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Setting the Scene 
 

Tough questions always come when least expected. They put you on the spot. They make you sweat over your 
intellectual, ethical, and emotional responses to pressing problems that you know are important—wars, poverty, 
humanity’s origin, God’s existence, globalization, climate change, other religions, eternal destiny—just you planned 
to think out a well reasoned response over a smooth latté when spare time presented. Sadly, the time never came, 
and so here you are again, unsure and uncomfortable. 
 
Maybe I’m speaking for you. I’m certainly speaking for myself! As a Christian apologist—that is, one defending and 
commending the Christian faith as plausible—I’ve often found myself sweating it over a tough question or three 
coming from left-field, usually while in front of a senior high class, all the while trying to point people to Jesus. 
 
But sadly, for many of us, fear of being unable to answer these tough questions gives us an excuse not to talk about 
or faith. How many conversations have you avoided because you were afraid that you might be faced with a tough 
question? 
 
John 1:9 tells us that Christ is the true light that gives light to every person. This is a cornerstone verse for the LOGOS 
ministries. We are about sharing the light of Christ with others by commending and defending our Christian faith, and 
equipping our brothers and sisters in Christ to do the same. 
 
This study guide is designed to be used in your small group as a follow on from the message ‘Jesus: A Woman’s Friend 
or Foe?’ You can download the discussion guide and speaker’s notes with PowerPoint slides embedded, alongside an 
audio of the message and a number of other resources from logos.kbc.org.au/blog/resources/logos-talks/women/ or    
www.kbc.org.au. At times in this study we’ll be referring to the points made by Tammy, Bec, and Dave, so make sure 
if you weren’t at one of the messages, you check out this site! 
 

Try This 
 

Before we get started, humour me with a quick activity: take a few minutes to rate your answers to the following 
questions below: 

How relevant do you believe this topic is within the church? 
 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  
 

How relevant do you believe this topic to be among the wider community? 
 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  
 
Throughout history it seems that the Church has been at the forefront of oppression—we condoned slavery, racism, 
and the denigration of women. In two of these areas, the Church has repented and apologised for its sins. However, 
the popular perception is that the Church is still anti-women. Movies like The Da Vinci Code present the church as 
patriarchal and suppressing truth about the liberation of women. Many churches will not ordain women, nor allow 
them to serve as elders or teachers. In a politically correct society, where feminism is prominent and equality of 
genders is the byword, how should the Church respond? 
 
Maybe you’ve had someone challenge you on this issue already; maybe its one that you personally have struggled 
with. Our hope through this study and the accompanying talk is to help you answer these questions, and equip you to 
be able to defend and commend Christianity and the person of Jesus to someone who might ask you about this topic. 

Not at all It’s really important

Not at all It’s really important
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Take it to God 
 

As you open this study, take a few minutes to commit yourself and your group to God. Put aside your prejudices and 
preconceived ideas about this topic, and ask God to let you approach His Word with an open heart and mind. Ask that 
the Holy Spirit would guide your group into understanding, teaching you God’s heart for women. Commit yourself to 
honouring Him throughout this study and as you apply His Word to your lives. 
 

Talking Point 
 

Has everyone in the group seen at least one of the presentation of ‘Jesus: A Woman’s Friend or Foe?” (8/10am; 5pm 
on June 20)? If there is anyone who hasn’t seen it, the group can summarise it for them, or the video is available from 
the KBC office or online at the link above. 
 

What was your initial response to the message? What made best sense to you? What made the least sense? Did you 
think there was anything missing? How would you respond differently? 

 
 

 

 

  
 

Take a few minutes to share your thoughts with the group. 
 

The Big Idea 
 

Jesus was living in a time in history where women were regarded as second rate citizens, on par with dogs and 
children. Attitudes towards women in the Jewish context were even worse: women were considered the property of 
their husbands, and could not be touched by any man other than her husband. Prior to and following her menstrual 
cycles, a woman was regarded as ‘unclean’, unable to be touched by anyone, even her husband. 
 
While the Old Testament includes passages that give value to women, it was a fact of daily life for almost all women 
that their only value was in bearing and raising children, and cooking a good meal. 
 

Try This 
 

Split into two smaller groups – guys and girls in separate groups. Take a few minutes and prepare a short response to 
the following 
 
Ladies: How would you feel if you were living in this sort of culture? What effect would this sort of treatment have on 
your perception of God? 
 
Gents: Imagine if the roles were reversed and you lived in a matriarchal society where men were treated in this way. 
How would it make you feel to be constantly demeaned and kept underfoot, your only role to sustain the population? 
What effect would this sort of treatment have on your perception of God? 
 

 

 

 

  
 

Share your responses with the whole group. 
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Talking Point 
 

Cue Jesus’ View of Women, Anti or Pro? (in particular, watch/listen to point #1: Jesus saw’ women differently)  
 

Read through the following passages of Scripture to have a look at Jesus’ interactions with women. 
 

John 4:7-42 John 12:2-8 Luke 10:38-42 
Luke 21:1-4 John 19:25-27 Luke 20:27-36 

 
In what ways is Jesus’ treatment of women different from the cultural norm? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

Share your responses with the whole group. 
 

The Big Idea 
 

Jesus’ treatment of women is an example to us of how God wants us to treat women. Jesus spoke with women as 
equals: he touched them, healed them, and honoured them. He references women in his parables and teaching 
generally as examples of spiritual truths. Women were among the inner circle of the disciples and were taught some 
of the deepest truths of the gospel. He entrusted ministry to them! 
 
Is it any wonder that when He was crucified, it was predominately the women among his followers who didn’t 
abandon Him? And when He rose again, it was to the women among his followers that the message was first 
announced, and to whom He first appeared! 
 
 

Talking Point 
 

Christ is liberating and honouring of women … but how about Christians generally? Mahatma Ghandi once famously 
made the comment “I like your Christ, but I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.” The 
church’s treatment of women is an area where this observation is particularly apt. 
 
Try and list ways in which you think the church has, throughout its history, treated women poorly, and ways in which 
it has empowered women. 
 
 

What do you think our biggest failings and greatest successes are? 
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Negative Treatment of Women 
 

 

 

 

  
 

Positive Treatment of Women 
 

 

 

 

  

 
Listen to the audio of Bec’s presentation of “Time to Admit a Slightly Problematic Heritage” and “An UnChampioned 
History.” Was there anything she mentioned that you had missed? Did Bec reveal things that you weren’t aware of or 
didn’t realise? 
 

 

  

 

The Big Idea 
 

While a cursory glance might paint the church in a horrible way in this regard, the church is learning from its past 
mistakes and is moving back to the example of Jesus. Most of us can name prominent women in the fields of 
theology, worship, missions, evangelism, and teaching, through whom God is working powerfully to impact lives.  
 
But we cannot ignore the fact that as Christians, we represent to the minds of many an institution that has been 
responsible for many atrocities. And we need to be sensitive to the general backdrop that we are working from when 
we identify as Christian. We share blame for the church’s failings. And when we encounter and interact with 
someone who is hurting because of the Church’s attitude towards women, then we need to be prepared to apologise.  
 

Take it to God 
 

Spend some time in prayer, committing to God the thousands of women who are still being oppressed under the 
banner of Christ. Ask God to reveal anything in your heart or mind that might hinder you from reaching out to hurting 
women with the hands of Christ. 
 

The Big Idea 
 

Feminism as a movement is about the liberation and freedom of women. Yet it encompasses many different ideas as 
to what that means. For some, it is to be treated the same as a man would be. For others, it’s a complete revolution 
of our society. For others, it’s to live “What Would Oprah Do”. 
 
Have a look at Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus.” 
 
God is about the equality of women. In Christ, there is neither male nor female. We are one in the eyes of God. In 
Christ, men and women alike find the intimacy we crave, the empowerment we seek, and the freedom we all desire 
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Talking Point 
 

Read through Ephesians 5:1, 25-27. What impact should these verses have on the way that men in particular, but 
women as well, should treat women? (Admittedly, this verse is in the context of husbands and wives. However, given 
what we have seen of Jesus’ treatment of women, it can apply equally). 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Challenge 
 

As Dave advocated in the sermon, this is not an abstract issue. We are called to shine the light of God into a dark 
world.  The way that we, as ambassadors of Christ, treat the women in our society is absolutely relevant. While work 
has begun, there are still many things we can do. 
 
Dave suggested a few (see below) but there are many others. 

- Politically advocate for equal pay and support for work-at-home mums (see for an online petition on this 
issue: http://www.stevefielding.com.au/equal_help_for_all_mums_petition) 

- Get involved with groups like the Hope Foundation (www.hopefoundation.org.au) 
 
 

Take it to God 
 

As we end this study, can I urge you to commit this session to God? Ask Him to work in you to reveal ways that you 
personally, or your group, can be Christ’s light to the world and to oppressed women. 
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“Why is God Male in the Bible?” 
 
One of the areas in which Christianity has been regarded as remaining oppressive towards woman is in its 
identification of God as masculine. Feminists have argued that the presentation of God in terms such as ‘Lord’, 
Master’, and ‘Father’—terms which originated in patriarchal, male-dominated cultures—convey that ‘God’ is 
oppressive ad domineering and serve to reinforce male superiority over women. 
 
They have suggested that a ‘resymbolisation’ of ‘God’ is required, with an adoption of more inclusive, gender-neutral 
language in line with living in a male-female world. Suggestions include ‘Father-Motherly Force’ or ‘heavenly Parent’ 
in place of Father, ‘Child of God’ in place of Son of God, ‘Companion and Friend’ in place of Lord and Master (among 
others).  
 
In responding to such arguments we need to be conscious of a few things. Firstly, that the oppression and 
exploitation of women in our society and through our history is an affront that the Church should deplore. Women 
were made as the crowning achievement in Creation, and are to be honoured and respected as made in the image of 
God. Secondly, feminist theologians are in fact doing the church a favour by causing us to re-examine the biblical 
imagery concerning God. 
 
Our starting point and ultimate authority in such a consideration must be the Scripture, not current social trends (2 
Timothy 3:15-17). Scripture should be interpreted in its own light, in touch with culture, but never determined by 
contemporary secular wisdom. 
 
In examining Scripture, two facts become clear. First, God is a Spirit (John 4:24) and does not possess physical 
characteristics or limitations (Luke 24:39). God is not male, nor is He female. He transcends our distinctions of 
masculinity and femininity, while at the same time encompassing them.  Characteristics that we see in women and 
often identify as feminine, such as their loving, nurturing natures, are reflections of the loving-kindness of the God in 
whose image they are made. Likewise, the initiative and physical power we often see in men is indicative of the 
powerful Creator who fashioned him.  (This is not to say that such attributes are exclusively male or female, but there 
is a complementarity of the sexes which mirrors the unity in diversity found within the Triune God-head.) 
 
However, this does not limit how God may choose to reveal Himself to humanity, and the second fact we see in 
Scripture is that God revealed Himself to humanity in a male form. This is a theological distinction which many of the 
feminist arguments fail to appreciate: God is not referred to as male because the Scriptures were written in a 
patriarchal society, but because God is presenting Himself primarily in those terms.  
 
We need to ask whether the language of Scripture can be revised without sacrificing its meaning. The Scriptural 
language is a divinely prepared and inspired medium. While it has come to us in patriarchal imagery, this imagery has 
been drastically altered and subverted within by the meaning of the Word of God:  when God is referred to as Father 
or Lord, it is an intentional revelation of His nature in terms we can understand. Technically, this is analogical 
language; metaphors connect to God by adding divine perfection, and removing human imperfection.  God is not just 
like a father; He is the Father—the source of our life and our saviour and protector from evil. God is not just like a 
lord; He is the Lord—bearer of absolute power, majesty and judgment. To depart from the terms God applies to 
Himself is to move away from our understanding of who God is.  
 
I mentioned that God primarily presents Himself in “masculine” terms. There are exceptions to this general rule, and 
they likewise bring a depth of understanding of God’s nature that we would be wise to remember. In Proverbs, Christ 
is presented as Wisdom, our Sister (Proverbs 7:4; 8:1-36, see also Matthew 11:19). God is presented repeatedly in the 
Old Testament in terms reminiscent of motherhood (Deuteronomy 32:11, 18; Isaiah 46:3, 49:15, 66:13). Likewise, 
Jesus described Himself as a mother yearning to gather her wayward children (Matthew 23:37). 
 
Ultimately, the debate over ‘sexist’ language is a debate over the nature of God and we should be very careful in 
departing from the language of Scripture and the terms God uses to reveal Himself to use. 

 
 
 



Kenmore Baptist Church                                  Logos Ministry, 2010 8

 “Is the Bible Sexist?” 
 
The claim is often made that the Bible is sexist and that Christianity demeans and oppresses women by making them 
into second class citizens. In responding to this issue, we need to be particularly sensitive to the wounds of many who 
have suffered abuse in many forms, all in the name of Christ. 
 
It is important firstly to clarify the difference between what the Bible teaches and condones, and the way the Church 
has historically interpreted and applied it. It is true that portions of scripture have been used to perpetuate sexism 
and other forms of abuse such as racism and slavery. However, neither God not His Word condones such actions.  
 
On the contrary, from Genesis through to the first centaury church, the Word of God is both liberating and 
empowering of women. 
 
Right from the start, we learn that women are made in the image of God, just as man was (Genesis 1:27); they reflect 
the beauty and glory of their Creator and are intrinsically valuable as a result. Genesis also teaches that women were 
made to be a ‘helper’ for man; something that has drawn much criticism and is often cited as an example that 
Christianity is oppressive and demeaning of womankind. It is interesting to note that the Hebrew word for ‘helper’ is 
’ezer, which is used 21 times in the Bible: 17 times of which is in relation to God as our Helper (Deuteronomy 33:29; 
Psalm 33:20, 70:5, 115:9,121:1-2). In light of this, this passage cannot be used to imply a subservient role for women. 
 
The Bible presents many pictures of strong, capable women who were used by God to transform nations. Deborah 
was both a prophetess, judge and leader of Israel (Judges 4:4); Miriam, Huldah, Anna, and the four daughters of 
Phillip are specifically used by God as prophetesses (Exodus 15:20; 2 Kings 22:14; Luke 2:36; Acts 21:8-9); Priscilla and 
many other women were involved in serving in local churches (Acts 18:26; Romans 16:1, 16:6, 16:12); and Ester was 
used by God to prevent the massacre of the Jews (Esther 4:14). Women are frequently epitomized as powerful in 
prayer and faith, particularly Hannah (1 Samuel 1) and Mary (Luke 1). Proverbs 31 describes an ideal wife as one who 
takes charge of the care and needs of her family and household, who maintains her own business and from her own 
earnings buys land and plants vineyards. She is described as being wise, strong, and dignified, yet able to laugh. She is 
praised by her husband and children, who appreciate her hard work and commitment. 
 
Jesus’ treatment of women was in direct contrast to the Jewish, patriarchal culture of the day: women were among 
the inner circle of the disciples and were taught some of the deepest truths of the gospel (Luke 24:6-9); the first 
evangelist recorded in the Gospels was a gentile woman, the woman at the well (John 4:7-42); and Mary was 
commended for learning at Jesus’ feet in the place of a disciple, even though it meant the neglect of her cultural 
“womanly duties” (Luke 10:38-42). Women were healed by Jesus, and provided exemplars in His parables to illustrate 
spiritual truths.  Women were also the first to encounter the resurrected Christ, and pass this good news onto others. 
 
To the degree that feminism means advocating for and extending equal value and treatment to both men and 
women, Biblical Christians are feminist.  The Bible witnesses neither to a patriarchal nor a militant feminist ideology, 
but to the grace of God which breaks through all barriers and makes reconciliation between people in warring camps 
possible. Even though the world does not treat humans as equals, as members of the body of Christ, all are equal 
spiritually in the eyes of Jesus (Galatians 3:28).   
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Resources to dig deeper into this topic 

 
Highly Recommended 
 
Bailey, Kenneth E. Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels. Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 2008. 
 
Bilezikian, Gilbert G. Beyond Sex Roles: What the Bible Says About a Woman's Place in Church and Family. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker 

Academic, 2006. 
 
Beck, James R., Craig Blomberg, and Craig S. Keener.Two Views on Women in Ministry. Grand Rapids, Mich: ZondervanPublishingHouse, 

2001. 
 
Birkett, Kirsten. The Essence of Feminism. Modern beliefs series. Kingsford, NSW, Australia: Matthias Media, 2000. 
 
Bloesch, Donald G. Is the Bible Sexist?: Beyond Feminism and Patriarchalism. Westchester, Ill: Crossway Books, 1982. 
 
Grenz, Stanley J., and Denise Muir Kjesbo. Women in the Church: A Biblical Theology of Women in Ministry. Downers Grove, Ill: 

InterVarsity Press, 1995. 
 
Hammond, Peter.  “The Christian Liberation of Women.”  Frontline Fellowship, http://www.frontline.org.za/articles/liberation.htm.  
 
Hancock, Maxine. Christian Perspectives on Gender, Sexuality, and Community. Vancouver: regent College Pub, 2003 
 
Kimball, Dan. They Like Jesus but Not the Church: Insights from Emerging Generations. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2007. [Ch. 7] 
 
Nixson, Rosie. Liberating the Gospel for Women. Grove evangelism series, 28. Bramcote, Nottingham: Grove Books, 1994. 
 
Pierce, Ronald W., Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, and Gordon D. Fee. Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity Without Hierarchy. 

Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2004. 
 
Stackhouse, John G. Finally Feminist: A Pragmatic Christian Understanding of Gender. Acadia studies in Bible and theology. Grand Rapids, 

Mich: Baker Academic, 2005. 
 
Storkey, Elaine. Origins of Difference: The Gender Debate Revisited. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2001. 
 
Storkey, Elaine. What's Right with Feminism. Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1986. 
 
Trible, Phyllis. Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives. Overtures to biblical theology, 13. Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1984. 
 
Tucker, Ruth, and Walter L. Liefeld. Daughters of the Church: Women and Ministry from New Testament Times to the Present. Grand 

Rapids, Mich: Academie Books, 1987. 
 
Wolf, Naomi. Fire with Fire: The New Female Power and How It Will Change the 21st Century. New York: Random House, 1993. [Note, this 

book is written by a secular feminist, not from a Christian perspective, but it gives great insight into feminism in the 21st Century.] 
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Other Excellent Resources 
 
Clouse, Bonnidell, Robert G. Clouse, and Robert Duncan Culver. Women in Ministry: Four Views. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 

1989. 
 
Cochran, Pamela. Evangelical Feminism: A History. New York: New York University Press, 2005. 
 
Dornisch, Loretta. A Woman Reads the Gospel of Luke. Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical Press, 1996. 
 
Grudem, Wayne A. Countering the Claims of Evangelical Feminism. Sisters, Or: Multnomah Publishers, 2006. [n.b. Kenmore Baptist Church 

sides more with egalitarianism as a theological perspective on women in ministry.  However, Grudem is a key advocate for 
complementarianism, thus is worth a read in forming your own view.] 

 
Heine, Susanne. Women and Early Christianity: Are the Feminist Scholars Right? London: SCM Press, 1987. 
 
Husbands, Mark, and Timothy Larsen. Women, Ministry and the Gospel: Exploring New Paradigms. Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 

2007. [especially New Testament scholar I. Howard Marshall’s chapter “Women in Ministry: a further look at 1 Timothy 2.”]  
 
Keener, Craig S. Paul, Women & Wives: Marriage and Women's Ministry in the Letters of Paul. Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 

1992 
 
McGrath, Alister E. Bridge-Building: Effective Christian Apologetics. Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1992. [pp. 213-223] 
 
Nathan, Rich. Who Is My Enemy?: Welcoming People the Church Rejects. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2002. 
 
Nixson, Rosie. Liberating Women for the Gospel: Women in Evangelism. Christian ministry series. London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1997. 
 
Orr-Ewing, Amy, and Amy Orr-Ewing. Is the Bible Intolerant? Sexist? Oppressive? Homophobic? Outdated? Irrelevant? Downers Grove, Ill: 

InterVarsity Press, 2005. 
 
Stott, John R. W., and John R. W. Stott. New Issues Facing Christians Today. London: Marshall Pickering, 1999. [Chapter on feminism.] 
 
Sumner, Sarah. Men and Women in the Church: Building Consensus on Christian Leadership. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2003 
 
Webb, William J. Slaves, Women & Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural Analysis. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 

2001. 
 
Witherington, Ben. Women in the Ministry of Jesus: A Study of Jesus' Attitudes to Women and Their Roles As Reflected in His Earthly Life. 

Monograph series // Society for New Testament Studies, 51. Cambridge [u.a.]: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
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Logos, Kenmore Baptist Church, 20
th

 JUNE 2010 (BW, TW & DB) 

JESUS: A Woman’s Friend or Foe?  
 
Scene 

Welcome to KBC.  Over the last month we’ve 
journeyed through the book of Luke.  And in case 
you didn’t know, that drama is not how Jesus’ 
story goes!  As we’ve seen across this series, Jesus 
prioritized the powerless—especially women.   
 
But you may be wondering: if Jesus’ central 
message was the Kingdom of God, then where’s 
the Queen?  And if God is our Father, then what 
happened to mum?  Any system where males 

dominate and women are subordinate stinks in our society’s nostrils.  Patriarchy is a four 
letter word.  Times have certainly changed. 
 
Shift 

Just fifty years ago magazines like Housekeeping 
Monthly could publish articles telling women how 
to be the “good wife.”  If a man were to expect 
such treatment today, I think it would play out 
something like this cartoon: 
 The man suggests, “I’ve been thinking … I’m 
the MAN of this house, so starting tomorrow I 
want you to have a hot, delicious meal ready for 
me the second I walk thru that door … Afterwards, 
while watching ESPN and relaxing in my chair, 
you’ll bring me my slippers and then run my bath … 

And when I’m done with my bath, guess who’s going to dress me and comb my hair?” 
 The wife replies, “The funeral director?” 
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Stagnant 
Nowadays, there is hardly a place where women 
can’t lead.  So, where can sexist men go to feel 
secure?  Two bastions of patriarchy remain.  One, 
ballroom dancing.  (But that’s a story for another 
time!)  And two, the church.   
 
To modify Gloria Steinem’s quip, it would seem 
that “a woman without a [church] is like a fish 
without a bicycle.”  Christianity seems incredibly 
sexist.  Eve cops it for the fall, and the Bible is filled 

with “texts of terror” recounting polygamy and rape.  We call God ‘Father,’ and worship a 
male Saviour.  Some church fathers figure women were created only to have kids.  What of 
the witch trials and overbearing Popes?  What of the bride of Christ operating as a boys club 
to block women’s ordination?   
 
Centre 

Clearly this is a complicated issue.  So in the note-
outline you’ll find a link to a small group study 
Logos has put together, alongside some of the top 
sources you should read in grappling with these 
important objections.  And it’s worth noting 
upfront that KBC follows Galatians 3:28 and Joel 
2:28-29.  That is, in Christ we are all equal.  So if 
you’re empowered by the Spirit, regardless of 
gender, we want you to use your gifts for the 
benefit of all.   
Even so, if Christ’s light is to be received, we have 

to open some intellectual shutters so that 21st century women can see the glory of God.  But 
what to address?     

The Christian witness stands or falls on Christ, and 
all future developments must be judged by the 
trajectory He set.  The central question is this: Is 
Jesus a woman’s friend or foe?  So, here’s the 
plan.  Tammy White will explore Jesus’ treatment 
of women.  And then Bec White will consider how 
well Jesus’ followers continued His legacy.  I’ll 
close with a challenge: if Jesus truly is for the 
liberation of women, then who will we be for Jesus 
Christ, today?  Thanks Tammy.  
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Personal Reflection 
Dave has briefly touched on the belief that 
pervades our culture today, that Christianity is an 
evil force for women. I know that I have had 
conversations where the point of it was that I, as a 
21st century woman, should reject Christianity 
because by accepting Christ I am undermining 
women’s liberation. Christianity is still seen today 
as a male dominated belief that promotes gender 
inequality by undermining the value of women. I 
know that for me personally before I became a 

Christian, I also thought that Jesus was anti-women. But as I researched what Christianity 
really teaches about women, and what Jesus said, my concerns honestly faded away. Having 
been a Christian now for 6 years, I can testify to the fact that God is pro-women!  

But despite my personal experience and testimony, we can’t ignore the belief today that 
Christianity is anti-women. Given that this is simply not the case, I will focus on what Jesus 
thought and taught, as well as how he interacted with women. By the end of today, if you 
have come here believing Jesus is anti-women, we hope you will leave with the 
understanding that Jesus sees women differently. 
 
Jesus’ View of Women: Anti or Pro?   

To really show you Jesus’ view of women, I first 
want to paint a bit of a picture of what it was like 
to be a woman in Jesus’ time. Imagine this. 
Imagine living in a culture where you are either 
accepted or rejected because of your gender. If 
you happen to draw the female straw, you are 
allowed to own land and have some financial 
assets. But you are seen by society as a second 
rate citizen—on par with dogs and children. You 
are devalued so much that you are not considered 

a reliable witness to testify in a Judaic court. The only value you can contribute is from your 
ability to have children and cook a good meal. So if you couldn’t for example have children, 
the culture would count you as close to worthless.  Let me ask you, how would you feel? 
Valued? Wanted? Important? Noticed? My guess is that you would be feeling pretty crumby 
about yourself. And yet this is the world that Jesus grew up in and challenged. Keep this 
picture in mind as we look at Jesus’ interactions with women so we can really get a flavour 
for Jesus’ view on women.  
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Now there are many stories and examples that we could turn to today but I want to focus 
on four points from the Scriptures.  The first of these is that Jesus saw women differently.  

 
#1: Jesus saw women differently 

In a culture where women were overlooked, Jesus 
was counter-cultural in his respect for, affirmation 
of, and sensitivity toward women. So different was 
Jesus that He even went as far as to value women. 
So instead of talking about how good He was, let’s 
take a look at a few examples.  

John 4:7-9 

A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus 
said to her, "Give me a drink."  (For his disciples 
had gone away into the city to buy food.) The 

Samaritan woman said to him, "How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman 
of Samaria?" (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.)  

John 4:39 

Many Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman's testimony, "He 
told me all that I ever did.” 

There is so much we could unpack from these verses but I will only highlight a few points.  
But let’s build the scene. We have a Samaritan woman who is at the well by herself. In such 
a relational culture, this is so blaringly odd. For her to be there meant that she had walked 
to the well in the heat of the day rather than the cool of the morning with the other women. 
You would only do this if you were a traveler, or trying to avoid the local crowds. We learn 
later that this completely outcast from her own community because she was an adulteress. 
So here is this woman, at the well, trying to avoid the locals, and she bumps into Jesus. Jesus 
was a Jew so he wasn’t expected to talk to Samaritans and so could have ignored the 
woman at the well. But we don’t have that story. We have a scene where Jesus talks to this 
woman, way beyond polite chit-chat about the weather. When Jesus talks to her, He shows 
that He knows her life. Jesus makes an unprecedented move showing this that she was not 
outcast to him. Jesus not only had a divine insight, but it was an insight of a woman! 
Through his words, presence, compassion and love, Jesus showed he knew her life and that 
she mattered.  

So profound was the impact of Jesus on this woman, she went to those who rejected her to 
tell them about Him! Can you imagine going to people who have rejected you? And yet she 
did. That was how powerful her meeting with Jesus was. That is how radical he was.  
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Another example of Jesus valuing women is John 
12:3. 

John 12:3   

Mary therefore took a pound of expensive 
ointment made from pure nard, and anointed the 
feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair. The 
house was filled with the fragrance of the 
perfume. 

Often when this verse is talked about, we usually 
focus on what Mary did to show her devotion to Jesus. But let’s take a fresh look at this 
Scripture and take a step back one verse before to get some context. The verse says that: 

John 12:2 

A dinner was prepared in Jesus’ honour. 

This verse highlights that Jesus was a well respected Rabbi.  Rabbis at that time were 
discouraged from talking to women in public, even their wives, let alone engaging in 
physical touch! Mary, on the other hand, had nothing to loose. She was already socially 
valueless. In this story, it would have been culturally acceptable, even expected, for Jesus to 
have turned her away. But Jesus chose to be socially ‘humiliated’. He wanted the way he 
treated Mary to define his reputation as a rabbi. Challenging isn’t it.  

The second point is that Jesus used parables and stories featuring women. 

 

#2: Jesus used parables based on women to teach 

Traditionally, parables were told with males as 
virtuous central character, as it was a patriarchal 
society. Jesus on the other hand often taught using 
stories featuring women.  Perhaps you’re familiar 
with the parable of the persistent woman and the 
unjust judge; the woman, representing God, who 
sweeps her home to find the lost coin; the 
teaching where Jesus affirms the equality of males 
and females at the resurrection; and the widow’s 
mite, where a poor woman is praised over a rich 

man for giving her last penny to God.  In every way, women were seen to be equal with men 
in Jesus’ sight, and were often portrayed as the more virtuous of the sexes.  

• Luke 18:1-8 >> The woman and an unfair judge 

• Luke 15:8-10 >> God represented by the woman searching for a lost coin 
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• Luke 20:27-36 >> Men and women entirely equal at the resurrection 

• Luke 21:1-4 >> An impoverished but generous woman is praised over rich men 

The third way that Jesus was totally unique in his attitude towards women was his unrivalled 
inclusivity.  Jesus had female disciples and sponsors. 

 

#3: Jesus had female disciples and sponsors 

We have seen some verses about how Jesus 
treated and valued women by the way he talked 
and taught. But the true example was that Jesus 
had women as part of his ministry team. We all 
know that Jesus had 12 close disciples, and of 
those a further 3 who were his inner circle. But it is 
often forgotten that Jesus had an even larger crew 
of about 120 disciples that travelled, ate, and 
learned with Jesus like the twelve. This larger body 
of disciples featured many women.  

Luke 8:1-3 

And the twelve were with him, and also some women who had been healed of evil spirits 
and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out and 
Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod's household manager, and Susanna, and many others, who 
provided for them out of their means. 

Not only does this verse tell us that Jesus had female disciples.  Luke makes the point of 
recording each woman by name. Some were his disciples while others financially supported 
Him. This man knew his ministry was only complete when women were on the scene too.  

Luke 10:38-42 

And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the 
Lord's feet and listened to his teaching.  But 
Martha was distracted with much serving. And she 
went up to him and said, "Lord, do you not care 
that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her 
then to help me." But the Lord answered her, 
"Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled 
about many things, but one thing is necessary. 
Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not 

be taken away from her."  

Once more, this verse shows how counter-cultural Jesus was with Mary sitting and learning 
at Jesus’ feet. While Martha was stressing about serving food, Mary is chilling and soaking 
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up learning from Jesus. In fact, it was understood that when you sat at the feet of a rabbi, it 
was expected that what you learn you would teach others. Later when Martha objected that 
she was alone in the kitchen, Jesus didn’t tell Mary to get back to work. No, he said that she 
was where she was meant to be. Jesus countered the claim that a woman’s value was only 
in her domestic roles.  Which leads us to the final observation, that women were 
instrumental in Jesus’ ministry. 

 
#4: Women were instrumental in his ministry 

When you study the way Jesus empowered 
women in his ministry, so many examples and 
stories start appearing. One I mentioned before 
was when the Samaritan women brought her 
whole village to Jesus. No matter the social 
rejection she had received, the impact Jesus made 
on her overpowered it all. This move made her the 
first evangelist! 

However, perhaps the most powerful example of 
the role Jesus gave women in his ministry was at 

the crucifixion and resurrection. I believe that the role women played then is often 
overlooked. But Jesus didn’t do anything by mistake and we undermine Jesus by not paying 
attention to how he orchestrated the climax of his earthly ministry. So let’s replay what role 
women played at this crucial juncture.  

Crucifixion 

Matthew 27: 55-56 

There were also many women there, looking on from a distance, who had followed Jesus 
from Galilee, ministering to him, among whom were Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother 
of James and Joseph and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. 

 

John 19:25-27 

But standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother 
and his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, 
and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother 
and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, 
he said to his mother, "Woman, behold, your son!"  
Then he said to the disciple, "Behold, your 
mother!" And from that hour the disciple took her 
to his own home.  
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Now most of us can remember a few highlights from the crucifixion—his betrayal by Judas, 
someone with a name like Pilates, and Peter totally skipping out on Jesus. We tend to talk 
about those who let Jesus down in the end and miss those who stuck with him. One thing 
that this verse shows us is that despite everything Jesus had taught his disciples, only one of 
his inner disciples, John, was there for him. BUT these verses show us that the women were 
there with him until the end, from the cross to the tomb. Even though the guys couldn’t 
hack it, they stayed with him at great risk. That was the impact that Jesus made on these 
women. 

  

Resurrection 

My last point today is to look at couple of verses 
from Matthew’s account of the resurrection.  

Matthew 28:1   

Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the 
first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the 
other Mary went to see the tomb. 

Like the crucifixion verses, one thing stands out: 
these women never quit! Not only had they just 
seen Jesus killed on a cross which would have 

been horrific, they were up before dawn a few days later to go and prepare Jesus’ body. Can 
you imagine what that would have been like? His body was beaten, broken, and pierced. But 
nothing was too much for the love these ladies had.  

If we skip down to Matthew Chapter 28:8 

 

Matthew 28:8-10  

So they departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 
And behold, Jesus met them and said, "Greetings!" And they came up and took hold of his 
feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers 
to go to Galilee, and there they will see me." 

Now you might say “Yeah, I know the story: Jesus rises from the dead and saves humanity. I 
know this one thanks.” Yes, this is true. But what does this verse show us? Who does Jesus 
first reveal himself to? Women! Now, if Jesus was sexist as some suppose, then he would 
have first spoken to a couple of blokes.  Instead, even though women were not considered 
as citizens, and their testimony didn’t count in the Judaic court of the time, Jesus chose 
women to bear the greatest news of all! WOMEN were the first people to hear and tell of 
the good news that he had risen. How is that for challenging the culture of the day! Not only 
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did Jesus change history by rising from the dead, he also made a mark on women that 
resurrection Sunday. We can’t overstate that point.  

Before I pass over to Bec, I want to close with a quote by Dorothy Sayers, a Christian writer 
and close friend of C. S. Lewis, that sums up Jesus' attitude toward women: 

 “Perhaps it was no wonder that women were first at 
the Cradle and last at the Cross.  They had never 
known a man like this Man.  There never has been such 
another.  A prophet and teacher who never nagged at 
them, never flattered or coaxed or patronized; who 
never made sick jokes about them ... who rebuked 
without querulousness and praised without 
condescension; who took their questions and 
arguments seriously; who never mapped out this 
sphere for them, never urged them to be feminine or 
jeered at them for being female; who had no axe to 

grind and no uneasy male dignity to defend; who took them as he found them and was completely 
unself-conscious. Nobody could possibly guess from the words and deeds of Jesus that there was 
anything 'funny' or inferior about woman's nature." 

 
How Have Jesus’ Followers Fared?  … Time to Admit a Problematic Heritage 

Now ladies and gentlemen the quote I am about 
to read, was obviously written by someone with a 
serious death wish. Now do you think that this 
was a) a feminist, b) your average member of 
society or c) an early Father of the Church ... It 
reads: 

“The judgment of God upon women lives on in 
this age and necessarily the guilt should live on 
also. You, women, are the gateway of the devil... 
the first one to turn your back on the divine law; 

you are the one who persuaded him whom the devil was not capable of corrupting; you 
destroyed the image of God through Adam”  

Like a said, a death wish right? The author of such an audacious statement? Answer C: 
Tertullian, one of the church’s first Latin theologians. 

Now before all the women stage a mass walk out armed with pitch forks and torches, this 
quote highlights what I know a number of people will be thinking.  “Well yes, perhaps Jesus 
was amazing in his treatment of women.... but I know that countless women throughout 
history have been mistreated by the so-called Christian church.” And you are probably 
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wondering, “If Christ was so good, how come his followers fell so short?” Unfortunately, this 
is a valid question. 

You’ve just heard Tammy paint a picture 
representing Christ.  But does the portrait fit 
Christians?  An anti-women vibe is felt, because 
over the course of history many Christian 
individuals have been anti-women. Let me take 
you back to grade 8 history: The Salem Witch 
trials.  Several centuries ago a handful of 
practicing Christians believed that some women 
were in fact witches. These women were taken to 
‘trial’ for displaying signs of “being a witch”, 
which could be anything from an illness, to any 

behaviour arbitrarily deemed ‘witch-like’. It resulted in hundreds of imprisonments and over 
20 executions of women. Just like with Tertullian, many church leaders across history had a 
bad attitude towards women.  In short, oppression, prejudice, abuse, bigotry and violence 
are real things that many women have had to face in the name of ‘Christianity’.  

I have no intention of white-washing the dark patches staining church history.  Many 
women have experienced the ugly and unjust side of the Christian Church.  Standing here 
today you may have noticed I am a woman and also a Christian! And with both those titles 
against my name, I can honestly say I am ashamed of the many instances of hypocrisy 
against our record.   

   

An Unchampioned History 

But is this all that history has to say?  Are these 
failures a fair summary of the church’s story?  
What about the unchampioned history of how 
Jesus’ followers have liberated women? And what 
about the incredible lives of women from across 
the oceans to our very own streets, who have in 
turn become agents of liberation? That’s what I 
want to share with you—the history you’ve never 
heard.   

We’ve already seen how the Person at the heart of 
Christianity–Jesus–set a trajectory toward total liberation of women.  Seeds of emancipation 
were planted, ready to flower when the time was right.  But when liberation blooms, what 
does it look like?  I want to take you to the colosseums of Rome, through the deserts of 
Afghanistan and the villages of Sudan. Let’s journey through the heat of India and the 
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mountains of China, where we’ll go face-to-face with women across time since Jesus started 
the revolution.  Forget a scholarly review or history lesson. These are real life women, real 
life stories that demonstrate how Christ’s followers have been agents of freedom for 
women. And today we will see just how incredible that liberation looks when these women 
themselves run with the keys of God’s freedom, unlocking lives all over the globe in the 
name of Jesus.   

So, let’s temporarily suspend any anti-Christian prejudice we picked up in sociology and 
‘womyn’s studies’.  And let’s follow the freedom trail of women today.  This trail goes 
back—beyond Germaine Greer and Betty Friedan—to the original feminism.  And it’s all 
courtesy of Jesus and His followers. 

Take for example, Rome. Imagine you’ve been 
preparing a banquet of fine and aroma filled food 
to serve for your husband and his guests (Men 
stay tuned!). Minutes before they arrive you 
gather the children and silently head to your 
‘quarters’–a place designed so that the women 
and children remain unseen and confined. Both 
publicly and privately you have been taught to 
remain quiet. Every day, in the colosseums, public 
squares and houses, you see a culture of gross 
sexual depravity—of double standards, abuse, 

hypocrisy and mistreatment of women and girls. By law a man is said to be more intelligent 
and capable than you are. This is why your dad, your husband or your brothers have always 
had supreme power and control over you and all that you own. 

‘And where was the church at this time?’... Introducing Saint Augustine, the bishop of Hippo. 
From the very beginning, he and many other early Christians opposed the practices of the 
time. They rescued the abused and mistreated, and fought in the courts for the rights of 
women. They publicly argued against and criticised the inequality of women’s rights in 
Rome. As a woman during this time you would have known the name of Augustine. You 
hear rumours of a book he was writing called City Of God. Where he pens of how both men 
and women are unified to build God’s kingdom. He began a wave that introduced and 
promoted Biblical teachings about how we all have sinned against God. Ultimately he 
continued Christ’s trend of fighting to legally and ethically liberate the women of Rome. 
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Okay, let’s jump forward 1500 years and shift 
5000km south east, into Afghanistan and the 
neighbouring Islamic countries. What was it like to 
be born into this culture?  You are a 16 year old 
girl who is soon to marry the man your father has 
chosen for you. Because you are female you have 
never been allowed to go to school, and thus you 
can neither read nor write. Wherever you go you 
must be fully covered, from your head to your toes 
in a black garment called an abaya. If you are seen 

not wearing one you risk—by law—being publicly flogged and stripped. You face similar 
punishments if you’re caught wearing lipstick. 

When the early Christians started infiltrating this culture, they actually included women in 
the life of the Church. This was something never before allowed. Women and girls received 
an education and could speak their mind without fear.  Far from being ‘anti-women’, 
females soon outnumbered males in the church, given their greater status.  Christianity and 
the message of Christ began to revolutionise marriage, declaring the wife an equal partner.  
Women now had rights to be legal guardians of their children, and divorce abusive husbands 
without retribution.  Jesus’ followers pioneered other freedoms for these women by 
removing the veil covering their faces, revealing beauty and honour. 

 

Ok, anatomy lesson 101: women cannot be 
circumcised. Right?  Wrong?  Let’s shift to 
northern Africa, modern-day Sudan.  Here, it’s 
common knowledge that women are promiscuous 
creatures unless they undergo this ‘necessary 
procedure’.  I’m a nurse, and I can barely stomach 
the gruesome details of female circumcision just 
so girls can be considered sexually pure.  Women 
who aren’t circumcised are considered unclean, 
unsuitable for marriage. But, face the knife and 

you’re left mutilated, in danger of dying from infection and blood-loss. Sounds hopeless, 
right?  Other African nations would disagree.  As the result of the tireless efforts of an early 
group of Christian missionaries, this barbaric ritual has been outlawed in all countries where 
Christianity has become the majority religion. The only countries in the world where this is 
still practiced are places where Christianity has had little or zero influence. 
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Next example: India, a place of breathtaking 
beauty and ancient culture. But place yourself in 
the shoes of a 45 year woman whose husband has 
recently died. You are now a widow, ostracised 
and despised.  Worse, you’re expected to honour 
your husband by being buried or burnt alive on his 
funeral pyre.  No, you are not the star of some sick 
joke. For countless centuries India practiced a 
Hindi custom known as Suttee.  

Enter William Carey and his family—a British 
Christian missionary who followed Jesus’ example and fought tirelessly for the rights of 
Indian women. As a result of his efforts, in 1829 the British authorities outlawed the practice 
of Suttee. The effect was global.  Five other countries followed suit.   

Lastly, China in the 1800s. Entertain me one last 
time. You are a young girl, only six years old, and 
your family often tells you you’re lucky to be alive.  
Girls are regularly aborted and discarded as the 
lesser sex.  Girls can’t provide for their families or 
get an education. In every way you know that boys 
are more important than you.  Now, your mother 
and grandmother sit you down and explain that 
boys find small feet much more attractive. They 
need to ‘help’ you keep your feet small so that one 

day you can be married. So your feet are bound. They are tightly bandaged, causing your 
toes to break and disfigure. You often cry, facing excruciating pain and chronic infections.  
This goes on for years, all in service of tradition and sex appeal.    

This hardly happens today.  And why?  What was the driving force behind the freedom of 
girls from this ritual? Yep. That’s right: Christians. A collection of Christian missionaries led a 
series of protests from 1900 to 1911, all to abolish this crippling custom.  In 1912 the 
Chinese government responded, making foot binding illegal in China.  
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Freed to Bring Freedom 

Are you getting the picture?  Christ through His 
church has powerfully worked to liberate women. 
The other side of this story is that individual 
women have in turn become agents of liberation. 
When Christ frees you, you have the power to free 
others.  Let me name just four of these women.  

One, Catherine Booth.  Heard of her?  Moved by 
the plight of the poor and the devastating injustice 
of her time, Catherine, together with her husband 
William, was an unstoppable force for spiritual 

revival and social reform. What is Catherine’s legacy?  The Salvation Army. Her rally cry of 
freedom is still heard today, a hundred years on.  From the streets of Ipswich to London, the 
Salvos love, house, and care for the poor and oppressed.  

Two, Susan B. Anthony.  She was the first woman to feature on American money, courtesy 
of her unceasing campaign for the rights of women to vote.  An evangelical Christian, Susan 
delivered over 10,000 speeches on the civil rights of women to be treated with value and 
respect.   

Three, Aimee Macpherson.  Picture a mother of four in 1922 building a five-thousand seat 
auditorium in the U.K. She held free meetings for anyone wanting to hear messages of hope. 
She would deliver goods such as clothes and food to anyone who was in need that attended.  

And four, Mother Teresa.  She dedicated her whole life to loving the most undesirable 
outcasts. She treated the sick, helped the lame, and nursed the dying. In the name of Jesus 
she confronted diseases like leprosy and walked the dirty streets of Calcutta housing the 
lonely, lost, and abandoned. 

These are just four Christian women from thousands of examples.  These women were 
freed, and in turn they’ve freed the oppressed and empowered the broken. Do Christians 
have an agenda?  Absolutely.  Following Christ, our Kingdom agenda is love.  Jesus was 
bound on the cross, but through this He bought freedom for us all in a form that fits.  In 
turn, Jesus’ followers across history have used their freedom to liberate the oppressed.  
Why?  Love.  Love is the ultimate form in which we are truly free.   

Today we have taken a brief journey through the deserts of Afghanistan to the villages of 
Sudan. The legacy of Christ and His followers has shaped history for women all over the 
globe. And we have heard of just a few women who have freed millions of others.  
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But what about our streets? What about the alley 
ways and suburbs of our town? Have you trodden 
the pavement of Fortitude Valley lately?  What 
kind of people would you meet?  Chances are 
you’d bump into someone like Bronwen Healy. 
Before Dave returns to wrap up, check out this clip 
of one woman’s story, right here in Brisbane City. 
Really listen to Bronwen’s story. For out of her 
bondage emerged an organization that brings 
freedom and hope to the forgotten women of our 

city. Bronwen founded Hope Foundation, helping and healing women with addictions, 
caught in the sex industry. This is what it looks like when freedom flowers, and Jesus’ 
followers truly are a friend to women.   

 
Record 

Is Jesus a woman’s friend or foe?  The short 
answer?  Friend.  His way of engaging and 
empowering women was unprecedented and 
radical in its cultural context.  It’s no coincidence 
that, today, women are most free in cultures built 
upon Christ’s life.  He came to set the captives 
free, and in many ways feminism borrows on 
biblical capital (Luke 4:18-19).  This liberation 
continues today, such as seen in Bronwen Healy’s 
story.  In a sense, Bronwen’s life is a sign of how 

one day the whole world will be when Jesus’ Kingdom embraces everything.     
 

Yet the record of Jesus’ followers is patchy.  For all 
the good they’ve done, it’s clear that Christians are 
still sinful people saved by grace.  Jesus may be the 
perfect gentleman, but his church could definitely 
learn some pointers.  When it comes to 
nondiscrimination, we are far less radical than our 
Lord.   
 
I speak today as a white, middle-class male.  
Worse, I’m a Pastor in an institution that has in so 

many ways made life hell for those who happen to be born with two X chromosomes.  I 
share in the blame for the church’s failings.  If you’ve personally experienced mistreatment, 
ostracism, even violence in the name of Christ, then words will sound cheap.  Nevertheless.  
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I am sorry.  We are sorry.  We’ve withheld power from those Christ came to liberate, and for 
that, I ask your forgiveness on behalf of the church.  Jesus calls us to be agents of 
reconciliation who build bridges to a loving God.  And this God, who we call ‘Father’, 
transcends all masculine metaphors; he longs to embrace us as a mother does her children 
(Psalm 131:1-2; Isaiah 49:15; 66:11-12; Luke 13:34). 
 
What, then, should be our attitude to women’s liberation?   

 
Well, if feminism simply means treating women as 
people, equal with men, then there is no grounds 
on which Christians should object.  God’s mission 
is to liberate all humanity without distinction—
male and female.  So, in whatever ways feminist 
movements have truly liberated women from 
oppression, Christians should applaud these 
efforts and be provoked in their God-given 
mission: we’re called to partner with lovers of 
peace, and live toward shalom.  At the same time, 

though, out of love, we need to challenge definitions of freedom that don’t deliver what 
they promise. 
 
Saviour 

As Bec suggested earlier, freedom always comes 
with a form.  So, what’s the form in which women 
are truly free? 
 
Beyonce sings what many think—you’re only free 
if you’re an “independent woman.”  You’ve got to 
be a self-determined success, financially and 
sexually liberated to do as you please.  Women are 
free when they save themselves. 
 
Think Oprah.  She’s the figurehead for female 

power, a self-made millionaire, who rules the airways dispensing good advice that promises 
to make you a success, too.  But does it work?  Does saving yourself bring peace and 
happiness—shalom?   
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Over the summer I read Robyn Okrant’s book 
called Living Oprah.  It documents her one-year 
experiment to “walk the walk of the Queen of 
Talk.”   She placed herself like a crash-test dummy 
“at the mercy of [Oprah’s] advice without 
resistance.” 
 
After a year of “musts” and “gottas” and “can’t live 
withouts,” she tallied up that this self-salvation 
project had cost 1200 hours and $5000.  Her 

conclusions, as a feminist no less, are insightful.  How did Oprah’s ideals affect her life?  She 
looked fit, snagged a book contract, and styled up her house.  Yet, Robyn writes, 

Well, if one judged me by outward appearances, they’d probably come to the 
conclusion that following Oprah’s advice really works. …  

If you lived inside my head, however, you’d see I am almost always a stressed-out, 
insecure, exhausted mess. … I barely see my friends, I’m bleeding money, I am always 
busy, busy, busy, and I’ve allowed so many TV experts to poke at my marriage, there’s a 
lot of mending to do. … Right now, I would choose my mental health over my smaller 
dress size [p. 180]. 

 
This is interesting.  I’m definitely not suggesting a return to patriarchy.  It’s easy to fault a 

system where men call the shots.  In ancient 
cultures, women were slaves for creating babies 
and catering for crowds in the kitchen.   
But I wonder if women today are truly happy and 
“free”?  Our idols are individual, but they are no 
less oppressive.  I know so many women who 
vomit and starve, cut and scratch, depress and 
obsess.  It’s hard to cope while striving for an 
impossible ideal—simultaneously a stylish 
supermodel, successful businesswoman, and a 
serious but sexy super-mum?   
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We all want to be happy and free, but the self-
consumed pursuit of independence will never get 
you there.  First we’ve got to deal with our 
heaviest baggage.  You see, the real problem for 
women, and men, isn’t self-actualization.  Instead, 
it’s sin.  We were created to look outwards, loving 
God, loving others, and making something good of 
this planet.  Instead we turned inwards, rejecting 
God, abusing others, and vandalizing this world.  
This is sin.  It’s despising our God given form and 
seeking our own way.  But the higher we reach to 

play God, the harder we fall.  We’re broken, and in turn we break.  Seizing power is what got 
us into this mess to begin with, so self-salvation is a dead end. 
 

How different from Jesus’ way—no grasping, no 
seizing.  He knew His position as equal with God 
(Philippians 2:5-11), but instead of using His 
power to oppress, He humbled Himself and 
washed our dirty feet (John 13).  Instead of 
donning a crown and casting down judgment from 
on high, He bore a wreath of thorns and was lifted 
up on a cross, crucified so we could have life.  
Instead of hate begetting hate, and violence 
begetting violence, He absorbed evil in His own 
flesh and asks us to join His revolution of mutual 

submission in love.  And in so doing, we can be happy and free (Matthew 11:28-30).   
 

Jesus is the true Saviour.  He offers the intimacy 
we crave, the empowerment we seek, and the 
freedom we all desire.  And if this is the person 
God has chosen to save us all, then let’s not be 
sexist in rejecting Jesus just because He is a man.   
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Liberation 
So, how do we respond to this kind of Servant Saviour?  Christ’s model is to use what power 
we truly have, and leverage it on behalf of those who have none.     
 

The shift has begun, but there is still work to do.  
In Australia, 95 percent of domestic violence 
victims are female, and one-third of women have 
experienced sexual abuse.  Internet porn is 
prolific; women are still the butt of sexist jokes; 
self harm and eating disorders are epidemic; pay 
rates are unequal; mums can’t afford to raise their 
own kids; and increasing numbers of females 
prostitute their bodies to fund drug addictions.  
Internationally, 70 per cent of the world’s poor 
and uneducated are women.  Girls are illegally 

trafficked as sex slaves; genital mutilation continues; female fetuses are aborted; and baby 
girls are discarded.  Widows and orphans are left to fend for themselves. 
 
Who is Jesus Christ for us, today?  He is a liberator of the oppressed.  He’s a liberator of 
women.  So who will we be for Jesus Christ, today?  How, then, shall we live? 
 
Well, we can politically advocate for equal pay and support for work-at-home mums.  We 
can develop playgroups for single mums, and get involved with groups like the Hope 
Foundation to care for prostitutes (www.hopefoundation.org.au).  We can shelter the battered, 
counsel the broken, protect the exposed, adopt the unwanted, and fund freedom for the 
enslaved.  If we have the will, there is no limit to the ways we can radically follow our Lord in 
loving, and liberating, women.   

 
Lastly, though, a word for us men.  The head of the 
church laid down his life for us.  In Ephesians 5 this 
responsibility is given to men, who still hold power 
today.  To stand up for women, we have to submit 
to God, and then serve like Christ.  This is what it 
means to love women as we love ourselves: 
humility. 
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Gestures are meaningless unless our heart is in it.  But what I’m asking is this.  I would like all 
of us to commit ourselves to God’s mission of liberation.  But if you are a male here tonight, 
would you kneel with me as we pray.  Let’s confess our shortcomings in serving women as 
we should, and let’s commit to leveraging our power on behalf of our sisters in Christ. … 
Let’s pray.  
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

1. In what ways have you seen the status of women change in our society? 
2. In your experience, how well has the church served, loved, and liberated women? 
3. Look back over the key stories of Jesus relating with women.  Which speaks to you most 

powerfully?  How would you describe Jesus’ attitude to women? 
4. Thinking back over the history of the church in its treatment of women, what has been the 

biggest failure and the greatest success in following the trajectory Jesus set in Luke 4:18-19? 
5. What would it take for women to truly be free, today?  How will you respond to Jesus’ offers 

as Saviour of the world?  How will you participate in His mission?  Learn more about 
challenges women all across the world face, and ask God for His heart that you would know 
how best to respond.  Step out as an agent of liberation. 
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Appendix 1: The Gift of Gender—Lecture by Maxine Hancock at Regent College 
(from INDS 500, Christian Thought and Culture, 9th November 2006) 

 
INTRODUCTION: 
 
1.1 AN AREA WHERE THE HERITAGE OF CHURCH TRADITION IS PROBLEMATIC: 
*everywhere the gospel touches lives, women are liberated (historically), and with Mary as the Mother of God 
(theotokas) > re-evaluation of women  
+ Jesus’ treatment of women is very different to almost all other religious leaders > valuing women within Jewish 
tradition 
+ early church re: no males or females > radical revaluing of women = wholly valued, equal etc. 
 
*yet, clashes with hierarchical tradition in order, whether through fall, of God > man > woman (which isn’t necessarily 
mysogonistic) … when this tradition meets a “GREEK MYSOGNY” (= fundamental mistreatment and hatred of women, 
in all cultures) > OPPRESSIVE TO WOMEN. 
 
 Cf. Tertullian ‘On the Appearance of Women’ – how unlike how Jesus spoke to women, affirming their touch, 
appearing to them first after the resurrection as apostle to the apostles, + e.g. woman washing his feet. 
 
 Cf. St. Jerome – on celibacy as preferred state for the seriously spiritual person: - allows holy life by escaping 
corrupting women.  Marriage is seen like a failure, and sin like a sin. 
 
*the ‘hangover’ of this, an ongoing mistrust of women and sexuality as not part of holy existence, extends through to 
the reformation.  REFORMATION allowed massive re-evaluation of sexuality and marriage – not begrudgingly given to 
procreate humanity, but for joy.   
 
*Pagan misogyny had infiltrated the church. 
 
On the one hand, Christianity has always re-valued women as made in God’s image, redeemed by Christ, 
and honoured by the incarnation. 
 
On the other hand, a deep and pervasive mistrust of women, sometimes amounting to a hatred of women 
is a painful strand— 
 
   
TERTULLIAN (c. 160-c.225), On the Appearance of Women 
(He, in turn, influences Jerome, Augustine) 
Advises women to abjure any form of clothing which might excite male desire by artificially or naturally 
enhancing beauty.  If they properly “understand [their] nature as women,” he writes: 

“…you would go about in mourning clothes and even neglect your appearance, giving the impression 
of a mourning and repentant Eve so that, by adopting all the clothing of the penitent, you might 
atone more fully for what derives from Eve, namely the disgrace of the first sin and the hatred which 
followed because of the fall of the human race… .  The judgement of God upon this sex lives on in 
this age; therefore, necessarily the guilt should live on also.  You are the gateway of the devil; you 
are the one who unseals the curse of that tree, and you are the first one to turn your back on the 
divine law; you are the one who persuaded him whom the devil was not capable of corrupting; you 
easily destroyed the image of God, Adam.”   
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ST. JEROME  (c. 342-420)—on celibacy as preferred state for the seriously spiritual person: 
‘Do not refuse each other except by consent for a period of time so that you devote yourselves to 
prayer.’  I ask you, what kind of good thing is that which impedes prayer? …  So long as I do the 
husband’s part, I fail in continency.  The same Apostle in another place commands us to pray always.  
If we are to pray always, it follows that we must never be in the bondage of wedlock, for as often as 
I render my wife her due, I cannot pray.” 

  
Note:  The revival of the Greek classics—especially Aristotle& the satirists like Juvenal and Ovid extended to 
medieval thinkers / writers (mostly themselves monks) a kind of thinking which saw women as a deficient 
form of men (so Aristotle), as sexually passionate and promiscuous (so the satirists). 
 
MEDIEVAL OFFSETS: 
*’courtly love’ putting women on a pedestal removed from the vulgarities of normal life … objects of worshipful 
devotion; 
*The cult of the Virgin Mary – but note, it is her non-sexualized womanhood that is held in esteem (in her virginity, 
not in motherhood per say, is honored, but it does offset vitriolic and polemic hatred of women); 
*The women’s convents – powerful abbesses – but again, separate from domesticity, from marriage (during 12th 
century > more valued, e.g. Teresa of Avila) 
 
During the reformation we found ability to be critical of tradition where it doesn’t seem to be in keeping with 
Scripture.  E.g. re: Guyus from Bunyan’s ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’, during a banquet feeding on the word of God: Christiana 
is the lead pilgrim, as a woman, and they read this piece – representing a crystallization of a new way of thinking 
about women in 17th century, from medieval offsets … Guyus speaks on behalf of women – curse came, but so did life 
and health.  Women rejoiced in the saviour before men or angels.  “women therefore are highly favored, and show 
by these things that they are sharers in the gift of life.”  This answers the ancient reproach, using the gospels.   
 
*i.e. post-reformation, sought to see how Scriptures approach women, overturning negative tradition. 
 
1.2 THE CURRENT REVOLUTION IN GENDER RELATIONS AFFORDS US AN UNUSUAL OPPORTUNITY TO 
THINK THROUGH OUR POSITION ON WHAT IT MEANS TO BE ‘HEIRS TOGETHER OF THE GRACE OF LIFE’: 
 
The discussion before us today is far more than academic.  It is about being human, about living one’s life 
before the Creator in harmony with what now is and in the direction of kingdom possibilities for mutually 
helping each other to live out the fullness of our humanity in Christ.  
 
Two postures have characterized North American evangelical Christians in the face of the very rapid social 
change)--NOTE: both positions held by people who take with equal seriousness the authority of Scripture in 
the life of the church and of the believer: 
   

• One which endorses traditional assumptions and readings of Scripture re: gender  characteristics 
and hierarchical assumptions about the relationships between women and men—and makes these 
“identity markers” of “true biblical Christianity,”  fronted by Council for Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood 

 
• One which affirms a full equality of women in person, in society, in marriage and in ministry, 

challenging the assumptions of male dominance which are seen to lie behind traditional 
interpretations of authoritative biblical texts.  This response has come from biblical scholars and 
hermeneuticists who have clustered together under the umbrella, Christians for Biblical Equality.   
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Having only these two postures can mean a deadlock out of which there is not way forward as the “whole 
of people of God”—if positions are taken and held as litmus tests for evangelicalism or fellowship or 
submission to the authority of Scripture, they become means of exclusion / inclusion that can only hurt us, 
not heal us.  Finding a way forward: 
 

• Elaine Storkey, Origins of Difference:  The Gender Debate Revisited  (Grand Rapids:  Baker Academic, 
2001). 

 
• Ronald W. Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis are general editors: Discovering Biblical Equality:  

Complementarity without Hierarchy (InterVarsity, 2004); Gospel and Gender:  a Trinitarian 
Engagement with Being Male and Female in Christ.  (Ed. Douglas A. Campbell; Consulting editor, 
Alan J. Torrance.  London and New York:  T & T Clark International, 2003);   

 
*together we have a commission for almost all of life – sharing cultural mandate in Genesis, and Matthew 28:18-20, 
all together. 
 
*Our times are preoccupied with sexuality, yielding to new analyses.   
The first step/movement was ANDROGYNY i.e. to affirm our likeness as far greater than our differences, and how 
God’s image is in us all. 
 
*Now, gone past androgyny after trying to bring up boys and girls the same > acknowledged we really are different, 
also.  From a x’n perspective, what is the creative given, to acknowledge and embrace, but how is this culturally 
elaborated that we can question, interrogate, and revise if unscriptural? 
 
To key postures in N. American Evangelicalism: 
 1) Complementary position, using biblical markers and highlighting differences to get us to move towards 
them – being men and women, under organisation “Council of Biblical Manhood and Womanhood” e.g. Grudem, 
Piper etc. 
 2) Challenging assumptions of male dominance and readings/hermeneutics under ‘egalitarianism’ – i.e. 
“Christians for Biblical Equality” 
 
Lecturer concerned with polarisation – as a divisive agenda.  We need ways that don’t take position on this issue as a 
litmus test – i.e. if you don’t read Genesis the way I do > no communion together.  Yet, we must be allowed to think 
and engage from a Scriptural position.   
 
 Cf. two recommended books in notes: Elaine Storkey, “Origins of Difference: The Gender Debate Revisited” 
– (looking @ what is ‘given’ in creation); Pierce and Groothuis “Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity 
without Hierarchy” (i.e. brings two sides together – complementarity acknowledges biblical differences, yet divorcing 
from Hierarchy which is unbiblical and more misogynist.   
 
2.2 IT IS TIME TO DO SOME NEW THINKING, NOT MERELY REACTING TO SOCIAL CHANGE, BUT ASKING 
OURSELVES QUESTIONS RELATED TO A BIBLICAL THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY, PARTICULARLY AS IT 
RELATES TO OUR MALENESS AND FEMALENESS: 
 
 
(Definition:  “sex” = biologically based differences between men and women; “gender” = social expectations 
and norms implied by those differences) 
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*after all the debates, we need to consider Scripture rather than just going back to tradition which may not be 
Biblical (that’s more reactionary against change, looking for a myth when some time was better, although marriages 
are less durable now, though possibly not because of gender stereotypes.  The 51/49% model with men having the 
final say > kind of works, but still possibly not biblical.  Maxine lived this model for many years in marriage > changed 
view of Scriptures on this > way of relating that wholly acknowledged whole equality of both as image bearers, and 
how to make decisions on this, which created new space to be. 
 
*as a church, seeking to position ourselves well before God and culture, is what does God have in mind? 
 
2.21 What does God have in mind in making us ‘in God’s image’ – male & female?: 
*this gift seems to have created so much pain and angst – there is a playful principle however re: we just don’t get 
eachother > growth 
*Gender as procreational potentiality/necessity 
 *by removing sexuality from rationality to instinct > everything broke down.  Yet we make choices that are 
genuine and moral 
*Gender as relational potentiality 
 *again, we make choices in connecting 
*Gender as aesthetic principle, embodying likeness and difference 
 *the play b/n likeness and difference, aestheticising gender, with beauty, dividing reality. 
*in the midst of this, how are we to think about gender – it’s more than procreation, though that to etc. – to find 
what is intrinsic to our humanity and engagement, without totally constraining it 
 *then, how are we to live as gendered persons in the image of God. 
 
2.22 What we know: 
 
Gendered likeness and difference marks most of the created order – not just human life. 
*i.e. created as good, so to be embraced 
 
Being human adds a level of complexity to sexuality and gender that does not seem to be a part of the animal 
order:  
*reason 
*morality 
*spirituality 
 *i.e. some biological drives toward gender difference, but ‘doing what comes naturally’ is not adequate for 
humans, as we are more – in reason, morality and spirituality.  A moral approach to sexuality is distinctive to humans, 
perhaps even part of the Imago Dei – being in the image of God. 
 
*then come the cultural questions, e.g. re: abstract reasoning, beauty, etc. – empirically we can only see physical 
differences, but every culture elaborates and enacts and enforces roles – e.g. Eric Erickson suggests men anatomically 
and psychologically are outward bound vs. women as explorers of inner space.  Are there differences to be 
acknowledged.  STEREOTYPES can be crippling.  And views must be beyond purely biological (cf. Storkey). – fruit of 
the spirit are to be at the core, not as masculine or feminine, but universal. 
 
2.23 What we Don’t know: what are the differences and how deep do they run? 
 
Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: 
   

“At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for and 
protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relationships. 
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“At the heart of mature femininity is a freeing disposition to affirm, receive and nurture strength 
and leadership from worthy men in ways appropriate to a woman’s differing relationships. (John Piper, 
What’s the Difference?  Manhood and Womanhood Defined According to the Bible.  Crossway Books, 1990.)   

 
Compare this with Elaine Storkey, Origins of Difference (Grand Rapids:  Baker Academic, 2001): 
 
 “We need…to resist crippling stereotypes whether they are racial or gender or whatever else.  And 
we also need to recognize that despite popular exhortations, the Bible does not say a great deal about 
being masculine for God or feminine for Jesus!  … In fact, the New Testament does not tell us how to be 
feminine or masculine at all.  It offers us one set of characteristics as guideline for both sexes, the fruit of 
the Spirit:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  The 
fact that these are often interpreted as ‘feminine characteristics’ ought to set us thinking” (p. 129).  
 
3.0 APPLYING WESLEYAN QUADRILATERAL [which gives clear primacy to biblical material over all other 
sources of information, but which considers the following 4 sources]: 
 
3.1 BIBLE: 
Initial equality of creation, source, imago dei and cultural mandate 
Equally fallen and judged as two sinning individuals as well as our “frail originals” 
Equally redeemed and commissioned to bear witness to the Risen Christ 
Equally gifted with gifts of the spirit (all of the gifts can be seen as exercised by women in the early church). 
Cultural limitations in Graeco-Roman missional context:  Question—was this to imply cultural limitations on 
women for all time (cf., for example, the cultural limitations of slaves in the same ‘Household Codes’ in NT) 
 
3.2 TRADITION: 
Domestic sphere assigned to woman, the cultural, social and political to men.  However, a counter-tradition 
always keeps this from being absolutized—a continuous amelioration by (a) exceptions; (b) legal limitations 
on male power;  (c) Jesus re-evaluation of women as persons; (d) the new community of the Spirit with a 
powerful relativising tendency. 
 
*typically assign family to women (doing business within domestic sphere) and business/external life to men.  
However, just because the Bible describes patriarchy, does not mean it approves them – i.e. written in and to a 
culture, thus not mandated.  There has always been some amelioration of role of women by leadership roles given to 
women (e.g. Deborah in leadership, etc.) 
 
3.3 SCIENCE: 
Problem:  the kind of question we ask largely determines the answer we come up with.  However, areas 
where there has been enough investigation to allow for some tentative answers: 

• Brain anatomy differences  
• Hormonal differences 
• Overall size and weight differences 

 
*increasingly there are studies trying to locate specific brain differences 
*hormonal differences for sexual distinctions 
*brain size, though with density considered > really no major differences 
*long maturation process (20 years) during which acculturation modifies whatever differentiation there is (e.g. age of 
puberty) 
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3.4 REASON: 
Women still bear and nurse children, and that that has important implications for the ways in which they 
will participate in other activities and productivities. It stands to reason, at the same time, that to whatever 
degree we do genuinely value the spiritual and intellectual and administrative gifts of women, we will want 
to re-evaluate structures which exacerbate and reinforce this physiological difference. 
 
*women still bear children, even when considered equal > help reduce barriers so women can engage in use of gifts 
to whatever degree is compatible with the stage of life they’re at.   
 
*SUMMARY: we need to ask questions about things that are seen as ‘just the way it is’ – feminism offers critical 
evaluation of society and approaches. 
 
4.0 FINDING A PLACE TO STAND: 
Elaine Storkey examines the strengths and weaknesses of premodern, modern, and postmodern attitudes 
towards gendered difference and lays out what she calls Four Paradigms of a biblical view concerning 
gender:   

*Difference *sameness *complementarity *union  (Origins of Difference, p.129 ff). 
 
A distinctively Christian perspective will acknowledge that the ground of our sexuality is in the Creator’s 
design, not in our “self-construction” nor in our cultural elaborations of what is the donne (French term for 
the ‘essence’ or core) of creation. 
 
It will find in that creational design, affirmation of: 
4.1 The full equality and full divine image-bearing of male and female. 
 
4.2 The shared mandate to procreate and to care for creation—both tasks mandated to humankind 
“male & female” before the Fall. 
 
4.3 The reality and significance of heterosexual attraction, mating and marriage 
 
4.4 Our mutual need of each other in all of our social structures if we are to fully render the image of 
God in the world 
 
4.5 Our mutual and fully shared fallenness with all of the ways it has distorted human relationships—
calling us to compassion to each other, ongoing repentance of the ways we sin against each other and God, 
recognition of God’s ongoing work of new creation in our lives 
 
4.6 Our mutual and fully shared status as those who have been redeemed by the same great Sacrifice, 
called into the same great service as ‘kings and priests,’ & who share the same great hope of a full 
reconciliation of all things in Christ 
 
In Christ, gender relations should reflect not “the longest war” in the history of humanity but “the most 
hopeful reconciliation” in and through Christ.   
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Appendix 2: The Question of Women in Leadership—Stanley Grenz 
(Lecture Notes, Regent College, from THEO607, p29) 

 
A. Historical considerations 
1. The historical pattern 
2. Examples of the pattern 
3. The significance of the pattern: differing evaluations 
 
B. The biblical discussion 
1. Texts that seem to bar women from leadership offices 
 a. Jesus appointed twelve men as his apostles 
 b. The qualifications for bishops and deacons seem to exclude women (1 Tim. 3:2,4,12) 
 c. Man is the head, i.e., “ruler,” of the woman (1 Cor. 11:3) 
 d. Paul instructs women to keep silent in the church (1 Cor. 14:34-35) 
 e. Paul does not allow women to teach or have authority over men (1 Tim. 2:11-14) 
 
2. Texts that suggest an equality between male and female in the church 
 a. Women held leadership offices in ancient Israel: Miriam, Deborah (Judg. 4:4), Huldah (2 Kings 22:14-20) 
 b. Jesus ministered to, taught, engaged in theological discussions with, and included women among his 
disciples (Matt. 27:35; Mark 15:41) 
 c. The New Testament portrays women as full participants in the church from the beginning of its existence 
  (1) The women who had been numbered with Jesus’ followers were among those gathered in the upper 
room (Acts 1:14) 
  (2) Luke is careful to place women at each step in his narrative of the expansion of the church: 
Jerusalem (Acts 5:14), Samaria (8:12), and cities of the Roman world like Philippi (16:13-15), Thessalonica (17:4), 
Berea (17:12), Athens (17:34), and Corinth (18:2) 
  (3) The early communities met in the homes of women--Mary the mother of John Mark (Acts 12:12-
17), Lydia (Acts 16:13-15,40) 
  (4) Women prayed in public/were prophets (Acts 21:9; 1 Cor. 11:5) 
  (5) Women functioned as teachers--Priscilla (Acts 18:18-28) 
  (6) Paul spoke of women (with men) as his co-workers (Phil. 4:2-3) 
 
 d. Women served as officers in the churches 
  (1) As deacons--Phoebe “a diakonos of the church in Cenchrea” (Rom. 16:1-2) 
  (2) As patronesses (which included leadership functions in the house churches)--Lydia (Acts 16:40), 
Priscilla and Aquilla (Rom. 16:3-5; 1 Cor. 16:19), Chloe (1 Cor. 1:11), and Nympha (Col. 4:15), possibly the “elect 
lady” as well (2 John 1) 
  (3) As apostles--Junia (Rom. 16:7) 
 
 e. Paul interrupted his discussion of the qualifications for elders and deacons by mentioning women (1 Tim. 
3:11), so as to remind his readers that women are not to be categorically excluded. 
 f. The Bible sets forth the church as an egalitarian people 
  (1) This was prophesied in the Old Testament (Joel 2:28-29) 
  (2) This was announced in Paul’s charter of equality (Gal. 3:28) 
 
C. Theological considerations 
1. The question of a creation order 
 a. The argument barring women from ministry 
  (1) God built into creation a hierarchy of male over female, creating the male to lead and the female to 
follow. 
  (2) This hierarchy must be reflected not only in the family but also in the church (1 Tim. 2:13) 
 b. Arguments favouring the ministry of women 
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  (1) The hierarchical relationship is a product of the fall (Gen. 3:16) 
  (2) Even if there were a hierarchy in creation, the church is to be the foretaste of the egalitarianism of 
the new creation, not the hierarchicalism of the old 
 
2. The question of the nature of church offices 
 a. The argument barring women: church offices carry an authority that women cannot exercise (such as 
representing Christ or teaching doctrine) 
 b. The argument favouring women in the offices 
  (1) Church offices are serving offices (Mark 10:42-45; 1 Pet. 5:1-2) 
  (2) Church offices derive their authority from the congregation as a whole, which includes (a majority 
of) women. Therefore, all officers serve under the authority of both women and men 
  (3) Selection to church offices is based solely on the Spirit’s gifting 
 
D. Arguments from practice/pragmatic concerns 
1. Concerns which prohibit women from serving 
 a. Allowing women in leadership roles will discourage men from leading 
 b. It just wouldn’t seem right! 
2. Concerns favouring women in leadership positions 
 a. Because men and women are different, we need the contributions of both at every level of church life 
 b. If we close the door to women in leadership roles in the church, gifted women leaders will find other outlets 
(e.g., in para-church organizations) 
 c. We do in fact welcome women in certain teaching and leading roles 
  (1) In cross-cultural church planting situations 
  (2) In children’s and youth ministries 
 
E. Conclusion: the “bottom line” arguments 
 1. The hierarchicalist bottom line argument: If God placed a hierarchy of men over women in creation--if he 
designed men to lead and women to follow--then women cannot fulfil leadership roles in the church 
 2. The egalitarian bottom line argument: If the Holy Spirit bestows gifts of leadership, teaching and prophecy 
on men and women as he pleases without regard to gender, church leadership offices must be open to both men and 
women as well. 
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Appendix 3: Must Women Submit?: Contemporary, Female, Secular University Students  
and the Question of Women’s Roles in the Home, Church, and Society  

(essay by Amy Crawford) 
Where are we? 

 I was at a friend’s wedding and, in the ceremony, she seemed to be saying basically that she was 

giving herself over to him and obeying him.  […] Why would women be considered inferior to 

men/or why are men only the leaders...?  Where does this stem from and why, in present times, do 

so many people still believe women should "submit"? 

 

 These questions were posed by a woman, I will refer to her as Nikki, who is studying Dietetics and Nutrition at 

the University of British Columbia, in Vancouver, Canada.  Her and similar questions swirl into the twenty-first-

century air, pollinating the minds of university students. Students of secular universities rarely hear a positive 

presentation of Christianity.  Rather, Christianity has been used as a vehicle to display giant-size images of a fetus 

alongside victims of genocide, to proclaim (yell?) that a person must believe or will burn in hell, to control female 

participation in ministry leadership on campus. These visible platforms are not accurate representations of the 

fullness of Christianity.  Indeed, these mediums truncate Christianity to a version that no longer represents the 

original.  This paper is an effort to address the question of women’s roles in a manner that takes seriously both (1) 

the depth of the questions posed as well as (2) Christianity as a religion and paradigm through which to understand 

the world and which can inform personal (inter)action.  In this paper, I will seek to address the question of the 

submission of women as it relates to epistemology, hermeneutics, and sexuality from the perspectives made 

available from culture, the Church, and the Bible.  Questions and challenges today regarding the role(s) of 

women have multiple and various threads.  Behind the question of women “submitting” is a history of the oppression 

of women in homes, church, and society in which Christianity has participated.  As Nikki points out, “A great deal of 

bad seems to come from people either misinterpreting revelations, or just having their own revelations.”  If this 

oppression done by Christians is rationalized through the use of the Bible or personal revelations thereof, albeit often 

just on a few select passages, then, subsequently questioned is the historical accuracy and reliability of the Bible, and, 

in turn, the accuracy and reliability of Christians and methods of interpretation.   

 So why do we assume “submission” is a bad thing?  Today, we live in a particular context.  Women currently 

have the right to vote; in the 60s there was the sexual revolution; women have access to birth control; in the history 

of patriarchy and oppression of women has stepped feminism.  In the 21st century, the voice of Derrida and the 

rhetoric of deconstruction invade the structures that once were.  This is an era influenced by modern science and an 

expectation of required “proof” for something to be true.  In schools, evolution is taught in seeming juxtaposition to 

the Bible.  With the ebb and flow of the centuries, the Church is too often characterized as a place where critical 

questioning is discouraged and as lead by ignorant people.  The twenty-first century is also a time in which not all 

denominations of the Church ordain women or allow women to hold positions of leadership, while various selections 

of scripture are used to support this or that view.  

 Women who are currently enrolled in university may be well versed in the sciences and encounter Christians 

who see the role of woman as in demeaning service to men or who are without response to thoughtful questions 

regarding the Bible. As my friend Nikki points out,  
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 A  friend […]  used to take me to church and youth group with her family when we were in Jr. High.  I thought 

it was frustrating, because even the teachers didn't seem to know what they were really believing in.  For 

example, when Cain kills Abel […], they say all other people banish him from their communities too....but 

there are only supposed to be Adam, Eve, and there two sons on the planet, right?  So, I asked this question 

in youth group, and the answer I got was: " I hope when I die there's a video of all creation so that I will find 

out these details too".  I found it SO surprising that people would live their lives by a book/testament/religion 

that they couldn't even fully explain.  I need the dots to connect and make a full picture, you know? 

In this recollection, genuine questions rise from the mouth of a girl who has been given a scientific lens with which to 

read the world, who is trying to engage with and understand the biblical narrative, and who receives an answer 

lacking in rigor and concern. 

 Underlying these questions are valid concerns.  There is a desire for justice, happiness, and freedom for 

individuals, including women.  There is a fear of oppressive structures and violence to women which has been 

pervasive in human history. There is a concern as to who is reading the Bible, how they are reading it, and what that 

reading and subsequent interpretation will mean for others.  There is hope that a woman can participate in marriage 

with a husband who loves and respects her rather than lords over her, as Nikki hopes for her friend who is newly 

married. 

 

What is true? 

 What really needs to be addressed, then, are questions of epistemology, hermeneutics, and sexuality.   In the 

following section of the paper, I will offer a positive presentation of Christianity.  But in this section, for each of these 

three topics, I will seek to offer clarification of the issues, admission of Christian problems, and a defense of 

Christianity. 

 First, Epistemology.  There are some things we can know.   Indeed, many people today operate out of what is 

called “classical foundationalism,” believing certain propositions to be “self-evident” and those that are “incorrigible,” 

which combine to become the foundation of a person’s belief1.  The equation  1 + 1 = 2 is self-evident to most of us.  

Yet, that which can be understood through reason and experience -- as proposed in the Enlightenment (especially by 

Locke and Descarte) and has influenced modern science -- is not the only type of knowledge.  We fool ourselves if we 

think that all knowledge can be subjected to the evidentialist challenge and be found to be “untrue” if it fails the test. 

 Dr. John G. Stackhouse Jr.  gives clarification to the issue stating, “truth is a quality of interpretations or 

representations by which we denote the extent to which they resemble reality”2.  Previously, he defines “reality” as 

that which is actually real, the way things are. The next step is perceiving and interpreting (“re-present”-ing) what is 

perceived.  Admittedly, Christians have argued for what has been called Absolute Truth in problematic ways: not only 

neglecting to fulfill the primary tenet of loving ones neighbor, but also assuming that Truth is some Thing that is out 

there and can be proven in the teleological sense.  For, not all aspects of what is perceived of reality can be proven, 

per se.  Thus, religion, while it sometimes deals with the un-provable, is still “fundamentally about truth: trying to 

                                                            
1     Alvin Wolterstoff, “Introduction,” Faith and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God. (Notre Dame: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 1983), 1-3. 
2     John G. Stackhouse Jr., Humble Apologetics (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002), 93. 
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figure out what is real and how best to represent it”3.  Religion in general and Christianity implicitly, then, cannot be 

quickly dismissed on the grounds of being something which cannot be proved.  

 Next, hermeneutics.  The way a person thinks about sexuality depends on how he/she reads and interprets 

the Bible.  Hermeneutics, the study of the interpretation of texts, is vital to this task.  As Jeannine K. Brown reminds 

her readers, “All theories of textual interpretation must, and do, deal with author, text, and reader and their 

involvement and influence in the reading process”4.  Take, for example, genre.  An author writes a text in a particular 

genre to communicate to a reader.  A letter will include a greeting (even if it is as banal as “whaazup!”), a body, and a 

closing.  The structure of the text is determined by the genre.  The context, however, is often dependant on the 

writer, reader, and the relationship between them.  If I meet a man at a bar and become engaged two months later, 

my descriptions of his and my first encounter will vary when writing to my mother and to my best friend.  My 

relationships with those two people differ, and so the context of what I write will differ.  Another example would be 

the various genres utilized in the Bible.  To read the creation narratives in Genesis as history rather than poetry is to 

miss what is being communicated.  Readers must ask different questions of texts depending on what the genre 

intends to provide.  Thus, for a Sunday school teacher to expect a video documentation of creation to give a 

seemingly full and accurate historical account is to miss the literary nature of that portion of Scripture.  

 Admittedly, Christians have assumed they can ask any question out of any portion of Scripture and get 

precisely what they expect.  Too few Christian readers of the Bible come to the text and see it as a wondrous, prolific 

collection of God’s communication in different ways to different people in different contexts for different reasons.  

This may stem from the Reformational impulse to put Scripture in the hands of lay people; this a good impulse.  

However, if the Bible is given without an education, there is an increase in “personal revelations” which can even 

conflict with Scripture.  Yet, “extreme” and “mainstream” theology are respectively considered.  And, Christians are 

doing the hard work of Hermeneutics.  Library shelves in both theological and secular institutions are full of books 

from this discipline, and seminaries require courses in the field for pastors-to-be.  

 Next, sexuality.   How does understanding hermeneutics aid the quest to understand sexuality?  

Unfortunately, sometimes it has not.  As Maxine Hancock admits, “At a time when our culture desperately needs 

models of sexual wholeness and holy relationships, the Christian community is torn by division over issues of gender 

roles and sexuality”5.  She reminds readers that too often the Church is either too quick to reject or too quick to 

embrace prevailing notions in culture and warns against an “unexamined hermeneutic” which neglects the “whole 

counsel of Scripture”6.  Thus, a positive hermeneutics of sexuality which takes into consideration the whole counsel of 

Scripture is needed, without which the problem of the subjugation of women is dishearteningly prevalent in Christian 

and secular societies. 

 There are signs throughout contemporary Western culture signaling distaste for the subjugation of women.  

Pop artist Christina Aguilera’s song “Can’t Hold Us Down” deals with behavioral double standards and lack of freedom 

                                                            
3     Ibid., 95. 
4   Jeannine K. Brown, “Introduction: Scripture as Communicative Act,” Scripture as Communication: Introducing 

Biblical Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Baker Acadmic, 2007), 14. 
5   Maxine Hancock, “Christian Perspectives on Gender, Sexuality, and Community.” Christian Perspectives on 

Gender, Sexuality, and Community, (Vancouver: Regent, 2003), 13. 
6     Ibid., 16,17. 
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for women.  The discipline of cultural anthology has recently placed focus on gender7.  The fields of philosophy and 

literary criticism, too, engage in questions of gender and sexuality.  As French philosopher Luce Irigaray states, 

“Sexual difference is one of the major philosophical issues, if not the issue, of our age. […] Sexual difference is 

probably the issue of our time which could be our ‘salvation’ if we thought it through”8.  

 Not only has the critical impulse come from “outside” the Church via the voices of feminist.  There have been 

voiced from the “inside” which have spoken on the issue of women’s roles.  Elaine Storkey provides a helpful guide 

through the “hidden history” of women9.  With publications in the 1960s dealing with the feminine perspective, some 

women theologians “got to work,” recovering history of women in the story of Christianity10.  Women characters 

present in the gospels, the book of Acts, early Church history, and the Reformation were rediscovered.  The 

nineteenth-century saw women surfacing as preachers, teachers, and scholars.  Arguments previously put forth for 

the subjugation of women were being exposed and meticulously shredded.  Take, for example, the argument from 

“nature” as addressed by Rosemary Radford Ruether: 

To put it bluntly there is no biological connection between male gonads and the capacity to reason.  

Likewise there is no biological connection between female organs and the capacity to be intuitive, 

caring or nurturing….There is no necessary (biological) connection between reproductive 

complementarity and either psychological or social role differentiation.  These are the work of 

culture and socialisation, not of nature.11 

Storkey identifies the impulse of women theologians to challenge previous ideologies of women’s roles as well as 

shift the focus of the discussion from difference to similarity. Storkey points out, Feminist theology, like secular 

feminism, rejects the premodern lens of essentialism as well as reacts against “the abuses of a religion that has 

sometimes used its authority to deny both full humanity and dignity to women”12.  Both disciplines are committed to 

equality and justice.  However, the two fields diverge in framework: feminist theology is accomplished within the 

“Christian faith system”13.   

 For some feminists this is the problem. Theology is done within a system of patriarchy with a male-God and 

will inevitably subjugate women.  However, this theology is preformed in dialogue with the Scriptures, seeking 

cohesion between what has been written and what is currently experienced as emancipatory. True, a reader coming 

to the Bible to learn about women will come across difficulties in both the Old and New Testaments. So, in what 

follows, this paper will engage with these difficulties. 

                                                            
7     See: Brettell, Caroline B. and Carolyn F. Sargent Gender in Cross-Cultural Perspective 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle 

River: Prentice Hall, 2000) as well as Mascica-Lees, Frances E. and Nancy Johnson Black Gender and Anthropology. 
(Prospective Heights: Waveland Press, 2000). 

8     Irigaray, Luce “Sexual Difference,” An Ethics of Sexual Difference. Trans Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill. 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1993), 5. 

9     Elaine Storkey, Origins of difference: the Gender Debate Revisited. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 108.  
For further historical reading, see Pamela D.H. Cochran’s Evangelical Feminsim: A History. (NY: NYUP, 2005).  

10     Ibid, 107-108. 
11     as qtd in Storkey, 109. 
12     Storkey, 121-22. 
13     Ibid., 122. 
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 Phyllis Trible reminds readers that within the Bible there are not only difficult  phrases, but full stories which 

she calls “texts of terror.”  To properly approach these texts, Trible first warns about the possible pitfalls when 

coming to these stories.  She is emphatic that these stories, occurring in the Old Testament, are not a relic from an 

inferior past, nor can they be dismissed by characterizing the Old Testament God as one of wrath and the New 

Testament God as one of love.  She claims it is similarly “spurious” to subordinate the suffering of these women to 

the sugaring of the cross; and it is “perverse” to suggest there is redemption of these stories in the resurrection. To 

fall into one of these four pits would be to not hear the stories for what they are.  Her readers should proceed, she 

argues, with the two guidelines: one, perceiving the Bible as a mirror which reflections “both holiness and horror;” 

and, two, using Scripture to interpret Scripture.14  There is a dialectic between stories.  These texts of terror are read 

with other stories, including the song of the suffering servant in Isaiah, the passion narratives in the gospels, and 

eucharistic sections of the Pauline Epistles15.  For Trible, it is important to listen to the voices of feminism: “As a 

critique of culture and faith in light of misogyny, feminism is a prophetic movement, examining the status quo, 

pronouncing judgment, and calling for repentance”16. Trible hones in on the necessity to tell these stories, but to do 

so with the hermeneutic that recognizes these texts both document cases against women and  critique patriarchy.  

The stories of Hagar, Tamar, the unnamed woman, and the daughter of Jephthah are not retold with didactism of 

modeling these experiences, but rather offering an in memoriam for abused women and an urging toward prayer for 

similar terror to not again transpire17.  Trible’s identification of Old Testament stories as texts which reflect, as a 

mirror, the holiness and horror of humanities relationship with God and each other helps shed light to readers who 

anticipate prescriptive rather than descriptive knowledge. 

 Ruth A. Tucker and Walter Liefeld bring similar clarity to New Testament texts. In connection to I Corinthians 

11 topic of women using head coverings during worship, the aforementioned authors distinguish between “custom” 

and “command” in relation to the “traditions” Paul is passing on. For the authors, the “traditions” are not so much 

legal or even theological as much as they are moral teachings which operate from convention.  Paul’s final call for 

women to adhere to this practice uses the language of “practice” or “custom”18.  Once again a distinction between 

description and prescription is made.  To the church in Corinth being watched by its neighbors who engage in temple 

prostitution and other various practices denoted by dress and behavior, Paul urges men and women to behave in 

ways that would be  recognizable as a different religion with different practices.  There has often been a selectively 

literal reading and application, or, as Hancock would say, an “unexamined hermeneutic,” of these texts. 

 Perhaps more to the point of this inquiry is Ephesians 5:21-23: “Submit to one another out of reverence for 

Christ.  Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife 

as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior”19.  The first important distinction is that the 

                                                            
14     Phyllis Trible, “Introduction: On Telling Sad Stories.” Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical 

Narratives. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 2. 
15     Ibid. 
16     Ibid., 3. 
17     Ibid. 
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to the Present. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 78. 
19     Eph 5:21-23, TNIV 
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question of headship is applied to the relationship of the marriage and not women in general.  Second, the “head” is 

meant to function as Christ to the Church as caring not lording.  Furthermore, “submission” is the primary verb for 

the entire passage, including the behavior of husbands toward wives.  Thus, “mutual submission” can be argued from 

this stance20.  Currently, the meaning of the Greek word for “head” (kephale) is under debate as to its link with 

authority and its use as a literary metaphor for the whole body21.   Also, “submission” is linked with previous verses 

referring to the activity of all Christians who are filled with the Spirit22. Tucker and Liefeld zoom out to the culture 

context of the first century to glean understanding from the text: “A realistic observation is that women in the first 

century did not need a command to tell them to be submissive to their husbands.  That was already expected of them 

in their pagan society.  The point of the passage on this view is that the expected social relationships were to be 

carried out ‘in the Lord’ by Christians”23.  It is the manner of quality of behavior rather than the condition which is 

significant in the passage. A contemporary reader will need to know the context of the text is he/she is to learn its 

meaning. 

 

Why Christianity? 

 But why bother with Bible?  Sure, there are voices from within the Church that see the Bible as emanicpatory 

for women, but it has been used for so much evil.  Why not just toss it aside?  The answer for Iain Provan is that while 

biblical text do teach about gender and sexuality, it is within the larger context of what is a human being and who is 

God.  The primacy of these issues are important.  As Provan states,  

We ‘bother’ with the Bible because we believe that here we discover the record of God’s revelation to us 

as to who God is, what it means to be a human being, and then what it means to be gendered and sexual.  

We do not consult the Bible because it is necessarily obvious in the first instance that individual texts 

speak truly about gender and sexuality, working up the theological ladder from there, as it were, to 

questions of human existence and God.  And I think it is rather important to get that the right way round.  

Not getting it the right way around is what causes the phenomenon referred to by Maxine Hancock of 

plucking texts out of the void and saying, ‘The Bible says…’ which is entirely the inappropriate and 

unhelpful way to go about biblical exegesis24. 

Provan goes on to distinguish that Genesis 1-2, as well as other texts, provide a vision of the meaning of humanity in 

the kingdom of God with a perspective on gender and sexuality, whereas Genesis 3 describes a fallen world in which 

the meaning of humanity is distorted and leads to “fracturing in gender relationships and sexuality”25.  It is the latter 

which, in alignment with Trible’s thinking, is often reflected in biblical texts, both narrative and law. 

 Provan’s argument for a “positive vision” of the kingdom of God found in Genesis 1-2 is five-fold: (1) the focus 

of Genesis 1-2 is not chronology, but the importance of “Adam” in creation (“Adam” being “humankind” since in 
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verse 27 Adam is both male and female); (2) humans are created “from the dust” with a oneness between humans 

and creation, yet with the distinction of humans being their likeness to God, human authority is delegated, and, 

therefore, humans are not autonomous; (3) humans are created as whole people -- physical and spiritual for Hebrew 

anthropology are together, not as “compartmentalized distinctions” but different points from which to view the 

person; thus, humans are created and redeemed in that wholeness; (4) humans are created to enjoy all of creation, 

which is discovered by the emphasis on beauty and enjoyment of beauty, and sensuality and beauty are aspects of 

humanness; and (5) humans are created for community initiated by God with male and female as God’s image with 

an emphasis on kinship and sharing which draws no conclusions about male/female relationship regarding hierarchy, 

subordination, and roles, rather, the passage celebrates mutuality26.  Provan’s exegesis enables readers to use 

hermeneutic tools of interpretation seeing sexuality as apart of God’s created goodness that is embodied in 

mutuality.  

 But daily experience does not reflect this mutuality, which is why Provan continues his article with a 

consideration of Genesis 3.  In disobedience, humans stepped about from God and then each other.  God’s order has 

been disturbed, particularly human relationships.  Provan highlights: 

The alienation between the man and the woman in due course in Genesis 1-11 becomes alienation of 

brother from brother, neighbour from neighbour, and the whole of society then breaks down as we get 

towards Genesis 6.  It is this rather uglier vision of gender relations and sexuality that we find widely 

reflected in biblical narrative elsewhere in the Old Testament, because biblical narrative is the story of 

the people of God in this fallen, disobedient state of living on the world27.  

The implications of this, then, are, “We should not expect […] to be able to go to biblical narratives and simply read 

lessons for life out of them without thinking about their nature. We cannot move exegetically from description to 

prescription without a considerable degree of thought”28.  Any immediate application is premature.  Each text must 

be read with caution and care. 

 Thus, the roles so often prescribed to women -- in the home, at church, and within society -- as seen in 

contemporary society and the biblical narrative are reflections of the “horror” of Genesis 3, the falling out of 

community originally ordered by God in mutuality.   It is unfortunately true that the Church has held to prescriptive 

roles for women.  However, there are recognizable voices from culture, the Church, and scholars interpreting 

Scripture, some of whom I have been able to acknowledge in this paper, that have called forth women to be fully 

human, in mutuality with men, that is free from prescribed roles of “submission.”  Even within the conservative 

models for women in ministry, there are pressure release valves through which women can participate29.  
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So what? 

 So what does a female student at a secular university do to engage with Christianity when wrestling through 

the topic of gender and sexuality? First, I would suggest engaging in conversation with thoughtful Christians. When I 

talk to Nikki again and she asks about this paper, I will be able to share what I have found in terms of research and 

encourage her to read a number of books which may be helpful.  I can also share my experience not only of 

oppression and subordination (both in and outside the church) but also of reconciliation. And I can encourage her to 

talk to other Christians who are educated in her particular discipline. 

 Second, I would encourage these female students to think through other factors that influence contemporary 

views of sexuality which could stand to be challenged. Individualism and autonomy, which are fought for along side 

equal rights, are relatively new and unique values.  The desire for justice, happiness, and freedom for individuals, 

including women, has somehow merged with Capitalism.  It is important, then, to think through the issue of 

commodity as it relates to sexuality and gender in a way that challenges contemporary assumptions of ownership.  

Sexuality and gender, when perceived within the rubric of what human beings are and who God is, that is, within the 

Christian paradigm, can be more liberating than what contemporary culture has to offer. 
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Appendix 4: Role of Women in the Church: A Biblical Reflection  
(essay by Sarah Breuel) 

 

 One of the most debated issues in the Protestant church today is the role of women in the church. It is a very 

complex subject and “the entire doctrine of the church is concerned and will be affected by decisions made about the 

woman’s role.”30 The challenging question that I will reflect on this paper is whether female leadership is forbidden 

by Scripture. My provisional position is that the Bible does not prohibit women to have leadership roles in church. I 

will first argue that the two Biblical texts that supposedly forbid female leadership (I Corinthians 14 and II Timothy 2) 

are exegetically questionable. In further, I will defend that, examples of women leaders in Scripture and a theology of 

ministry based on the gifts of the Spirit, favor female leadership. 

 The Bible must be the central parameter in this discussion. Is Scripture really against women in leadership 

roles in the church? Complementarian scholars31 often quote two main texts to answer ‘yes’ to this question: I Co 

14:33-35 and II Tm 2:12. In what follows, I will provide a brief exegesis of these two texts.    

 I Corinthians 14: 34- 35 says: 
Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the law says. 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.32 

 

 One interpretation of this passage is that it demands silence as an absolute rule.33 However, this view would 

contradict the verses written just three chapters before, since in  I Co 11:2-6 Paul assumes that women could pray 

and prophecy in church.34 Thus, Paul never demanded, in these verses, complete silence of women.35 How, then, can 

they be interpreted? 

 Another interpretation is that Paul requires women to be silent with respect to the activity under discussion, 

which, in some scholars’ view, is the judging of prophecies.36 However, there is nothing in the text that specifically 

leads us to suppose that “judging prophecies” is the particular sort of speech in view.37  

A more proper interpretation is that the passage addresses disruptive questions in an environment where 

silence was expected of new learners (which most women were) and that the passage is in a broader social context in 

which women were expected not to speak much with men to whom they were not related, as a matter of property.38 

In this setting, Paul upholds church order, avoids appearances of social impropriety and supports learning before 
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speaking.39 This view leads to the conclusion that, in a different cultural setting from the Corinthian one, women 

would not be prohibited from speaking in the church.40  Otherwise, consistency requires that a direct application of 

these verses rules out any possible speech on the part of women, including songs and prayer. 

 Another passage many complementarian scholars believe forbids female leadership in the church is I Timothy 

2: 11-12: 
A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a 

man, she must be silent.41 

Piper and Grudem argue that this passage imposes two definitive restrictions on the ministry of women: 

“they are not to teach Christian doctrine to men and they are not to exercise authority directly over men in church. 

These restrictions are permanent, authoritative for the church in all times and places and circumstances.”42 

 However, other scholars, like Gordon Fee, contend that Paul is addressing a situation in the Ephesian church, 

where some elders had gone astray.43 These elders had apparently led some younger widows astray with them, 

probably using these women and their homes for the propagation of false teaching.44 Paul, then, is writing to these 

younger widows in Ephesus, whose deception by Satan is addressed in the rest of I Timothy 2:14-15, reflecting the 

Genesis narrative: “the woman … was deceived and became a sinner.”45 Therefore, in Fee’s view, “[Paul’s] concern is 

not with establishing patriarchy (from man’s priority in creation) but with the woman’s deception by Satan (which is 

being repeated again in Ephesus). Paul prohibits a woman from teaching a man so as to dominate him because he 

does not want the women in Ephesus to repay the sin of Eve, who was deceived and led Adam to sin.”46 In light of 

Fee’s interpretation, Piper and Grudem’s view of this passage becomes questionable. 

I argued that in I Corinthians and II Timothy, Paul is dealing with specific contexts and that these 

interpretations question the prohibition of female leadership in a different setting.47 In fact, “there is no explicit 

teaching in the New Testament about this relationship [men and women] or about church order, structures or 

worship. (…) Nowhere does Scripture explicitly say, for example, that only men may hold certain church offices.”48 

According to Fee, the prohibition of women in leadership by these two text is “highly questionable exegetically.”49  

However, if it is questionable that Scripture prohibits women in leadership, does the Bible encourage it? 

There is no explicit text for that, but there are examples of female leaders throughout Scripture.  In the Old 

Testament, Miriam and Deborah acted as leaders.50 Deborah assumed a variety of leadership roles, including 
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“prophet”, “judge” and “mother of Israel”.51 She was a skilled commander-in-chief, when the tribes were incapable of 

standing together against their oppressors; Deborah not only united them, but also led them to victory.52 Even 

though some complementarian scholars argue that Deborah affirmed male leadership over Israel encouraging Barak 

to lead,53 “without question she held the highest position of authority and leadership in Israel in her day.”54 

 In the New Testament, there is some strong evidence in Paul’s letters that there were women exercising 

leadership in the apostolic church. Paul used a specific term several times to identify the ministers who joined him in 

his pioneer missionary work, the Greek word sunergos, which means “one who work side-by-side with”.55 He 

identified three women using the word sunergos: Euodia, Syntyche and Priscilla, as well as calling Phoebe a deacon 

(diakonos) of a local church.56 Priscilla was assigned the title as often as Aquila, her husband, and is reported to have 

corrected the doctrine of the preacher Apollos57, a man whom Paul called his equal.58 It is true that she never appears 

without mention of her husband, however what is much more significant is that he never appears without mention of 

her.59 Many post apostolic writers understood Paul to be speaking of women deacons. Two examples are Clement of 

Alexandria, “For we know what the honorable Paul in one of his letters to Timothy prescribed regarding women 

deacons,”60 and John Chrysostom, who talks of women holding the rank of deacon in the apostolic church.61  

 I have contend so far that it is questionable that the Bible prohibits women in leadership and that Scriptures 

gives examples of female leadership in the Old Testament, such as Deborah, and in the New Testament, such as 

Priscilla. I will now argue that the theology of ministry based on the Spirit’s gifting supports female leadership. In this 

sense, Marianne Meye Thompson offers a helpful analysis: “Both those who favor women in ministry and those who 

oppose women in ministry can find suitable proof texts and suitable rationalizations to explain those texts. But if our 

discussing is ever to move beyond proof texting, we must integrate these texts into a theology of ministry. I suggest 

that the starting point for such a theology of ministry is the God who gives gifts for ministry and the God who is no 

respecter of persons.”62 Reflecting on this matter, J.I. Packer states that “[first], gifts are theologically prior to offices, 

in the sense that offices are for gifts rather than vice-versa; second, gifts from the Holy Spirit, gifts of utterance 

included, are given to women as they are given to men; and, third, all spiritual gifts should be put to use in the church 

for its building up.”63 It can be said, then, that the gifts given by the Spirit are crucial to the understanding of the 

theology of ministry.  
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Nowhere does the New Testament say that God gives gifts on the basis of gender,64 and Paul never indicates 

that some gifts are for men and other gifts for women.65 Already in the Old Testament, Joel anticipated a time when 

the Spirit would work through both women and men.66 All these ideas made Margaret Howe raise the obvious 

rhetorical question: if gifts equipping for leadership “are distributed by God to women, what higher authority does 

the Church have for denying the women their expression?”67 So, Christ intends the church to be a fellowship in which 

all serve as they are gifted and called by the Spirit, in which leaders – both male and female - serve as instruments of 

the Spirit.68   

Therefore, I believe that women can have leadership roles in the church. The passages like I Corinthians and II 

Timothy that supposedly prohibit female leadership are exegetically questionable. There are also examples of women 

holding leadership roles in the Old Testament, like Deborah, and in the New Testament, like Priscilla. Finally, the non 

differentiation of gender in the Spirit’s gifting confirms that leaders, gifted by God, male or female, should express 

their ministries to build up the body of Christ.  
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