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Abstract 
Iohannes Oecolampadius stood at the forefront of the Reformation in Basel. He not only worked 
tirelessly for the reform of the city's churches, but also authored pioneering evangelical works of 
theology and exegesis. The interpretation of Eve found in his late lectures on Genesis showcases both a 
new emphasis on Eve's goodness and original equality with Adam, as well as a parallel insistence on 
her subordination to her husband after the Fall. His conception of husband and wife as partners of 
equal dignity on the path toward salvation moves in the direction of companionate marriage, but it 
stops short of calling for women's equality in the public sphere. 
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In the late summer of 1531, Iohannes Oecolampadius (1482–1531) and his fellow reformers in Basel 
began a much-anticipated series of public lectures on the Bible, alternating weekly between Genesis 
and Matthew as required by the city's Reformation Ordinance of 1529.[ 2] After years of struggle to 
bring reform to Basel's churches, things at last seemed to be on track. Not long after the lectures 
began, however, their bright promise fell under lengthening shadows. In late October, the Baslers 
received the disheartening news of Ulrich Zwingli's death at the second battle of Kappel. Just a few 
weeks later, Oecolampadius himself fell ill, and in late November, surrounded by admirers and loved 
ones, including his wife and children[ 3], Basel's tireless reformer died, his work cut short. 

In part because of his untimely death, Oecolampadius has traditionally been considered a less 
important reformer than, say, Martin Luther, Zwingli, or John Calvin. More recent studies, however, 
underscore his seminal contributions to early Reformed theology and exegesis.[ 4] Researchers have 
drawn attention, for example, to his extensive work with the Greek Church Fathers and the role these 
studies played in his preaching, his theology of the Lord's Supper, and his exegesis of the Bible, 
particularly the Old Testament.[ 5] The lectures on Genesis of 1531 reflect the piety and industry of a 
reformer who skilfully deployed the new learning of his day: reading Scripture in the original 
languages, and applying the insights gained through his intensive studies of the Fathers. Revered as a 
'man of three languages' — Latin, Greek, and Hebrew — Oecolampadius was well positioned to reread 
the Bible with reform in mind. 

Churchmen like him were bringing reform, moreover, not only to such prominent doctrines and 
practices as justification and the Lord's Supper, but also to the Church's ethic of sexual renunciation, 
most notably clerical celibacy,[ 6] and these particular reforms had significant implications for women. 
Scholars have debated for a generation now the question whether the social changes brought by the 
Reformation were good for women, with mixed results.[ 7] Some see Protestantism imposing new 
limits on women through a reinvigorated patriarchal ideology of the household, the closing of women's 
religious houses, and even the proscription of the public brothel. Others note the Reformation 
conviction that women and men are equal before God in their capacity for faith, and the narrowing of 
the gap between clerics and lay Christians expressed in the doctrine of the 'priesthood of believers.' 
Scholars have examined the extent to which reform in sexual ethics was reflected in the reformers' 
readings of the Bible, particularly the story of Eve. Studies have addressed such questions in the cases 
of Luther and Calvin, but relatively little attention has been paid to Oecolampadius.[ 8] Listening in on 
his interpretation of Eve's story we hear echoes of developments in early Reformation theology that 
simultaneously put forward a companionate understanding of marriage and support the subordination 
of women in public life. 

Oecolampadius on Genesis 
The published version of Oecolampadius's exposition of Genesis derives from the lectures on the Bible 
prescribed in Basel's Reformation Ordinance. A team of three men offered three distinct lectures. It 
was an impressive public display. First, Sebastian Münster (1488–1552) would read and comment on 
the text in the original Hebrew. Next, Oecolampadius would dictate a learned exposition of the text in 
Latin. Finally, Paul Phrygio (c.1483–1543) would preach a sermon on the text in the vernacular 
German.[ 9] This rather ambitious program imitated the Prophezei that had been instituted in Zurich 
and Strasbourg, and it was seen as a crucial step in establishing the new faith in Basel. 



Before he fell ill Oecolampadius delivered thirty-two lectures on Genesis, up to chapter 16. Verbatim 
student notes on these lectures[10] came into the possession of Wolfgang Capito (1478–1541) when 
he married Oecolampadius's widow, Wibrandis. They were edited and published in 1536.[11] The 
lectures epitomize both the preaching for piety to which Oecolampadius had been committed even as 
a young Catholic priest, as well as the distinctive approach to Scripture he had developed as a 
reformer, one informed by his study of the Greek Church fathers, particularly John Chrysostom.[12] 

An epitaph on the first published page of the Genesis lectures praised Oecolampadius for giving Basel a 
gift as great as Solon (d.558 BC) and Lycurgus (d.730 BC) had given to Athens and Sparta. Thus the 
publisher announced both the greatness of Oecolampadius and the lofty aspirations of Basel itself, 
namely, to achieve the stature of the Greek city-states through the establishment of a right godly order 
based on Scripture. In his preface Capito underscored Oecolampadius's capacity for inculcating both 
sound faith and a biblical social order, including a godly wife at the Reformed minister's side. 

Oecolampadius began with a lengthy paraclesis or 'exhortation' to the study of the Bible in words that 
suggested a venture every bit as auspicious as the epitaph had proclaimed. He invited his students to 
accompany him into the 'divine inner sanctum',[13] sacred Scripture itself. But he also cautioned them 
that one should not enter unprepared. Reminding his auditors of the consequences that had befallen 
biblical men and women who failed to show proper respect for holy things, he inculcated a reverence 
for the text itself as holy, and its diligent study as transformative. As the high priest entered the holy of 
holies on the Day of Atonement covered in an ephod of gold, fine linen, and precious jewels, so those 
who enter into holy Scripture should be 'adorned in the mystical garments of righteousness.'[14] He 
was teaching for piety. 

Eve in the Exposition 
In his treatment of Genesis 1–3, Oecolampadius applied his vast biblical learning to establish the 
created goodness of the female sex. Some of his comments on Eve reflected a concern to provide solid 
biblical moorings for the practice of clerical marriage. At the same time, he also made use of his skill as 
a preacher and confessor to extract from Eve's story examples of faith and morals applicable to both 
sexes, combining biblical science with evangelical conviction and pious Christian humanism to produce 
a reading of Genesis supportive of the reformers' goal of the proper Christianization of public life. 

In his comments on Genesis 1:26, which spoke of God's creation of humankind in the divine image and 
likeness, Oecolampadius readily affirmed their created equality: 

we read here that God also created the female with the male. Granted that he was her superior 
after they had sinned, nevertheless she was created in equal dignity with the man. Just as even 
now man and wife are one in Christ, neither is this woman inferior to that man.[15] 

Appealing to Galatians 3:28, Oecolampadius insisted that the woman was subordinated to the man 
only on account of sin. Interestingly, this reading of Eve's original positional relationship to her 
husband bears little of the imprint of Augustine's notion that the woman was created for 'submission' 
but punished after the Fall with 'servitude.'[16] It lines up well, however, with the sometimes 
equivocating affirmations of Eve's created equality found in Chrysostom's sermons on Genesis, which, 
as noted above, Oecolampadius knew well.[17] 



In his comments on Genesis 1:27, Oecolampadius continued to lean on Galatians 3:28 as a crucial 
intertext. He noted that Genesis, too, explicitly mentions both male and female. Thus, readers may be 
certain that women have not been excluded from the dignity of creation in the divine image: 

But so that you should know that the female was not excluded from this dignity, [the text] adds: 
'male and female.' So also in Christ there is neither male nor female. Therefore until Eve had 
sinned the dignity of Adam and Eve was equal, because she too had received the Spirit of 
God.[18] 

Eve's original equality meant that she was possessed of the same spiritual dignity, not subordinated to 
Adam's rule, and given the gift of the Holy Spirit. The latter suggests a pneumatological equality 
between the original human pair, which underscores both their equal dignity before God and their 
equal social standing. 

He also emphasized not only Eve's utility for procreation,[19] but also for companionship with Adam. 
Reflecting upon Adam's naming of the animals Oecolampadius spoke forcefully: 

God also wished that Adam from the beginning, and even before the woman had been formed, 
would know that she was made for him, and that he would know his own need for the woman, 
whom he ought to receive with greater gratitude if she should come to be. ... Thus God wished 
to form the woman, Eve, to be the man's companion, so that there should be the most intimate 
closeness and friendship between the man and the woman. So he took her out of Adam's side 
... By that miracle God wanted to commend to us the highest love and friendship, which the 
married ought to preserve between them, and finally to teach each one to acknowledge one's 
spouse as one's own flesh.[20] 

Not surprisingly, Oecolampadius interpreted the unity of man and woman in marriage as a figure for 
the unity of Christ and the Church. Somewhat less predictably, he connected their union of love 
(charitas) to the good of friendship (amicitia). This insistence surely reflected not only his theological 
conviction about the figurative meaning of marriage, but also his own experience of married life. To 
that extent, his reading of Eve contributed something new to the history of biblical interpretation. 

Oecolampadius also insisted that the Scriptures present 'reliable history', which made Genesis 2 a 
blueprint for marriage. Considering the story of Eve's creation out of Adam's side, he expertly refuted 
any ascetic readings of the text that might try to turn it against marriage and procreation. His defence 
of the woman's goodness and created equality became the foundation for a vision of a sexually active 
married life in the garden of delights. Indeed, paradise as Oecolampadius imagined it would have rung 
with the sounds of children happily at play. The original human beatitude is imagined poignantly in his 
comments on Genesis 2:25: 'There are only a few words, but surely they are pregnant. Why does he 
[Moses] turn and say that Adam was nude, except that nakedness encloses an extraordinary glory? 
Innocence is happy without clothes.'[21] 

Humankind was thus created not only with the gift of perfect justice, but with marital concord as well. 
This interpretation cannot be coincidental for a reforming movement in which clerics like 
Oecolampadius had embraced the holiness of married life. 



Oecolampadius knew well that some had impugned the dignity of womankind on grounds of Eve's 
alleged responsibility for the Fall. Commenting on Genesis 2:18 he refuted that claim: 

God [...] set forth at just the right time how the woman was made, lest anyone should object 
that God should not have created the woman because she made way for such destruction in 
humankind. He anticipates this and shows that she was formed by the divine counsel, and how 
she was useful to Adam for the preservation of the human race, and for other reasons, etc.[22] 

To be sure, this insistence was evident early and often among Oecolampadius's Christian predecessors, 
including Augustine. But it reflects here the broader scope of his argument for the equal dignity of 
womankind. Consequently, he also defended the goodness of the married estate against its detractors: 

Some defame marriage, clearly blaspheming against the Holy Spirit, daring to pronounce and 
call evil what God has testified is good. Behold, Eve was created in the beginning and was not in 
any way inferior to Adam, for she too had been given the divine Spirit and also made in the 
image of God.[23] 

Looking to bolster his case by appeal to both the literal and figurative meanings one might discern in 
the story of Eve's creation, Oecolampadius noted somewhat impatiently four facts that support Eve's 
created goodness: 'God is the author of marriage. Eve was made in paradise, Adam outside. God 
brought Eve to Adam, and in the beginning Adam by the prophetic Spirit recognized a future mystery, 
as the text says.'[24] In mentioning a 'future mystery' Oecolampadius alludes to the relationship 
between Christ and the Church.[25] The union of husband and wife, he says, establishes bonds of 
charity and friendship, which, not coincidentally, are the traditional terms for the Christian in a state of 
grace, or for the Church in unity with Jesus Christ.[26] What marriage is in fact and history, then, it is 
theologically and eschatologically as well, for an allegorical 'secret meaning' lies hidden under the 
history; literal and allegorical meaning thus coinhere in one and the same text.[27] 

Similarly, Oecolampadius reads the 'one flesh' (Gen. 2:24) as an allegory of Christ's assumption of 
human flesh.[28] Christ's true humanity, then, is brought to the defence of the goodness of the woman 
qua woman, and her fitness for even greater things: 

[Adam and Eve] [...] know that they are of the same nature and dignity. [...] By nature we are 
not able to be one with the Father, but because Christ is of one nature with us, except for sin, 
so also he somehow communicated to us his own dignity when he assumed our nature. [...] For 
he wishes to be our head and to have us for his members. If the spirit of Christ lives in us, then 
we will be true temples of God. And whoever clings to his Spirit, is made to be one spirit with 
him. 

The dignity of human flesh shared equally by Eve with her husband thus reflects not only her original, 
created goodness but also her proleptic participation in the humanity of Christ. This participation bears 
a trinitarian stamp, moreover, because the Spirit communicates to Christians the dignity of Christ, 
which in turn qualifies them for union with the Father.[29] 

Oecolampadius was also well aware that I Corinthians 7 appears to privilege celibacy over marriage. In 
response he allowed (based surely in part on experience) that the married estate does bring with it 



certain compromises. He insisted, nevertheless, that Genesis confirms that an upright woman would 
be no 'trouble' at all, certainly not for a righteous man like Adam. Oecolampadius explained: 

This is therefore the meaning: It would be extremely useful for a man if he could be without the 
trouble of women, if he were not even thinking about a woman at all. But when Eve was 
created in paradise, from the very beginning of her creation she was made upright so that she 
should be the least trouble to the man. [...] We also see other saintly men who were not 
deprived of the divine office and the prophetic spirit on account of marriage. Who was granted 
greater closeness to God than Moses himself? Who was more enlightened than David?[30] 

The sanctity of the married patriarchs, and their prophetic possession of the Holy Spirit, demonstrates 
that marriage is consistent with ministerial service. Thus, the 'sleep' of Adam coincident with God 
drawing the woman out of his side can in no way be read as an allegory of the soul's decline from 
perfect devotion to God. There was as yet no concupiscence, Oecolampadius notes; the description of 
Adam and Eve in their original union therefore bears no negative symbolic meaning. 

Moving to Genesis 3, Oecolampadius developed a figurative interpretation of the text. With what did 
the guilty human pair clothe themselves when they heard God walking in the garden in the 'cool of the 
day' (Gen. 3:12)? Echoing an ancient tradition, he explained that the fig leaves they wore when 
confronted by God were nothing other than the 'frivolous excuses' they offered their divine inquisitor. 
Exemplifying the work of a good confessor, God through careful interrogation brought Adam and Eve 
to confession, announced the serpent's punishment, and at last lifted the human pair to hope with the 
promise that Eve's seed would one day crush the serpent's head. The point, then, is that divine mercy 
awaits every sinner who sincerely confesses, and Eve's experience is paradigmatic. Eve, in short, is 
everyone. 

Indeed, Oecolampadius worked hard to defuse the limiting potential of Paul's assertion that Eve, not 
Adam, was deceived: 

In I Timothy 2[:14] Paul writes that Adam was not deceived, but Eve. Satan with remarkable 
cleverness diverted her from the simplicity of her senses. Moreover, this is Satan's way, so that 
he can ambush as many of the faithful as possible. First he wants to create in us the suspicion 
that God does not want the best for us. He suggests that God is somehow jealous of us, or [he 
tries] at least to make us less certain of those things that have been said by him. 

Accordingly, Oecolampadius's reading of Eve universalized her liability to sin. Moreover, he interpreted 
her weakness in a manner characteristic of Reformation intepreters. Much as the younger Martin 
Luther had said in his sermons on Genesis of 1523–24,[31] so here Oecolampadius made the 
movement from faith to unbelief the crucial element in Eve's Fall: 

For the snake focused on this one thing. If he could direct Eve to it he would be able to lead her 
astray and place the word of God into doubt. Almost all of us sin like this. ... Had Eve not 
hesitated, Satan would not have become so bold in speaking with her. Likewise whenever we 
hand ourselves over to Satan to be defeated, he conquers easily and exults greatly in our 
destruction.[32] 



Every person's sin thus recapitulates Eve's story; the Fall into sin is in the first place a Fall from faith to 
unbelief. 

Finally, there is the matter of the woman's name. In a move that immediately rendered moot any 
socially progressive implications that might be drawn from Eve's prelapsarian equality, Oecolampadius 
read Adam's naming of the woman as an expression of his postlapsarian dominion over her. He could 
have read that story otherwise. In 1523, in the first commentary on Genesis to emerge from the 
evangelical movement,[33] Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560) had argued that Adam had given the 
name 'mother of the living' to the woman as a 'keepsake of the grace of God', that is, as a spontaneous 
expression of his firm faith in the promise of the 'seed of the woman' who would one day crush Satan's 
head.[34] It is unclear whether Oecolampadius was familiar with Melanchthon's opinion. If so, he 
chose not to repeat it, but argued instead that Adam's naming of the woman was an expression not of 
his faith but of his recognition that in a fallen world he would rule over her. As he had earlier imposed 
names upon the animals, so after sin he also named the woman: 

You may be sure that Adam gave the name to the woman after sin and in this way showed 
himself to be the lord and head of the woman, she who before sin was a partner with equal 
worth. To impose a name on someone is a sign of dominion. Above, he imposed names on the 
animals but not on his wife.[35] 

As shown above, Oecolampadius could at least imagine a world in which the original human pair had 
shared equally in the human dominion over the creation. In the 'not yet' of this fallen world, however, 
he read Genesis as a mandate that godly wives should remain under their husbands' rule. 

Epilogue 
Oecolampadius's public lectures on Genesis were the work of a devout and learned man, one who 
dedicated his life to the reform of the Church. At the same time, they were every bit a political act 
through which reform was promoted in both Church and society. In these lectures Oecolampadius 
vigorously defended woman's goodness and equality with her husband before the Fall. His exegetical 
arguments provided a strong affirmation of the goodness of marriage, even for Church ministers. As a 
married Hausvater [head of the household], moreover, Oecolampadius himself was clearly committed 
to the sanctity of the married estate. Nevertheless, his scriptural arguments for the goodness of 
womankind and the holiness of marriage stood alongside a clear insistence that Scripture places 
husbands in authority over wives after the Fall. The Reformation's potential for elevating the social 
status of women was thus limited by a refusal to reach back to the created order and pit it against 
patriarchy. On the contrary, for Oecolampadius Scripture itself establishes a patriarchal order within 
which woman's place in society includes both the godly companionship of marriage and subordination 
to husbands on account of the Fall. 
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