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Although the purpose of this research is not to demonstrate the evidence for biblical accuracy, numerous resources are available which

address this question (Geisler and Nix, 1974; McDowell, 1975; Sunday School Board, 1984).

Theological Determinants of Gender Roles:

Reexamining the Biblical Evidence

David C. Stancil, Ph.D.

Introduction

The quest ion of God’s intended place for woman in the scheme of things is widely debated in our
day.  The Bible has frequently been interpreted  in such a way as to support the thesis that women  are
inferior to, and must be subservient to, me n.  This is a topic of mu ch current debate within many religious
groups, and it is  an issue well known for generating more heat than light.   The Scripture passages involved
illustrate and highlight the perennial difficulties of relating the Bible to contemporary Christian morality
and social customs.  Passages frequently quoted in support of women’s inferio r status  include the Edenic
narrative where Eve “gives the apple” to Adam, the fact that Jesus did not include any women in the circle
of the twelve  apostles, and n umero us passages in the w ritings of Paul in the New Testament.

The hypothesis of this research is that, when taken in context and interpreted according to the canons of
historical-critical exegesis, the Christian Scriptures affirm the equality of male and female, both within and without the
Church.  Given the nature of the task, this research will employ literary ana lysis rather than a more
traditional empirical study.  Specific attention will be given to the ways in which sex-role issues have been
and are being addressed within the  nation’s largest Pro testant denomination, the Southern Baptist
Convention.  

Such a study has importance both for Christian and for secular therapists, in that religious faith is
often a significant dynamic in the lives of persons who present themselves for therapy.  To  the extent that
inadequate  understanding of the Bible perpetuates gender roles which are at odds with the development of
full personhood in the image of God for both men and women, a basic familiarity with the arguments to  be
presented in this research will allow therapists to better enter the frame of reference of their clients and  to
offer a more adequ ate framework for un derstanding.

The Historical-Critical Interpretation of Scripture

Biblical exegesis is the study, interpretation, and explanation of Scripture.  Historical-critical
exegesis  involves the in terpretation of the  Bible accord ing to certain  presuppositions,  first among w hich is
the belief that the Bible is the inspired, trustworthy, written W ord of God (H ull, 1987).   Such a
presupposition affirms that the biblical texts have been so often confirmed both by experience and
research, that the presum ption of accuracy  is granted to the m anuscripts, i.e., that they are co mpletely
reliable transmitters of God’s message.1  Presumption of accuracy  of the manu scripts, however, does no t 

guarantee accuracy or uniformity of interpretation.
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Historical-critical study involves the attempt to discern the date, au thorsh ip, and recipients of the
biblical materials, which involves the examination of materials internal to the manuscripts as well as
external, archaeological and historical study.  Modern interpretation m ust begin from a baseline that
understands the most like ly literal  mean ing of the text for tho se persons  to whom it w as first written.  It is
necessary to establish whether the text is prose, poetry, allegory, parable, or some other form of writing,
for such considerations bear directly on methods of interpretation  (Mollencott, 1977; Ramm, 1956).  For
example, few scholars would interpre t Mark 9:47 literally: “if your eye causes you  to sin, pluck it out.”
Nor do many modern ministers follow Jesus’ instruction to “take nothing for the journey exce pt a
staff—no bread, no bag, no mo ney in your belts.  Wear sandals but not an  extra tunic” (Mark 6:8-9).

Often, the most literal translation of a Greek or a Hebrew w ord has a very different meaning today
than in biblical times.  Carefu l scholarship will be alert to  this possibility, and will not assume a single
translator’s effort to be the best possible rendition of the text into English.  Adequate exege sis requires
both knowledge of the original languages and  the use of lex icons and com mentarie s to get a sense  of the
range of mean ing that particular words imply.  The contex t in which the text rests is of equal concern.
How does the text in question fit into the argument of the chapte r in which it lies?  How do es it fit into the
argument and flow  of the book that inclu des it, and into the  major them es of the Bible as a w hole?  

Careful scholarship will identify points at which facts become hypotheses, and will choose the
simplest and clearest interpretation, unless there is good reason to choose otherwise.  Convoluted
interpretations must be supported by meticulous research, and questionable passages need to be
interpreted in the light of teachings that are no t in doubt.  W here the meaning remains un clear, the best
course is to adm it this, and avoid founding doctrinal positions on such p assages.

The historical-critical method asserts that it is not enough merely to  accept the Bible.  T he Bible
must also be interpreted honestly and accurately.  If all the data were known, surely the d ifficulties would
be resolved; meanw hile murky and confusing passages must be interpreted in the light of things that are
more certain.  Particularly with regard to issues that are hotly debated, an effort needs to be made to
assume an  objective viewp oint and to  let the Bible say what it says.

Historical-critical exegesis provides control over interpretations of Scripture in much the same way
that experiments provide control over scientific hypotheses (Mollencott, 1977).  If appropriate exegetical
tools (controls) are employed, while there may still be significant divergence of opinion, it  simply is not
true that any theory whatever can be supported from the Bible.  Subjectivity cannot be entirely removed,
but it can be limited !  

It is almost impossible to approach Bible study without bringing along preconceived ideas, but the
goal of exegesis should be the seeking of truth, rather than the proof of a point already decided.  As
Mollencott observed (1977, p. 105), “We must allow the facts of Scripture to teach us in  what w ay it is
inspired, rather than forcing Scripture to conform to ou r own theories about it.”  It is axiomatic that the
Holy Spirit does not grant infallible interpretations to any human person, for persons are  no less likely to
make errors of interpretation  than they are to  make  errors in othe r areas o f their lives.  Piety is an aid to
interpretation , but it is no substitute for knowledge, intelligence , and study (Ramm, 1956).  
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Not even God can teach a person whose m ind is made up.  W hen persons study the B ible, they are
listening for the voice of God, not for the echo of their own voice.  This means that true scholarship allows
Scripture to speak against one’s own viewpoint, if careful study indicates that this is the case.  This is not
easy to do, particularly when the points at issue are emotionally laden, but it is crucial.  As Berkouwer has
said,

the Word has to be free to remake and reform the Church ove r and over again.  The mo ment the
church loses interest in w orking the mines of the Word because it thinks it has seen  all there  is to
see, that moment the Chu rch also loses its power and its credibility in the world.  When the
Church thinks it kn ows a ll there  is to know, the opportunity for surprising discovery is closed.  The
Church then becom es old, without perspective, and without light and labor and fruitfulness (1970,
p. 40).

Because, for Christians, Jesus C hrist was God incarnate, God-in-the-flesh, the supreme revelation
of God’s Person, the life and teachings of Jesus are the lens through which the rest of Scripture is to be
viewed.   After examining the social and cultural context of the w orld of Jesus, this study will begin by
examining his central teachings concerning wom en.  Since the writings of the Apostle Paul present some of
the most problem atic passages about women, these passages will be examined next, followed by a
discussion of male and female relationships in the world  at large, as well as in the Southern Baptist
Convention.

Views of W omen  in the Roman Wor ld

Women were not highly regarded  in the ancient world, even in “enlightened ” Greece.  Aristo tle
held that males and females are not only unequal, but that this “inequality is permanent” (Aristotle, 1941,
1.1259 B).  Socrates often referred to women as the weaker sex, arguing that being born a woman is a
divine punishme nt, since a woman is “halfway between a man and an animal” (Plato, 1965, 42A-C, 90C,
91A).

Although the Jews were granted  unique insight into the Person of God, they were  slow to
understand the implications of th is knowledge in  many areas, not least of which their ideas about women.
The Jewish Rabbis of Jesus’ day had three famous teachings about women.  It was proverbial among them
that “It is better to burn the Law, rather than to entrust it to a woman” (Mishnah, 1933, Sotah 3:4), that is,
women cannot learn, and they are not intelligent beings.  It was Jewish custom that “The testimony of one
hundred women is not equal to that of a man” (Mishnah, 1933), for women  are not trustworthy.  And the
daily prayer of the Jewish male was, “O Lord, I thank you that you did not make me a slave, a Gentile, or a
woman”  (Babylon ian Talmud, 1974 , Menacho th 43b), for these  creatures are not fully person s.

What Jesus Said About Women

It was into a world such as this that Jesus cam e.  Even his birth flew  in the face of the sex-role
norms of the day.  God did no t ask any male’s permission for Mary to become miraculously pregnant
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Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are from the New International Version (1978).

without a human father.  God’s messenger spoke to Mary directly (Luke 1:26-38), and Mary did not say
that she needed to check this out w ith her parents, w ith her fiancée, or with the leaders of the synagogue!
Her response  was, “May it be to  me as you have said” (Luke 1:382).  How different her response was from
that of such notable persons as Moses in Exodus 3 and of Gideon in Judges 6, who were reluctant
conscripts to divine  service, to say the least!

It is worth noting that the New Testament stresses the humanity  of Jesus, but never his maleness
(Mollencott, 1977 ).  As Scanzoni and  Hardesty observed (1974, p. 56):

Jesus was a man, but he was also Man.  English obscures the distinction, but New Testament

writers are careful to distinguish between ανηρ (aner, male), and ανθρωπος (anthropos, human).

When speaking of the Incarnation, they invariably choose ανθρωπος (e.g., Philippians 2:7;
Romans 5:12, 15 , etc.).

Unlike other Jewish men, Jesus spoke freely to wom en in pub lic.  He treated w omen  as persons,
not as property.  He taught theology to wome n, and he had women as disciples (though not among the
Twelve ).  In Matthew  19:3-8, w hen questioned about divorce, Je sus, as usual, gave the Pharisees more
answer than they expected.  In addressing the relationship God intends for men and women, Jesus referred
them back to  the account in G enesis 1:27-28.  

Marriage and the Garden of Eden

Genesis 1:27 clearly states that both the male and the female were made in God’s image, so the
image cannot be a physical or a sexual likeness.  God is not a physical being.  Scanzoni and Harde sty
contend ed that the image  of God is no t only rationality, but also “relationality”:

All persons, male and  female, are created by God with rational self-awareness and also with the
capacity for self-transcendence.  The fellowship of husband and wife, of parents and child, and even
the fellowship w ithin the church reflect the dynamic mutuality and  reciprocity of the Trinity, which
agreed, “Let us make m an in our image” (1974, p. 23).

After all, God could have created humans to rep roduce non -relationally, perhaps through
parthenogenesis, as in some low er animals (Scanzoni and Hardesty, 1974). Our being able to relate to one
another seems from the beginning to have been very important to God.

When the Scripture declares that God created humanity “in his own image” (Genesis 1:27), the
remainder of that verse says precisely what that image is: “male and female he created them.”  To be “in
the image of God” is to be male and female (Jewett, 1975).  The image of God is not mysterious, but is the
relationship between male and female (Scalise, 1986; Jewett, 1975; Barth, 1975).  Such an understanding
provides a biblical and theological basis for understand ing the  nature of God’s call as a call to  “partnership
in the work o f the Gospe l” (Philippians 1:5).
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Daniel 11:34; Hosea 13:9.
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Genesis 2 :24 has the m an leaving fathe r and moth er to be united  with his wife, which s uggests a ma triarchal family mo del.

The creation narratives o f Genesis 1 and 2 do not necessarily imp ly inferior status for the woman.
Rather than implying male superiority, they could just as easily be interpreted to mean that the woman was
the crown of creation!  Genesis 2:18 says that Adam  needed a “helper.”  The Hebre w word here is ezer,
which does not in itself connote  inferior status.  In fact, apart from this refe rence to Eve, ezer appears
seventeen times in the Old Testament, 3 and each time it refers to God (Bristow, 1988).  Man was made
from dust, but that did  not make  him subord inate to the earth (Scanzoni and H ardesty, 1974).  If men are
superior to women because they were made first, then cows are superior to  men, and fish are superior to
cows (Bristow, 19 88)!  Verse 20 speaks of a “suitable he lper.”  The Greek translation o f the Old

Testament, the Septuagint, used the word οµοιος (homoios) here, which means “of the same nature, like,

similar.”  Within the general idea of similarity, οµοιος also signifies equality in force and equality of rank
(Liddell and  Scott, 1968 ).

In Genesis 1:28, God gave the task of governing the creation to both the man  and the wom an.  The
caretaker role of God’s creation began as a shared responsibility, a partnership.  The partnership consisted
of both a man and a woman.  And, since both partners were created in God’s image, it was a partnership of
equals.  Each sex had distinct characteristics, but these differences did not make them  unequal.  Rather,
each sex complemented  and completed the other. 4  It is noteworthy that after Adam and Eve sinned, God
did not p lay favorites.  God held  them equally responsib le for the sin; both were punished for their
disobedien ce (Genesis 3:16-17).  

Some persons u se the Edenic curse as support for male  domination and restriction of wom en to the
home.  It makes no more sense, however, to argue from this passage that all women must engage in child-
related occupations than it does to argue that the only suitable occupation for men is farming (Hu ll, 1987).
Further, for persons who use  this passage to advocate  male domination to  be consistent, they should also
refuse to use pain-alleviating drugs, should get rid of all labor-saving devices, and should get their food by
sweating in the field s without power too ls (Mollenco tt, 1977)!

So far as was recorded, Jesus never referred to the Fall.  Jesus did not ever say that women are,
because of Eden, we ak and easily deceived.  He did not blame womankind for the first sin, nor remind
women that men will rule over them because of it.  Rather, Jesus treated women as persons created—and
re-creatable— in his image and likeness (Scanzoni and  Hardesty, 1974).

In calling atten tion to th is one-fle sh concept of marriage, Jesus affirmed the type of partnership that
existed before sin entered the human experience.  According to God’s design, man and woman, in marriage,
become “one flesh.”  “One flesh” means that a husband and wife become one in goals, hopes, dreams, and
outlook.  They share eve rything.  They m ay not always agree on everything, but they should have a un ity
of spirit, a unity of purpose in life.  In the best sense, one partner brings out the best in the other so that
together they grow into som ething more than they could  be separately.
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Priority and Propriety

Turning to the larger patterns of Jesus’ relationships, Luke 8:1-3 show s  that in fact women were  a
part of Jesus’ group of disciples.  Probably because o f the social climate, which regarded wom en as
proper ty and not as persons, Jesus did not include women in the inner circle of the Twelve.  He did,
however, include them in his traveling band as a separate group.  Even that arrangement was risky, and
could have brought charges o f immorality, though there is no re cord that it did.  

At times, the valu e which Jesus placed on wom en as d isciples embarrassed his male followers.
Once when the disciples came upon Jesus  talking to a wo man in pub lic, they w ere greatly surprised but  did
not challenge him (John 4:4-42 ).  Moreover, in this particular act, Jesus violated three taboos:  he was (1)
talking with a wo man, w ho was (2 ) of a racial group the Jews disdained (the Samaritans), and (3) who had
a terrible reputation.  Not on ly this, but this woman became the means of bringing m any person s, both
male and female to believe in Jesus.  This encounter with “the woman at the well” is important for another
reason.  It was in this conversation  that Jesus said that “God  is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in
spirit and in truth” (John  4:24).  

God is neither masculine  nor feminine.  Such categories and distinctions have little meaning in the
transcendent sphere.  Further, though the biblical appellations for God are generally male, this is not
always the case.  Numerous Old Testament passages use female images for God and for God’s relationships
with human persons (Psalm 131:2; Proverbs 3:15-17, 8; Isaiah 42:14, 46:3, 49:15, 66:13), and Jesus used
such metaphors as well (Matthew  23:37).  Even so  conservative a teacher as G. Campbe ll Morgan
acknowledged that in the Godhead there is Fatherhood, Motherhood, and Childhood, though he was not
more specific than this (Morgan, no date).

In Luke 13:18-21 Jesus gave two parables about helping the Kingdom of God to grow.  In one of
the parables, the growth process begin s with a man’s activity; in the o ther, the growth process is put into
action by a woman.  Jesus was teaching that, in his Kingdom, women would not be mere bystanders.  They
would  be m over s, innovators; they would have a part in making things happen under God’s leadership.
Jesus meant for women to iden tify with his mission.  He m eant to invo lve wom en, as well as m en, in
spreading his teachings.  W omen, too, would help the K ingdom grow.  

Look at the familiar parables found  in Luke 15 : the parable of the  Lost Sheep  (vv. 1-7), the parable
of the Lost Co in (vv. 8-10), and  the parable of the  Lost Son (vv. 11-31).  Here again, the parables belong
together, and Jesus did not leave us to our own resource s to decide w hat he was teaching w ith them.  As a
concluding remark to e ach of the first two parab les, he comp ared the man’s and the w oman’s experience
to God’s experience when  one sinner repents.

Just as there was rejoicing when the shepherd found his sheep, there is rejoicing in heaven when
one sinner repents.  The shepherd celebrated; God celebrates!  Likewise, as there was rejoicing when the
woman  found her precious coin, there is rejoicing when one sinner repents.  The woman celebrated; God
celebrates!  Here Jesus presents a man and a woman as God’s representatives.  A man and a woman  are cast
in roles that represent God’s concern for humanity.  They both sought and found the lost.  Jesus taught that
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a woman can represent God just as a man can represent God.  Again, who w as it that Jesus used to
proclaim his message to the Samaritans (John 4:7-10)?  A woman.

Luke’s gospel also records the story of Jesus’ conversation with Mary and Martha (10:38-42).
What usually goes unnoticed in the story is that Jesus was here teaching a woman theo logy right along with
the men.  And in response to Martha’s challenge, Jesus indicated that Mary had not only the right, but the
responsibility to learn.

That Mary did learn, and learn well, is shown  in John 12: 3-8, the account of her annointing Jesus’
feet.  The disciples were remarkably unperceptive when  it came to understanding why Jesus was  going up
to Jerusalem.  Over and over they we re caught up in the ir petty squabble s and eagerness to be important,
and they failed to hear what Jesus was trying to tell them about his death.  But Mary listened.  Somehow
along the way, though the men missed it, this devoted disciple from Bethany had grasped the real meaning
of Jesus’ mission.  In a society and in a day w hen women w ere neither encouraged nor expected to
understan d deep  truths, Mary had  understood the deepest truth o f all.

No woman went to sleep in the garden.  No wo man denied Jesus.  No woman betrayed him, or
nailed him to the cross.  But it was a woman (Herod’s wife, Matthew 27:19) who tried to save him!
Risking life and virtue, it was the women w ho dared to  stand among the soldiers at the  foot of his cross,
and to come at dawn to the tomb, convinced that the sealed and guarded stone would somehow move.
Who was it who received the first news of the Resurrection (Lu ke 23:55-24:15)?  Two w omen.  And who
received Jesus’ rebuke for not believing their report (Mark 16:14)?  The men.

Jesus moved m ore slowly with women’s issues than some w ould go today.  He followed the
delicate balance betw een challeng ing his followers and alienating them .  And the resu lt was that he made
significant progress in directing attention toward God’s fuller purpose for women.  Even more significant
than Jesus’ esteem for  wom en and his disregard for the Jewish taboos concerning wom en is the fact that he
modeled Christian ministry on the role of service, a traditionally female role (Matthew 20:26; Mark
10:43, Ruether, 1975).

All in all, Jesus’ teaching concerning the place of women in the divine plan is implied in h is
response  to the Pharisees concerning the Law:  “God gave you the Law [which you have misunderstood
and used to subjugate women] because of the hardness of your hearts.  But it was not this way in the
beginning” (M atthew 19:8).  

When, at the death of Jesus, the veil in the Temple was torn in two by the hand  of God (Luke
23:45),  part of the meaning of this event was that the tragic division betwee n man and w oman (as well as
the even  more tragic d ivision betwe en humanity and God) was now potentially removed—and will be
actually removed if persons are willing to accept it.  “For He himself is our peace, who has made the two
one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility. . . .  For through him we both have access
to the Father by  one Spirit” (Ephesians 2:14, 18)!  

The teaching of Jesus was the beginning of the revolution which now is moving Western culture
toward androgyny.  God’s own action in Christ provided the push which began to turn human history on
its hinges.
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What Paul REALLY Said About Women

The Apostle Peter, writing to encourage the early Christians in the province of Asia (modern
Turkey),  said that Pau l had written  some  things that were “hard  to understand” (2  Peter 3:16 ), which is
certainly true about his teachings concerning women (Woodru ff, 1979).  Taken at face value and separated
from the context in w hich they were written, some  of the Apostle Paul’s writings on the subject of women
are very negative and chauvinistic, and there are two major responses that are generally made to these
statements.  The first view, and  possibly the mo st popular, can  be summ arized by the statem ent, 
“I believe the man is the head of the fam ily,” or “I believe w omen shou ld submit themselves to  their
husbands (or even to  all men). ”  To reach this conclusion, certain scriptures are emphasized to the
exclusion of others, and  the cultural setting in which the Bible was written is virtually ignored.  Many
women who supposedly  subscribe to this “submission” viewpoint are, in reality, domineering and
manipulative persons.  They say, “My husband is the boss,” but they manage to do just what they please;
and any person who challenges their views is quickly and loudly accu sed of going against the Scripture
(Spencer, 1985).  This view, of course, fits quite well with the sex-role patterns of our culture, through
which women traditionally gain power indirectly through manipu lation and helplessness (and such acting
without integrity, forced or not, leads to low  self-esteem an d depre ssion, Gannon, 198 2).

The other view, equally extreme, is at the opposite end of the spectrum.  Persons who hold  this
view are determ ined to live by the  truth as they understand it, regardless of its origin (and whether or not
it accords with Scripture).  Som e in this group could be appropriately called the “anti-Paul” group.  They
say that Paul did no t like women, that he had a low  view of women, and that his writings on  the subject of
women are no t inspired (Bristow , 1988).

There are some very grave dangers connected with both of these viewpoints.  The first one
encourages an empty-headed  view o f Scripture, an accept-but-don’t-think attitude.  It sugge sts that a
person should be quick to do what the Bible says, without trying to understand what it says.  The second
view attacks the credibility of Paul’s writings as far as inspiration is concerned.  But if the passages related
to wom en are  not inspired, then the logica l conclusion  follow s that everything else Paul wrote is
questionab le.  The answ er lies, as it usually does, somewhere betw een these tw o extrem es.  

Of all the New Testament personalities, Paul stands out as the most dram atic example of a life
changed by Chr ist.  In an  instant God changed Paul’s direction in life as well as his attitude.  From a
persecutor of Christians he became the champion of Christ’s cause.  Since the Scripture is self-consistent
and non-contradictory, being inspired throughout by the same Spirit, there must be another way to
understand Paul’s words about women when they seem to fly in the face of the attitude Jesus
demonstrated toward them.

Any adequate examination of Paul’s views in regard to the role  of women  must  be grounded in
Galatians 3:28.  Galatians may very well have been Paul’s earliest letter, and scholars are in agreement as
to what Paul m eant in this verse— they agree that it sets forth a lasting principle:  “So there is no difference
between Jews and Gentiles, between slaves and free men, between men and women; you are all one  in
union with Christ Jesus” (Today’s English Version).  This is Paul’s earliest w ord, and his later comments
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on the subject seem to have been due to the furor that erupted as the various Churches tried to figure out
how to put this principle into practice.

Paul’s Cultural Setting

Perhaps the largest missing piece of the puzzle will be discovered by taking a closer look at the
world of Paul’s day.  Even though all persons are equal before God in Christ, in the first century society as
a whole, they were far from equal.  In the eyes of most people, wives were classed with slaves.  Women
definitely were second-class citizens.  There were no debates on the subject of women’s equality.  No one
seriously considered the possibility that women were  as good as men.  Society was no t ready to accept the
revelation that all persons are created equal by God.

Paul had not led a sheltered life.  He knew that this was true.  He knew that he could not change
deep-rooted thinking on a large scale  with a snap of the fingers or even  with a strong pro nounce ment.
Besides, his primary goal was not to bring in a new age  of social reform, w ith equality granted  to both
women and to slaves.  Paul was convinced that Jesus wou ld return in his lifetime, and he often urged
Christians to support  the soc ial order, so that unbelievers would perceive Christianity positively and not
write it off as a d isrupt ive socia l and political m ovem ent, m issing its deeper, spiritual message of eternal
freedom  (Hull, 198 7).  

Although Paul’s writings (follow ing the teaching of Je sus) contained  the principles that, when
followed, would eventually do away with slavery, racism, and male supremacy, he tried not to sidetrack
the basic message of Jesus  as Savior  by changing all so cial injustices overnight (Mollenco tt, 1977).  But it is
necessary to look farther and deeper than this.  In order to place Paul’s teachings in context, the  whole
panoram a of his writings must be considere d.  

Most scholars be lieve that Paul wrote the letters o f Ephesians, Philipp ians, and Colossians during his
first imprisonm ent, around A.D. 61-62.  In two of these letters (Ephesians and Colossians), Paul
instructed wives to be submissive to their husbands.  In  Philippians, he did not.  A look at a map will reveal
a crucial fact about this.  Ephesus and Colosse were in the province of Asia, while Philippi was in the
province of Macedonia.

The women of Macedonia enjoyed more personal freedom  and a higher social status than was usual
for wom en in the first century.  They were often invo lved in  commun ity and civic affairs.  In Asia, wives
were considered to be simply household property, and they got about town about as often as the bathtub
did.  When the men had parties, they went in the com pany of a special group of cultured prostitutes who
were trained in social graces and worldly pleasures.  These w omen w ere known  as courtesans, or hetairai

(εταιραι) (Bullough and Bullough, 1978).  (In fact, the Latin term fo r prostitute, meretrix, means “she
who earn s,” implying that this was the only way a woman co uld earn m oney! [Bristow, 1988]).
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It would seem that Paul intended by this teaching to counteract, point by point, the three-fold prayer by which Jewish males thanked God
for not having been made a slave, a Gentile, or a woman.
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Bilezekian, 1985; Bristow, 1988; Davis and Rowatt, 1985; Hull, 1987; Jewett, 1975; Kroeger, 1987; Mollencott, 1977; Ruether, 1975;

Scanz oni an d Hard esty, 1 974;  Spen cer, 1 985;  Stagg a nd Sta gg, 19 78.  T hese  autho rs trea t these  passa ges in m uch gr eater  detail  than w ill be do ne in

this essay.

In his first recorded letter, Paul granted complete freedom and equality to women (Galatians
3:285), and it is a fact of life that people have to learn how to use freedom.  Freedom abused is freedom
lost.  When the women in Macedon ia were presented  with the concepts o f freedom  and equality in Christ,
they knew how to handle these privileges because they had had some practice.  Not so for the Asian
congregation s!  There, the social customs were very different.  The wom en had no role models for
Christian freedom, and no prior experience  with “personhood.”  As they attempted to apply Christian
teachings to everyday living, they mad e many m istakes, which Paul tried to  correct.

Paul’s comments about wom en that give us most trouble were written to Ephesus (where Timo thy
was pastor, hence the similar instructions in Paul’s letter to Timothy), Colosse, and Corinth.  The social
customs with regard to women were very similar in these cities.  In his letters to the Macedonian cities of
Philippi and The ssalonica, there are no such comments.

In fact, a review of the situation in Maced onia reveals a rather important insight into Paul’s attitude
toward women, that is, that he involved  women in the work of the Kingdom in ways similar to men when
he was free to do so.  Lydia, Eu odia, and Syn tyche were  leaders in the Philipp ian church.  Since women in
Macedonia enjoyed a degree  of freedom that was no t granted to wom en in Ephesus and Corinth, Paul
never felt the need to set such strict guidelines for women in those congregations.  The people in that area
were accustomed to seeing respectable women involved in public life, and there was no risk in allowing
women to take places of leadership in the churches there.  It is interesting to note that, over the years, a
degree of friendship  developed  between Paul and the Philippian church that was closer than he
experienced w ith any other church!

Far from being an advocate of male supremacy, Paul was actually the first great champion of sexual
equality—after Jesus (Bristow, 1988).  While the ap paren t meaning o f most English translations of certain
“hard passages” in Paul is to sub jugate women, informed scholarship is able to  demonstrate that  this is
probably not what was meant, even to the Asian churches6.  Paul chose his words carefu lly, deliberately
avoiding those Greek terms w hich, had he used them , would  have comm unicated to his read ers precisely
those misconceptions which our English translations imply today (Bristow, 1988)!  One of the  greatest
ironies of Christian history is that Paul’s words—as translated—have been claimed as authority for
accomplishing the very thing he did not intend.

The passages most often cited in support of male supremacy are 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 and 14:33-
36, 1 Timothy 2:8-15, and Ephesians 5:21-33.  In considering the teaching of these p assages, it is
important to place them alongside Paul’s actual practice in the churches, and the many po ints at which he
comm ended  women for leading God’s pe ople and  for proclaiming God’s W ord (Hu ll, 1987).  
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What Paul Said in 1 Corinthians

Long before Pau l’s day Corinth had  become the proverbial term for immorality.  From 400 B. C.
onward, “to Corinthianize” was recognized as a label for involvement in  sensual sins, specifically in
unrestrained intercourse w ith prostitutes.  Paul was in Corinth when  he wrote the description of pagan
immorality that is recorded in Romans 1: 18 -32.  Of all the churches that Paul founded, Corinth had the
most problems, and it is not hard to see why understanding and l iving the  Christian life was so diff icult in
that atmosphere.

1 Corinthians 11:2-16.  Sociologists have con firmed that standards of decency in behavior change
form time to time and from place to place.  In 1 Corinthians 11:2-16, Paul struggled with a continuing
problem for Christian persons—how to determine an acceptable relationship between social customs and
Christian behavior:

 (2) I praise you for remembering me in everything and for holding to the  teachings, just as I

passed them on to you.
(3) Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the

woman  is man, and the head of Christ is God.  (4) Every man who prays or prophesies with his head
covered dishonors his head.  (5) And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head
uncovered dishonors her  head—it is just as though her head w ere shaved.  (6) If a woman does not
cover her head, she should have her hair cut off;  and if it is a d isgrace fo r a woman to have  her hair
cut or shaved off, she should cover her head.  (7) A man o ught not to cover his head, since he is the
image and glory of God; bu t the woman is the glory of man.  (8) For man did not come from
woman, but woman from man; (9) neither was man created for woman, but woman for man.  (10)
For this reason, and because of the angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head.

(11) In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of

woman.  (12) For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman.  But everything comes
from God.  (13 ) Judge for yourselves:  Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head
uncovered?  (14) Does no t the very nature  of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a
disgrace to him, (15) but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory?  For long hair is given to her
as a cover ing.  (16) If anyone wants to be  contentious about this, we have  no other practice—nor
do the churches of God.

Volumes have been  written interpreting this passage, and the argum ents involved are  more intr icate
than can be treated  here.  (One of the  key concepts in this passage involves Paul’s use of the word “head”

[κεφαλη, kephalé], which will be treated below in the discussion of Ephesians 5.)   Some contend
(Mollencott, 1977; Jew ett, 1975) that in verses 6 through 10 and 13 through 16, Paul sets forth the
traditional rabbinic teaching concerning women, while verses 11 and 12 repre sent his  struggle to bring this
teaching in line with what he himself had  written in Galatians 3:28 and  with the exam ple of Christ.

At the time Paul wrote, the women were exercising their equality in Christ, and apparently they
were moving too fast.  Not on ly did they take active roles in the worship services, but they also ignored
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social custom as they prophesied  with the ir heads uncovered.  In verse 5, Paul granted that the women
might pray and prophesy (preach) in the services under the leadership of the Spirit, but he insisted that
they continue to wear the customary veil.   Because o f the flagrant prostitution  that was associated w ith
Corinth, in that particular place and at that particular time, a woman could not discard her veil or loosen
her hair without destroying her ow n reputation.  Violating this custom  was considered so serious that a
husband could use it as grounds for divorce and was not required to return the marriage dowry (Mishnah,
1933, Ketuboth 7:6).  Paul granted that women could  pray and prophesy in pu blic worship, which was a
huge step forward, but he said that they  did not have the right to act or to dress in a way that reflected
badly on themselves, their husbands, the Christian community, and ultimately on God.

While verse 3 is sometimes interpreted to represent a “chain of command” in which authority
passes downward from God to Christ to the Holy Spirit to the man to the woman to the child to the slave,
and finally to the animals, this is probably not the case.  Had Pau l wanted  to convey that im age, he would
have logically begun either with God at the top or with woman at the bottom, and he did not d o this.
Rather, Paul began with a middle member, and wrote in a more  circular manner.  The emphasis seems to
be on unity rather than on hierarchy (Scanzoni and H ardesty, 197 4).  Indeed , the idea that Christ was less
than God formed the basis of the early Christian heresy called Arianism, which was the impetus for the
calling of the Council of Nicea in A.D. 32 5 (Baker, 1959).  It was this council which resulted in the
adoption of the now-familiar Nicene Creed , which states that Jesus is “one in Being with the Father”
(Armed  Forces Chaplains Board, 1974, p . 718).

Jesus himself clearly claimed to be God, saying “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30), and
“Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).  If Paul was not arguing that Jesus was less than
equal with the Father, then neither was he arguing that the wife is less than equal with her husband.

1 Corinthians 14:33-3 6.  Later, in chapter fourteen (vv. 33-36), when Paul gave instructions for
the wom en to  be silen t in church, it at first looks as if Paul has either changed his mind since chapter
eleven, or else he has contrad icted himself.  Neither is likely, and  contradiction is unacceptab le.  Further, a
literal and strict observance of this passage would mean that women could not even sing in worship, either
with the congregation or in a choir.  Women wou ld not be ab le to repeat the Lord’s Prayer or to
participate in responsive  readings (Bristow , 1988).   A more plau sible explanation is that Paul was talking
about two different things:

(33b) As in all the congregations of the saints, (34) women should remain silent in the

churches.  They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says.  (35) If they
want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful
for a woman to speak in the church.  (36) Did the w ord of God o riginate with you?  Or are you the
only people it has reached?

In chapter eleven, Paul was referring to the speaking of women in response to the recognized
leading of the Holy Spirit.  As the Holy Spirit led, they spoke God’s message to fellow believers.  Chapter
fourteen seems to refer to an altogether different kind of talking, not to prophesying.  It seems to be
connected with the confusion mentioned in verse 33, and probably with the ideas earlier suggested about
the wearing o f veils.  
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Greek has many word s that can be translated  “speak.”  Paul did not write that women  are not to
teach or preach, or proclaim, or affirm, or any of the o ther nuance s that are expressed by these w ords.

Instead, Paul wrote that women are not to λαλεω (laleo).  Like the other verbs, λαλεω can denote the

act of saying something very important; but o f all the verbs that can be translated “speak,” only λαλεω can
also mean  simply “to talk”  (Bristow, 19 88).  T he socia l context again provides so me in sight into  this
dynamic.  Kari Torjesen Malcomb, who grew up in China as the daughter of missionary parents, may offer
a helpful perspective:

My mother used to comp are the situation in Corinth to the one she and m y father faced in northern
China.  Back in the 1920s when they were first to bring God’s message to that forgotten area, they
found wom en with bound feet who seldom le ft their ho mes and who, un like the  men, had never in
their  whole lives attended a public mee ting or a class.  They had never been told as little girls,
“Now you mu st sit still and listen to the teacher.”   Their only concept of an assem bly was a family
feast where everyone talked at once.

When these women came to my parents’ church and gathered on the women’s side of the

sanctuary, they thought this was a chance to catch up on the new s with their neighbors and to ask
questions about the story  of Jesus they w ere hearing.  Need less to say, along with babies crying and
toddlers running about, the women’s section got rather no isy!  Add to that the temptation for the
women to shout que stions to their husbands across the aisle, and you can imagine the chaos.  As my
mother patiently tried to tell the women  that they should listen first and chitchat or ask questions
later, she would mutter under her breath, “Just like Corinth; it just couldn’t be more like Corinth”
(Malcomb, 1982).

Thrilled that they could speak at all in public worship, the women were going beyond what seemed
proper.  Paul was not trying to put women down.  He was trying to control the excesses of their behavior
as they tried out their newfound  freedom in the society of their day.

What Paul Said to Timothy

Timothy was the pastor of the church at Ephesus, and the status of women in the society there was
similar to that in Corinth.  In Ephesus,  also, pagan priestesses and  shrine prost itutes w ere ro utine ly used  in
worship.  Including women  as worshippers rather than as cultic prostitute s was a major change, and
considering this social structure, the women w ere moving too quickly in trying to exercise the ir freedom :  

(8) I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, w ithout anger or disputing.

(9)  I also want women  to dress modestly, with decency and  propriety, not with braided hair

or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, (10) but with good deed s, appropriate for wom en who
profess to worship God.

(11) A wom an should learn  in quietness and fu ll submission.  (12) I do n ot pe rmit  a woman

to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.  (13) For Adam was formed first, then
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7

Wom en were c ertainly able to te ach elsewh ere in the Ne w Testame nt (Acts 21:9 ), and even  to explicitly teac h men (Ac ts 18:26).  P riscilla

is sometimes suggested as the author of Hebrews, which is written in the best Greek in the New Testament (Purdy, 1955)!

Eve.  (14) And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a
sinner.  (15) Bu t wom en will be kept  safe through childbirth, if they continue in faith, love and
holiness with propriety. (1 Timothy 2:8-15)

Here again, understanding what Paul really was saying, considering the context, is less than
obvious—yet careful study offers some light.  It is interesting that those who interpret this passage in favor
of male dominance rare ly examine  verse  8, which implies that the men in the  Ephesian church had their
own difficulties!  Not only this, but, in contrast with Corinth, the women in Ephesus must not have been
wearing veils at all, else no one  would  have known what they had  in their hair.   While many modern
persons understand this passage as exclud ing wom en, few persons take it to be  prescriptive for current
adornm ent, dress, or hairstyles, demo nstrating an intere sting selectivity of percep tion (Hon eycutt, 198 4).

As Paul moved throughout Asia Minor establishing Christian churches and subvert ing Hellen istic
understandings about the world, he frequently encountered difficulties in helping new believers to
understand how Christianity was different fro m the ir pagan  roots .  Such controversies and contaminations
are frequently in the background of Paul’s letters to young churches, and one of the cardinal principles of
Pauline interpretation is to attempt to  understand precisely which false teachings he was attem pting to
refute.

One of the chief philosophies in opposition to Christianity in Paul’s day was that of Gnosticism,

which comes from γνωσις  (gnosis), or kno wled ge.  It seems rather ce rtain that the false  teachings in
Ephesus about which Paul was concerned were those o f Gnosticism (Bristow, 1988).  Gnostic writings
often rewrote the story of Adam and Eve, contending that Adam/Eve was first an androgynous person
who was then split apar t, or that Eve was created before Adam.  For Gno stics, the primeval eating from
the “Tree of Knowledge” (of good and evil) was a good thing, not disobedience.  Paul refutes bo th of these
teachings about Eden in verses 13 and 14.  It is notewo rthy that he does not move from that point to assert
male superiority based on the Fall, which w as the traditional rabbinic m odel (Bristow , 1988).

Verse 12 has been the lodestone for much suppression of women in the church, and bears
examination.  The question of teaching—especially false teaching—was already a prob lem in Ep hesus,
even among the men (1 Timothy 5:15; 2 Timothy 3:6-7).  Because women in the Ephesian culture had no
prior experience with doctrine, having never been permitted to stu dy before, they were  especially
vulnerable  to misunderstandings.  Hence, they were to study (2:11), to do  their homework, be fore
attempting  to teach.  (Paul gave sim ilar instruction to un informed  men in T itus 1:10-11 .)

The words “to have authority” are interesting as well.  They are the translation of

αυθεντειν (authentein), which means “to  domineer,” and which occurs only here in the New Testament
(Kubo, 1975).  This would indicate  that the  problem in  Ephesus had  to do  with women who, in their
eagerness  to appropriate their equality in Christ, were usurping authority from others, teaching things for
which they had neither gifts nor training (Scanzoni and Hardesty, 1974).7   Such behavior was antithetical
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to the Christian virtues o f love and m utual respect.  The really amazing thing is that Paul continu ed to
insist that women needed to learn, even in the face of the high-handed attitudes of some of them.

Paul’s advice to Timothy, the young pastor in Ephesus, in 1 Timothy 2: 8-15 was to “let the women
learn”—theology, as Mary from  Jesus—but let them do it in a seemly fashion.  Letting women  “learn”
seems like a small advancement to us, but it was a significant step forward, nonetheless.  Remem ber the
saying of the Rabbis: “Better to burn the law than to entrust it to a woman.”  Spiritually, women were
comple tely free.  But socially, and  in the Churche s, they needed to  go more slow ly, challenging old ideas
as Jesus did— without alienating others und uly.  Remember that Paul never found it necessary to make such rules
as these for the Macedonian Churches.

What Paul Said to the Ephesians

In the other letter d irected to Ep hesus (this time to the  church at large), the letter known as
Ephesians,  there are also som e difficult passages.  In the fifth chapter of this letter, verses 21-33, Paul gave
his well-known and often-quoted guidelines concerning submission in marriage:

(21) Subm it to one ano ther out of reverence for Christ.

(22) Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.  (23) For the husband is the head of the

wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of w hich he is the Savior.  (24) No w as the church
submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.

(25) Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her

(26) to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with w ater through the  word, (27) and to
present her to himself as a radian t church, without stain or  wrinkle or any other blem ish, but holy
and blameless.  (28 ) In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies.  He
who loves h is wife lo ves himself.  (29) After all, no  one ever hated h is own body, but he feeds and
cares for it, just as Christ does the church— (30) for we are membe rs of his  body.  (31) “F or this
reason a man will leave his father and mo ther and be  united to his w ife, and the two will become
one flesh” [Genesis 2:24].  (32) This is a profound m ystery—but I am talking about C hrist and the
church.  (33) How ever, each one of you also  must love his wife as  he loves h imself, and the wife
must respect her husband.

Two things need to  be observed from the  outset:  first, Paul is here writing to married couples, not
to men  and w omen in general, and he is assuming that both husband and wife are Christians (for comments
on an unbe lieving husband, see 1 Peter 3:1-7); and  second, that the  traditional interpre tation of these
verses has often driven women to be dishonest.  Many wives give lip service to subm ission, but that is all.
The innovative wife develops a strategy to get what she w ants while publicly supporting her husband’s
headship role.  Such manipulation surely was not the result Paul intended to achieve when he designated
the husband  the head of the w ife.  

Now if Paul was here affirming a male-dominance  model for m arriage, then  he has offered nothing
either unique or Christian at this poin t.  Male  dominance  was the  virtually universal practice in  marriage in
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ancient Mediterranean culture.  Further, to assert, on the basis of this passage, that such a hierarchy must
be maintained, else the Christ-church analogy breaks down, makes no more sense than to claim that all
nations must have a m onarchical govern ment be cause other forms of governm ent fail to represent God ’s
kingship  over all the earth (Scanzoni and Hardesty, 197 4).  A close  exam ination  of Pau l’s words in
Ephesians 5 reveals that he was subverting the concept of male dominance  rather than defending it.

In interpreting these verses, it may be helpful to note that they were written in, and are to be
understood in, the context of being filled with God’s Spirit (5:18).  It is this Spirit that enables persons to
relate to each other in the  ways which Paul now outlined.  Additionally, this passage is w ritten  (if not often
interpreted) more  toward m en than tow ard wom en (143  words to  47 words in the Greek).

Discussions about this passage sometimes no te that a “comm ittee” (such as the family) needs a
chairperson, or nothing will ever be accomp lished by that committee.  After all, “if two men ride on a
horse, one must ride behind”  (Shakespeare, 1936, III, v).  Such an analogy suffers from inad equate
perspective. Two riders may sit side by side in a carriage, with the horse pulling them, and two Christians
may sit side by side in a marriage  with God leading them , too (Scanzoni and Hardesty, 1974).  Even on a
single horse, who is to say that the two riders cannot change places from time to time?

There are three words in this passage that are keys to understanding it.  These  words are  “head,”
“submission,” and “love.”

“The husband  is the head o f the wife.”  In English, the word “head” means the  literal head of one ’s
body or, figurative ly, the leader of a body of people. In Greek, however, there are tw o words for “head.”

The first of these, αρχη (arché), means “head”  in term s of lead ership, point of orig in, or fir st in
importance  and power.  English words which employ this word  as a prefix include  “archaeology,”
“archetype,” “archives,” “archangel,” “archbishop,” “archenemy,” and “archd uke.”   If Paul had intended to
say that husbands are to rule over wives, this is the word he would have used.

Instead, Paul used the word κεφαλη (kephalé), which means the literal head of one’s body, or

“foremost” in terms of position (such as a capsto ne or a cornerstone). Κεφαλη was never used to  mean
“leader” or “boss” or “chief” or “ru ler.”  It was also a military term , designating a person who went in front
of the troops, the leader in the sense of being in the lead, the first one into battle.  Thus, there are two
Greek w ords that can be tran slated “head,” on e mean ing “boss,” the other m eaning “physical head.”

The Septuagint supports this distinction.  Hebrew is like English, in that there is only one word  that
means both “physical head” and  “ruler.”  This word is rosh.   When translating from He brew into Greek,
wherever rosh meant “physical head,” or the first soldier leading others into battle, it was translated

κεφαλη; wherever it meant “chief,” or “ruler,” it was translated αρχη, or some form of that word; and
this distinction was carefully preserved throughout (Bristow, 1988).  Thus, while modern readers may
assume that Paul meant that the husband is the “boss”  or the “ruler” o f the wife, he actually w as careful not
to say that.
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“Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”   The words “subm it to” occur in this passage
three times.  Church members are to submit to each other, and wives are to subm it to their husbands as
the Church submits to Chr ist.  Thus three type s of relationships are defined by the  words “submit to.”

If the word tran slated “head” meant “boss,” then the wo rd translated “submit to” wo uld be expected
to mean something like “obey.”  There is such a word in Greek w hich means “submit to” in the sense of “to

obey” (υπακουω, hupakouo), which Paul used in Ephesians 6:5 to refer to the relationship between slaves
and their masters.  There is another word which means “submit to” in the sense of “to obey one in

authority,” (πειθαρχεω, peitharcheo), which Paul used in Titus 3:1 to tell Christians to be obedient to
governm ental authorities.  

When referring to wives or to the church, however, Paul used neither of these words.  He used a

form of the word υποτασσω (hupotasso), which was not usually used o f either children or o f slaves.  In

the active voice, υποτασσω might be used of a conqu eror, meaning “to subject,” or “to subordinate.”

But Paul did no t tell husbands to υποτασσω their wives.  Rather, he  used the imperative, middle voice

form (υποτασσοµενοι, hupotassomenoi), which had a reflexive meaning—the subject of the verb acts
upon itself rather than being acted upon (Bristow, 1988).  One  of the most widely accepted  Greek-En glish

lexicons defines υποτασσω as “submission in the sense of voluntary yielding in love,”  with specific
reference  to its usage in the letters o f Paul and Pe ter (Arndt and Gingrich, 1957, p. 855). 

It is most interesting that the ve rb for verse 22  is actually carried over from  verse 21 in G reek, so
that a literal translation reads, “Being subject to one another in the fear of Christ, the wives to their own
husbands as to the Lord.”   Since the verb for “w ifely submission” is the very same word as the verb for
“mutual submission” in the church, there is absolutely no reason to separate these concepts (Scanzoni and
Hardesty, 1974).

The usual interpretation of this passage suggests that the wife must sacrifice herself for her husband,
which encourages husbands (being human, after all) to be selfish, egocentric, and filled with a sense of
pride and power (Scanzoni and Hardesty, 1974).   While this passage does use the m odel o f Christ’s self-
sacrifice and self-hum bling as a model for marriage, the  comparison is a model for the husband, not for the
wife at all (verse 25, Mollencott, 1977)!  The model for the husband is the self-emptying of Jesus, which
Paul described in Philippians 2:3-8:

(3) Do nothing ou t of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than
yourselves.   (4)  Each of you sho uld look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of
others.  

(5) Your attitude should  be the same  as that of Christ Jesus:

(6) Who, be ing in  very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped,
(7) but made himself nothing, taking the very nature o f a servant, being made in human likeness.
(8) And being found in ap pearance as a m an, he humbled himself and became obedient to
death—even death on a cross!
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The word u sed in verse 8  for Jesus’ obedience— which is the model for husbands—is υπακουω,
the word for the obedience of a slave to a master.  It certainly could be argued that the obedience to God
comm anded o f husbands is mo re severe than  the yieldedness required  of wives— at least in this passage!  

Actually, voluntary yieldedness in  love is required o f all persons if they are to accept God’s offer of
salvation through Christ.  There is no way to be born again without yielding one ’s personal sovereignty to
the Lordship of Christ (Howell, 1979).  Self-sacrifice in the New Testam ent, however, presupposes that a
person has developed a self which can be yielded, and is not the same thing as masochism (Stancil, 1987).
True obedience to the message o f the New Testament involves helping person s to move outside cultural
norms and to  become w hole person s in their  own right as a first step toward later being able to choose a
mature self-sacrifice on the model of Christ.   Our culture does not tend to offer women such a choice,
impressing them into an  unexamined servitude to m en that brooks little opposition.  Freedom to choose is at
the very heart of the  gospel (Galatians 5 :1)!

Υποτασσω, then, refers to an  attitude of “recipro cal deference  that becomes and marks ou t those
who are filled with the Spirit.  It is opposed to rudeness, haughtiness, selfish preference for one’s own
opinions,  and stubborn insistence on  one’s ow n rights” (Vaughn, 19 63, p. 113).   On the global scale , it
refers to a person’s voluntary yielding of her or his private will to God’s universal con cern for the w orld, a

concern which goes far beyo nd selfish or private in terests.  Υποτασσω refers to a person’s commitment
to establishing the Kingdom of God upon the earth.

“Husbands, love your w ives, just as Christ loved the  church.”  In English, “love” has multiple
meanings which range from  enjoyment to sexual intercourse.   Where  on this continuum do es Paul’s
instruction to husbands lie?  Again, G reek has several words for  “love.”  The verb which means “love” in

the sense of sexual desire (εραω, erao) does not even appear in the New Testam ent.  The w ord which

means “fondness,” “friendship,” or “dee p liking” (φιλεω, phileo) was not the word  Paul chose here.   The

word  he chose was αγαπαω (agapao), which is the most frequent word for love  in the New  Testament.

Αγαπαω is a kind of love that is not so much a matter of emotion as it is attitude and action.  It is a love
that seeks that which is in the best interest of the other, that which meets the o ther’s legitimate needs.

Αγαπαω is almost identical with υποτασσοµενοι.  Both involve choosing to relinquish  one’s se lf-
interest to serve and care for another’s.  Both mean being responsive to the needs of the other.  And both
are prescribed  for all Christians, not just for hu sbands and  wives (Bristow , 1988).

Such love does mean that often the wife will lay aside her own inte rests and desires in order to  assist
and encourage her husband in every way possible.  But it also means that just as often, the husband will put
aside his rights, privileges, and personal convenience in order to assist and encourage his wife.  And often
they both will choose to make sacrifices for the sake of their children  (Scanzoni and  Hardesty, 1974).
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When All is Said and Done

These troublesome p assages provide an example of Scripture in which regulations are laid down
that applied specifically to a certain society at a certain time.  Not for one second would most American
Christians say that women should  refrain from braiding their hair or from  wear ing jewelry.  It is poor
exegesis to attribute one part of a passage to local custom and time, while applying a second part of the
same passage universally, especially when that second part is set over against clear teachin g elsew here in
Scripture.  It seems that any definitive and widely accepted interpretation  of these “hard  passage s” is
impossible  at present.  Careful study is able to offer alternative interpretations that challenge the
traditional interpretations,  not to the satisfaction o f all, but sufficiently to demonstrate that only by
imposing presuppositions upon these passages can they be used as foundations for doctrinal positions.  The
hermeneutic principle in que stion is that of interpreting murky or disputed p assages in the light of that
which is more certain.  Respect for G od’s Wo rd does not force meaning where meaning is unclear (H ull,
1987).

There are no easy answers, but this approach seems to answer the most questions, is most
consistent with all of the Bible’s teachings, and squares most closely with the example given by Jesus
himself.   The crux of the matter centers on the fact that since women in Macedonia already enjoyed a
degree of freedom, they knew how to express their new freedom in Christ in responsible ways.   Their
expressions of freedom did not threaten the stability of the home.  This assumption is supported by the fact
that Paul did no t give husband-w ife guidelines to the  Macedo nian congregations.

Although in Christ the Christian women of Ephesus and Colosse and Corinth were just as free as the
women of Philippi and Thessalonica, in the world they were n ot.  They had  to be p atient.  With h is
guidelines for their personal relationships, Paul directed them to face up to that reality.  Today, as then,
principles of good taste and sound judgment apply to  all Christians.  Every Christian is obligated to
consider any act in the light of the reputation of the Church as a whole and the Lord after whom Christians
are called.

Actually, the tables have been turned in some respects.   Wome n’s participation in the life of the
church is not scandalous today.  Rather, just the opposite is true.  To clo se off certain opp ortunities to
women may be to invite a black mark on the Christian gospel.  

Male and  Female  in the Wor ld

Galatians 3:28 is the centerpiece of Paul’s und erstanding o f women as they are m ade free in C hrist:
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (italics
added).   Neither Paul nor Jesus ever intended that human freedom be for salvation only, nor that freedom
be exercised in the Church alone.  Jesu s taught that he intend s for his followers to  permeate all of society
with his teaching—like leaven, like salt, like light.  This concept is basic, fundamental, essential to G od’s
purpose.  Obviou sly, Galatians 3:28 must be applied to all areas of life, inside and outside the Church.

The prospect of equality, however, is often threatening even to wom en.  It is almost too good to be
true.  If women dare to hope for freedom, there is the fear that the hope will be dashed.  The idea of
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equality is threatening to men as well, because men hold all (or very nearly all) of the open power and
authority in the world, and they determine the ways in which power may be used.  In 1988 as well as in
1864, the  granting of freed om to slaves is scary business.

It is the men, not the women, who have defined the roles in the family, the Church, and the society
as a whole.  The men have decided (over the cen turies) that wom en aren’t able  to do “real” work, due to
deficiencies of mind and body as perceived by— yes, the men.  The only things women have been seen as fit
for are the things men don’t want to do.  Women are supposed to be submissive, passive, dependent,
without initiative, and unable  to think or to make decisions.  They are supposed to be immature, weak,
and helpless, existing only to serve the men.  Women’s tasks are to help the men be men, to help their
sons to become men, and to  help their daughte rs to becom e effective servants o f men.  

Why is it that women  are asked the question, “Do  you work?”  It is because “work” is de fined as the
things men do, and “wom en’s work” is not considered “real work”—it’s not really “doing anything”
(Miller, 1986).  “Women’s work” usually includes not only cooking and housekeeping, but also parenting.
When marriage is thought of as the wife’s “career,” then she is expected to work harder and in a different
way at the marriage and at parenting than is her husband (Hull, 1987).  Perhaps this is why many fathers
don’t do much fathering—because nurturing and facilitating growth in their children is not perceived by
our culture  as “doing anything im portant.”

“Wom en’s work” also includes handling all the  feelings for the family.  Men are “allowed ” to have
feelings for only a short period of years, and  after that they are exp ected to become “tough and m anly,”
and to be v irtually done with feelings for life.  This is, of cou rse, a myth.  So w omen  are supposed to help
men hide the ir feelings, their  weakness, their helplessn ess and  their tears, and  to support  their effort to
pretend that they don’t have them .  This is part of the reaso n why grant ing equal personhood to wo men  is
so frightening to men.  It is hard to endure someone’s taking your props away; but it is even harder if you
have preten ded all along  that you didn’t need them in the first place (M iller, 1986)!

Humanity has long been chained by a limited and distorted view of itself.  The prevailing theory is
that “mankind” (notice the term) is basically self-seeking, competitive, aggressive and destructive.  But this
overlooks the fact that this theory was developed by men’s estimate of themselves, because women are not seen
as being “real persons.”  This view overlooks the fact that more than one-half of the persons in the world
contradict it day in and day out, as they nurture, cooperate, serve others, give of themselves, and facilitate
personal and interpersonal growth (Miller, 1986).

The world is at the brink of self-destruction precisely because it has overlooked its most critical and
most basic needs—emotional and relational needs—by assigning them to women and then by pretending
that they don’t exist.  Human ity has reached the end of the road that is built on the set of traits held out for
male identity: advance  at any cost, drive ou t all competitors, and kill them if necessary (Miller, 1986).
The characteristics most highly developed  in women  and perhaps mo st essential to humankind—relational
needs— are now our best hope for bringing in the biblical hope for a w orld at peace .  We hum ans must
learn again to love, to feel, and to serve rather than being served.
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In the contem porary world, serving o thers is for losers.  It is low-leve l stuff.  But Jesus said:

You know that in the world the recognized rulers lord it over the ir subjects, and their great men
make them feel the weight of authority.  That is not the way with you;  am ong you, whoever wants
to be great m ust be your servant, and w hoever wants to be first must be the willing slave of all.  For
even the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve, and to give up his life as a ransom for
many (M ark 10:42-45).

Men need to  reclaim this lost part of themselves, and women need to again see feelings and
relationships as the treasure that they  are.  When  sex-roles are thu s transcended, persons can be  “just
persons,” ind ividuals in their own  right, accepted simply for who  they are (Basow , 1986).

What was it that Jesu s and Paul really said about women?  Galatians 3:28 says it all: “There is neither
Jew nor Greek, slave nor free , male nor female, for yo u are all one in  Christ Jesus.”  The changes implied
by that statement did not become actual practice overnight, either for slaves or for women.  Bu t the
concept of equality and unity in Christ was the beginning of the revolution, it was the breach in the dike,
and its consequences are on ly now beginning to  be worke d out.  

Male and Female: In the Southern Baptist Convention

Whatever one believes the New  Testament teaches about the role  of women  in the C hurch,  in
actual practice churches look to them for m uch more than  a subordinate  place.  For ex ample, it is a
comm on saying among Baptists that without women the  churches would fall dead (D aley, 1969).

Women carry the burden of the teaching load in nearly every Baptist church.  Without the women
there would often be no music program, and there would be no ongoing missions.  It is the women who are
largely responsible for making the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) one of the most missionary-minded
of all modern denominations, and they have done it in many cases in spite of the men.  Thou gh
generalizations are hazardous, it might be said that, on the whole, today’s Baptist woman is better
informed about the Church and its needs, be tter equipped to work with peo ple, and m ore deeply
comm itted to Christ than are  most men.  

The Church’s pattern of discriminating  against wom en often  leads to rather absu rd situations.  If
women are as susceptible to error as some persons contend, then why are they allowed to teach children,
both boys and  girls?  If women are supposed to be  silent in church, why are they allowed to sing solos, play
musical instruments, and even lead the choirs?  If women are not supposed to be teaching men, why are
they allowed to write B ible studies, Sunday School lessons, magazine articles and books which instruct men
as well as women (Scanzoni and H ardesty, 197 4)?

In the county-seat church I served as pastor, of all elected positions, 86/168, or 51% were filled by
women.  That seems pre tty even, if one looks no farther.  The fact was that, without the wom en, the
missions and music program s of our church would have been non-existent.  In teaching positions, 28/40,
or 70% of ou r Sunday School teachers and leaders were wom en.  There were no men working in the



23

preschool or children’s areas, and we essentially paid a male youth minister to teach the youth, because no
non-staff members would do it.  In terms of our Church Training leaders, 5/7 or 71% were women.

Having looked at the  male-female distribution in the church’s teaching ministry, observe what was
the case in positions that have to do with money.  Bear in mind that the tasks of teaching are grouped around
the areas of nurturing, fostering grow th, and dealing w ith feelings; while the tasks of those who handle
money are grouped aroun d the areas of po wer and  control.  In ou r church, the male -female distribution in
power positions was, at the time of my stud y (1984): D eacons, 12/0; Bud get Com mittee, 12/3; Teller
Committee, 10/3; Building Committee, 6/1; and Trustees, 3/0 .  The trend  is clear.  

Looking at the larger picture of women in Southern Baptist life, one notes that in 1869, Ken tucky
became the first state convention to admit wom en as messengers.  Until recently, however, women
messengers were never coun ted, and their registration cards were ignored . . . they were never allowed to
speak, anyway (Daley, 1969).

During the Southern  Baptist Convention in R ichmond, Virginia in 1888, one messenger expressed
anxiety abou t what the Bap tist women were doing in the ir separate meeting dow n the street.   Assured that
they were just having a prayer meeting, the ne rvous brother replied, “But you can never tell what the
women may pray for if they are left to themselves!”  What the women did in 1888 was to form  the
Wom en’s Missionary Union (WMU).  Though the WMU quickly became the driving force for missions
among Southern Baptists, the WMU was not allowed  to make its ow n report to  the Convention for  forty
years.  In 1929, when a woman first addressed the SBC (to make the WMU report), several men
(Kentuckians, in fact), tried to prevent her from speaking.  When they failed in this, some walked out
(McBeth, 1 983).

To show how things have changed, in 19 78, a wom an drew the largest crowd as she addressed the
Pastor’s Confere nce before  the Southern  Baptist Convention.  In 1885 women were excluded from the
SBC; in 1963 a woman was elected Vice-President of the Convention; and in 1978 women composed 42%
of its messengers.  In 1901, a few women w ere allowe d to sit in the back of the classrooms at Southern
Baptists’ only seminary, but they could n ot raise questions or write exams, and they could not receive
degrees.   In 1983  the six Southern  Baptist seminaries had more than 2,000 female students (20%), plus
female trustees and fem ale faculty, including at least two who  were ordained m inisters (Honeycutt, 1984 ).

The mention  of wom en and ordination in the sam e sentence highlights an issue that is presently
hotly contested among Southern Baptists.  Now if women were intended by God to be deacons and
pastors, the Church should have seen this long ago, and not have waited until the feminist movement
forced its consid eration.  If Christians have refu sed to  ordain  wom en in o rder  to hold  to a trad ition that
may not be clearly b iblical, then they have not acted worthily of those called to follow C hrist (Daley,
1981).  

Although there is no undisputed reference to female deacons in the New Testament (which would
imply ordination), some of Southern Baptists’ most respected scholars have been of the opinion  that female
deacons are referred to in Romans 16:1 and 1  Timo thy 3:11.  A. T. Robe rtson, for on e, was of this
opinion, as was B. H. Carroll—and Carroll of all men could never be accused  of being “liberal”  (Carro ll,
1947-1 948).
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Listen to these words of John Taylor, one of the best known and most influential Baptist preachers
of the Kentucky frontier:  “Should no t a woman [of the proper character] be invited to prayer or
prophesying in the church?  Nothing but the pride or folly of man would object to it. . . .   It is a pity a
church should lose any gift that is among them, m erely because it is found in a female” (T aylor, 18 23).  If
one of the criteria for being able to represent Christ in the world is held to be that a person has to be of his
gender (i.e., male), this is to endorse the absurdity that masculinity is superior to divinity.  It is to say that,
“for half the human race, sexual differentiation is a handicap so crippling that no amount of personal talent,
intelligence, piety, or even divine enabling can make them fit ministers of the gospel” (Scanzoni and
Hardesty, 1974, 
p. 171).   

Exegesis has not supported such a position, and historical study reveals that there have been female
deacons in Baptist churches for as long as there have been Baptist churches—though probably only in a
minority of churches.  Perhap s the earliest comment on the roles of Baptist women was a statement by
John Smyth, an English Baptist, who wrote in 1609 that the local church has authority “to elect, approve,
& ordeine her owne Deacons both men & woemen” (Whitley, 1915, p. 509).  The minutes from various
Baptist churches in England in the 17th and 18th centuries confirm that they did have female as well as
male deacons (McB eth, 1979).

Early English Baptists, espe cially the General Baptists, also had female preachers.  Most were not
ordained, but most male preachers at that time also lacked  formal ord ination (McB eth, 1983).  Baptists in
colonial America also had wom en in some leade rship roles.  In his 1774 boo k entitled Customs of Primitive
Churches, Baptis t historian Morgan Edwards noted that many Baptist churches had deaconesses and
eldresses.  The fervent Separate Baptists in the South, who later contributed so much to the formation of
the Southern  Baptist Convention, routinely had de aconesses as well as deacons.

Even after the formation of the SBC in 1845, churches in the South often had deaconesses.  After
1890, however, most Southern Baptist churches ceased to have deaconesses, and the practice largely
disappeared until its recovery in this generation.  It is noteworthy that the rise, decline, and resurgence of
women in the diaconate p arallels the rise and fall of the concept of the work of deacon s as being ministry
rather than administration.  Men have kept the power, but have not done the work of ministry.  Churches are
beginning to see what they have missed.

It is also important to remember that because Bap tists believe in a personal, divine call to the
Christian ministry, ordination is not really something that the Church does.  It is something that God does.
The crucial point, for women as well as for men, is not whether they are elected to the diaconate by the
Church, but whether they have been called by God to that ministry.

Perhaps the best attitude toward women in ministry is that of Peter long ago with regard to
Gentiles and the gift of the Holy Spirit:  “So if God gave them the same gift as he gave us, who believed in
the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I could oppose Go d” (Acts 11:17)!  After all, Southern
Baptist churches that have ordained women as deacons report almost without exception that the
experien ce has been be neficial beyond  all expectations (McBeth, 1979).
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Implications for Change

This study has exam ined the most frequen tly cited biblical passages that relate to  male-female sex-
roles, both within and  without the C hurch.   This examination has concluded that, if the witness of the
New Testament as a whole is carefully studied, then, first of all, Jesus clearly implied the equality of
women in the plan and purpose of God, and he went well beyond the customs of his day in including
women in his ministry.

It has been argued that a proper understanding of the writings of Paul must begin with and be
anchored in Galatians 3:28.  It was pointed out that the most troublesome  passages in Paul’s writings
become more  clear whe n the cultural context of the churches to whom he was writing is considered.
When Paul insisted on  continuing subordination  of wom en in some areas, he was guarding the reputation
of the churches, no t laying down  timeless principle s.

Implications for B aptists

What conclusions can be d rawn from  all of this?  There are at least four.  First, there is nothing new
about Baptist wom en serving as preachers and deacons, for the  practice goes back to  the very beginnings of
Baptists.  Second, Baptists have never had—and do not now have—unanimous agreement on the proper
roles for wom en in the Church.  Third, the o fficers chosen and o rdained in Baptist life have always been
under the jurisdiction o f the local church, and never under the authority of an association or convention.
And fourth, Baptists need to be candid enough to admit that what they ought to do may nor may not always
be the same as what they have done.

If I may speak more personally, we as Southern Baptists are currently struggling to be faithful both
to biblical authority and to our understanding of God’s will as these relate to theology and sex  roles.
Sometimes disagreeing in our conclusions, we agree in our commitment to the authority o f Scripture, to
the reality of God’s call to ministry, to the sovereignty o f the Holy Sp irit in giving the gifts of the Spirit,
and to the autonomy of the  local church.  We affirm that God can  do whatever God  wants to do, but that
God will not contradict himself, nor do anything contrary to his nature as revealed in the Bible.  We affirm
that God do es not call people to do  things that are contrary to  the Scripture; and we recogn ize that
women, as they make a full-time vocational commitment to Christian ministry, are convinced that they are
responding to nothing less than the clear and personal call of God.

Finally, we aff irm that Southern B aptist chu rches are free  under God to ca ll whomever the  Spirit
may lead them to select as ministers, and we affirm that churches may ordain or refrain from ordaining
persons according to their own interpretation of the biblical witness.  But we must also remember that
interpreting the Bible correctly requires that we examine  the totality of its message, n ot mere ly one part,
nor a verse here and there.

Perhaps the day will come when it may be said of Christian men and women in the present as it was
said of them by an ancient historian:  “Together they pray, together they prostrate themselves, together
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they perform their fasts, mutually teaching, mutually exhorting, mutually sustaining.  Equally are they
both found in the church of G od” (Tertu llian, 1885, 4 :48).

Implications for T herapists

Religious faith is  quite often a significant dynamic in the lives of persons who present themselves for
therapy, whether they seek out overtly Christian counselors or not.  For m any of these pe rsons, their faith
has constricted their living and has lessened their sense o f selfhood and persona l worth.  Because this
happens so often, therapists frequently, and understandably, conclude that religious faith hampers
psychological who leness.  

This study has dem onstrated that,  with respect to the  development o f psychological sex ro les, a
truly biblical faith moves persons toward increasing depths of personhood and self-fulfillment.  Numerous
authors have argued that authentic biblical faith enhances life rather than diminishing it, and offers a strong
and consistent framework of meaning for human life (Allport, 1960; Fowler, 1981, 1984; James,
1902/1958).   If the argumen ts presented here have been at all persuasive, then psychotherapists will take
both the Christian Scriptures and Christian commitment more seriously in evaluating the world-view of
their clients.  Further, they will consult with and refer to pastoral counselors as colleagues who can  assist
clients in their journey toward a m ature faith. 

Conclusion

Long ago, the prop het Joel looked forward to a time w hen “your sons and your daughters shall
prophesy” (Joel 2:28, italics added).  Sou thern Baptists have long been  accustomed for their sons to
prophesy, but it is still unusual for their daughters to do so.  The issue is really not so m uch theolo gy as it is
justice and liberation.  Justice issues are never popular, because they threaten the status quo.  It seems easy
to forget that the prophets of old cried out, speaking for God, “Let justice roll on like a river,
righteousness like a never-failing stream” (Amos 5:2 4); and “What does the Lo rd require o f you?  To act
justly and to love  mercy and  to walk hum bly with your G od” (Micah 6:8 ).

Did not Paul write that Jesu s himself

is our peace, w ho has made  the two one and has destroyed the  barrier, the dividing w all of hostility

 . . . .   His purpose  was to create in himself one new man [ανθρωπον, humanity] out of the two,
thus making peace, and in this one  body to reconcile both o f them to God through the cross by
which he put to death their  hostility. . . .  For through him we both have  access to the Father by one
Spirit (Ephesians 2:1 4-18).

May it become so in our day.
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