain to actualize his tzelem Elokim and to 
not give into his instincts, which enable the servant (the natural instincts), 
in this case anger, to become the master and take over. Instead of heeding 
God’s advice, Cain forfeits an element of his divine image, acting only 
upon his anger and animal instincts by lashing out at his brother, killing 
him in a fi t of jealous rage. Cain’s behavior is worse than Adam’s and the 
decline from the tzelem Elokim ideal is greater than Adam’s since Cain 
sinned against man in addition to sinning against God. While Adam hides 
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after committing his sin, clearly demonstrating feelings of guilt and 
wrongdoing (even though he initially denies it and, once caught, defl ects 
responsibility) Cain initially shows no shame in his despicable act. Instead 
he brazenly replies “Am I my brother’s keeper?” when confronted by God’s 
question, “Where is Abel your brother?” (4:9).4 This story demonstrates 
a further breakdown of the tzelem Elokim model and the ideal interper-
sonal relationships intended by God.

The remainder of chapter 4 and all of chapter 5 list the ensuing genera-
tions of man as the world is expanding. The majority of the text is com-
prised of the years and ages of the people and the progeny they begat 
through the generations. Yet one piece of short narrative stands out amidst 
the genealogical lists. Amid the delineation of the various generations, the 
Torah stops for a full six verses to reveal to us that Lemekh has taken two 
wives, Ada and Tzila, each of whom has two children, then continues to 
describe the societal contributions and achievements of these children. The 
Torah then shares a strange interaction between Lemekh and his wives 
(4:19-24), and continues where it left off cataloging the expanding genera-
tions. Malbim offers an innovative reading of this seeming non-sequitur in 
the chronicle of generations. Lemekh threatens his wives by telling them 
that, since they are in fact his wives, they must subjugate themselves to him 
and obey him because such is the role of a wife; if not he will kill them. This 
threat is implied from his reference to a man and a boy who he killed, both 
as a consequence for angering him. Presumably he is cautioning them 
about exactly what he is capable of, and what awaits them as a consequence 
of rebelling against him. And because he is so powerful, no man nor God 
will dare to punish him. That is why, Malbim points out, he refers to them 
as “wives of Lemekh,” making it clear that they are chattel and obligated to 
obey him. Perhaps this is the very reason the Torah mentions the names of 
Lemekh’s wives, Ada and Tzila, a rare practice in the Biblical text, and com-
pletely absent throughout the rest of the genealogical listing here. Being 
named highlights the fact they are indeed autonomous individuals, refuting 
Lemekh’s reference to them as merely his wives. This fi rst case of spousal 
abuse is far from the ezer kenegdo ideal that God had intended, and further 
corrupts the bonds of matrimony. Lemekh, according to this approach, is 
clearly worse than Cain because it seems that he committed premeditated 
murder, as Malbim describes: “I killed a man for wounding me and because 

4 Although some think Cain expresses remorse when he says “my sin is too great 
to bear” (4:14), it seems more reasonable to translate the verse along with Ibn Ezra and 
Radak as “my punishment is too great to bear.” If so, Cain exhibits no feelings of 
guilt whatsoever.
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he bruised me in self-defense, as punishment, I killed his son too, as opposed 
to Cain who although committed fratricide, acted violently in a moment of 
jealous rage and did not brag about it as Lemekh does.”5 Furthermore, 
Lemekh not only has no regrets or guilt nor takes responsibility for his 
actions, he brags about it and uses it as a threat against his wives. Lemekh’s 
murderous rampage in response to his anger at being hurt, together with 
his abusive treatment of his wives, demonstrates a continued degeneration 
of man and society and a further descent from God’s original plan.

Finally, the last story highlighted at the end of the parasha, describes 
the “bnei elohim ‘taking’ the bnot ha-adam” (6:1-2). Radak explains that 
“bnei elohim” are the children of the judges, the upper echelon members 
of society.6 The “bnot ha-adam,”daughters of men, are the lower members 
of society, the peasants who are easily exploitable. The upper-class sons of 
judges saw the attractive lower-station women and, acting with force out 
of their base instincts, took advantage of whichever girls they wanted. 
Radak describes how they would help each other rape these helpless 
women and encourage each other to participate instead of coming to the 
defense of the affl icted women. These despicable men are even worse 
than Lemekh; while Lemekh is an individual who murdered out of anger 
and threatened his wives, these so-called “bnei elohim” are an entire class 
of people, ones who betray their responsibility to further the values of 
tzelem Elokim to create and sustain a just society. Instead, they abused 
their powers and privileges to violently exploit women. How far has man 
and the emerging society fallen, over the course less than six chapters, 
from the noble intertwined ideals of “tzelem Elokim” and “ezer kenegdo”?

Immediately following this fi nal plunge into corruption antithetical 
to what God had intended we are told, that God has decided to destroy 
the world, exclaiming, “I will blot out man who I created from the face 
of the earth , from man to animal...for I have reconsidered my having 
made them” (6:7). Once the purpose of man and woman goes unfulfi lled 
and is lost, God has no choice but to destroy the world he had just created. 
It is humanity’s good fortune that at least “Noah found favor in God’s 
eyes.” That righteous man serves as the remnant of hope for humanity; 
his mission will be to repopulate the world with the hope that both the 
tzelem Elokim of man and his ezer kenegdo partnership with woman will 

5 Malbim on Genesis 4:23. 
6 Even that is a breakdown of God’s ideal. Mishna Sanhedrin (4:5) explains that 

God created only one man unlike His creation of other species, which were created 
in pairs and not singularly, to emphasize human egalitarianism—that one should not 
say my father is greater than yours since we all come from one source. This is the fi rst 
time we see a hierarchy of man emerging in society.
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be sustained in the new world. Noah offers hope, but remains only a 
bridge to the fulfi llment of that ideal. While he is referred to as “a righ-
teous man complete in his generation,” Rashi famously quotes the mi-
drashic ambivalence toward Noah. Noah maintains the ideals in the world 
for himself and his family, but we do not see him reach out to others and 
persuade them to join him in the ark. We are not even told in the text 
who his wife is (her name, Na’ama, appears only in midrashim) and when 
God tells him to enter the ark, He says, “you come, with your household, 
because I see you are a tzaddik,” making no mention of his wife, deem-
phasizing any sort of “ezer kenegdo” partnership. After the fl ood, God 
reviews some basic rules of morality when he states the prohibition against 
murder and explains that these rules are essential because, “In the image of 
God did He make man” (Gen. 9:6). Unfortunately, even after the recreation 
of the world following the fl ood, man’s actions continue to demonstrate 
that he does not seem to be successfully fulfi lling the purpose of creation.

The divine image that God had intended for man to embrace from 
the moment of creation fi nally emerges in Abraham, who epitomizes all 
that tzelem Elokim demands, in the way he relates to and interacts with 
God and fellow man, even those whose ideology and character are dia-
metrically opposed to his.7 The “ezer kenegdo” relationship, as well, fi nally 
emerges in his relationship with Sara which becomes clear as the story of 
Genesis unfolds and the partnership between them becomes evident.8 
When Abraham and Sara journey toward Canaan, they travel with Lot and 
their possessions along with, “the souls that they made in Haran” (Gen. 
12:5). Rashi explains that those souls are the people who they inspired, 
noting that Abraham converted the men while Sara converted the women, 
expressing their joint values. Note also their joint engagement in hospitality 
when three visitors arrive. It is only Yitzhak, the product of the fi rst mar-
riage which succeeds in implementing these ideals, who can carry the 
lineage of the Jewish people and the fulfi llment of its destiny. The role of 
the Jewish people is thus to carry the universal mantle of tzelem Elokim and 
ezer kenegdo, expressing the original and ideal values of God’s creation.9

7 See Netziv’s introduction to Genesis.
8 It is important to note that the disagreement between Abraham and Sara regarding 

Ishmael is not a breach of their ezer kenegdo partnership, as a disagreement in any 
relationship is not necessarily a breach in the relationship. Rather, Sara is introducing 
a new dimension to the exclusivity of their mesora. It certainly helps when God tells 
Abraham that she is correct and he should listen to her.

9 It is interesting to note that one of the seven blessings at a Jewish wedding con-
cerns our being created in God’s image, “Blessed be God… who created Man in His 
image,” fusing the themes of tzelem Elokim with ezer kenegdo at the moment which 
solidifi es the union between man and woman.


