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Introduction: Why Talk About This?

A. We cannot ignore it. This is obvious, is it not? Since 1995, 112 records in English have been cataloged in the “World Catalog” with the subject heading “Ordination of Women.” It will probably be the most divisive issue among Churches of Christ in the next twenty years because…

1. it involves the worship assembly which is visible and congregational.

2. it involves long-standing traditional and theologically embedded beliefs.

3. it involves issues of power, decision-making and who is “running the show.”

4. it involves a struggle that is a fundamental expression of our fallenness—the relationship between males and females (much as marriage can evidence that same fallenness and epitomize societal dysfunction).

B. We seek a biblical vantage point. This is also obvious, is it not? Yet, there are divergent voices not only in the evangelical world, but among Churches of Christ as well.

1. Egalitarianism: the full equality of role relationships and functions within the leadership and ministry of the church. This position denies male headship as a theological value and opens all functions in the church/assembly to women. There are evangelical (those who believe in biblical authority) and non-evangelical versions of egalitarianism.

2. Complementarianism: asserts the principle of male headship (or, male spiritual leadership) but maintains that many traditional practices are oppressive and deny women the freedom that God permits and encourages. This group is open to more significant and visible participation by women in church life and the assembly though they wish to maintain the principle of male headship in the church and family.

3. Traditionalism: asserts the principle of male headship (or, male spiritual leadership) and interprets this to mean that women are excluded from any voice in the assembly (e.g., women cannot make announcements, verbally request prayers, ask questions, voice a prayer, or testify about an answered prayer in the assembly) or leadership function in the church (e.g., women cannot chair committees on which men sit, teach in any setting where men are present, cannot vote in “men’s business meetings,” dialogue with men about spiritual matters in the context of decision-making, etc.). The difference between Complementarians and Traditionalists is best tracked on a continuum—there are varied applications in both camps. But the major visible distinction between Complementarian and Traditionalism is the audible participation by women in the assembly (Traditionalists generally see no audible role, but Complementarians see some audible role even while Complementarians may disagree about the specifics).

C. We do not want to hinder the gospel. Evangelism is a major task for the church, and if our gender perspectives raise unnecessary (even unbiblical) barriers that hinder evangelism, then we deny the truth of the gospel for the sake of our traditions.

1. Paul applied a missiological principle that enabled his ministry to receive the best hearing possible within the culture he ministered as long as his ministry did not violate any theological values. 1 Corinthians 9:19-23 articulates this principle: “I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.”

a. In Corinth Paul would not exercise his right for remuneration because he knew it would hinder the gospel (1 Corinthians 9:12). Paul gave up a right in order to give the gospel a positive hearing in Corinth.

b. In Jerusalem Paul submits to Jewish cultural conventions (a rite of purification) so that the gospel would not be hindered in Jerusalem by his presence (Acts 21:17-26). “To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews” (1 Corinthians 9:20).

2. Analogy with the Civil Rights Movement: Just as culture (alas, if only it had been different) forced the church to recognize the evil of segregation, so culture may reveal our hidden biases concerning the freedom women have to serve the church.

3. We must remove all barriers to the gospel in our culture if those barriers are not grounded in theological values. If women are given the freedom by God to lead and serve in various capacities, then we hinder the gospel when we practice a communal life that excludes women from ministries that the culture itself permits, encourages and values. If the culture values it and God values it, then when we prohibit it, we hinder the gospel.

4. When we permit our traditions to raise a barrier to the gospel (that is, when we deny what God has made free and thereby create a stumbling block for those who would come to Christ if it were not for our traditions), we deny the truth of the gospel along the analogy of Peter separating from his Gentile brothers for the sake of Jewish traditions (Galatians 2:11-14). Will we force women to live like traditionalists in order to be Christians when God has permitted a freedom beyond traditionalism and our cultural setting is no longer traditional?

I. Hermeneutical Method.

A. Moving from Then to Now.

Three-Step Method for Building a Bridge


Step 1: The Affirmations of the Text: Exegesis.

Contextualized Significance: What did the text call them to do?


Contextualized Meaning: Why did the text call for this behavior?


Step 2: Normative Substance of the Text: Theology.


Theological Principles: What principles inhere in the text's meaning?


Redemptive-History: How are they reflected in biblical history?


Theological Framework: How do they fit with biblical theology?


Step 3: Application of Meaning to Modern Audience: Homiletics.

Recontextualized Meaning: How do these principles translate?


Recontextualized Significance: What does the text call us to do?

1. Exegesis: What does the Scripture Say?

a. Exegesis of Specific Text: Specific Historical Circumstance. What is the occasion of this text? What circumstance generated this text?

b. Epochal Context: The Place of that Text in Redemptive-History. Where does this text fit in the history of redemption? For example, Isaiah applies Torah values while anticipating a new heaven and new earth.

c. Canonical Context: Text Viewed in the Light of Fulfillment in Christ? Given that all the promises of God are yes in Christ Jesus, how do we understand this text in the light of what God has revealed in Christ? What do we, in the last days, need to understand from this text?

2. Theological Principles: What is the theology of Scripture?

a. Theological Principle must be textual. Theological principles are embedded in a text. The principle gave rise to the text as it dealt with the specific situation. How is the principle rooted in the text? How is it evidenced in the text?

b. Theological Principle must fit with Redemptive-Historical matrix. Theological principles flow from the nature of God and his relationship with humanity. These principles are evidenced in the history of redemption. Once a theological principle is presumed by reading a specific text, how is this theological principle explained, understood or applied in the history of God with his people? How does the story of God bear witness to this principle?

c. Theological Principle must fit with Framework. One a theological principle has been perceived in the text and noticed in redemptive history, we must articulate its meaning in the total context of biblical teaching. How does this principle fit with other principles? How is this principle rooted in the character of God or in his revelation in Jesus Christ? What other principles illuminate this principle? 

3. Application/Contextualization: How should these principles be embodied in the present situation? 

a. Assess the situation. What is the problem? What is the setting? What are the embedded values in the situation? What are the cultural perceptions that might shape and/or contexualize an application? What cultural values does this principle confront or encourage?

b. Formulate the Principle. How can I best state the principle in the context of this situation? The principle must be applied to the situation by reformulating the principle so that it retains its theological integrity but fits the situation. This is exactly what Paul did in writing his letters—he applied Christian theology to specific occasions. 

c. Call for Action. What do I now call the people of God to do in the light of this applied principle? How should this applied principle transform or change our life? How should it reshape our church and community?

B. Three Aspects of a Text.

WHAT IT AFFIRMS
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1. In the text the author affirms a particular significance for his particular audience (situation).

2. The significance of the textual affirmation is rooted in a prior theological understanding (principle) of the author which has been applied to that particular situation.

3. The principle may be elucidated through understanding the canonical relations of the text within biblical (canonical) theology and redemptive history. In other words, think theologically within the context of the canon.

4. The principle must be both textually and theologically based in order to have normative application to the modern audience.

C. Example Text: 1 Timothy 2:9-10.


I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.

Step 1: The Affirmations of the Text: Exegesis.

a. Contextualized Significance: What did the text call them to do? Women should dress with "decency and propriety" which means they should not wear clothing that is ostentatious or reflects their societal (e.g., nobility and upper class) status. The context is probably a worship assembly, or at least, the lifestyle of the Christian community.

b. Contextualized Meaning: Why did the text call for this behavior? Women ought to give evidence of their piety (qeose÷beian; theosebeian) through good works rather than through their social standing.

Step 2: Normative Substance of the Text: Theology.

a. Theological Principles: What principles inhere in the text's meaning? The principle is humility/service as the proper evidence of one's piety.

b. Redemptive-History: How are they reflected in biblical history? The problem is not expensive clothing per se, or attention to beauty, but the attitude which divides people according to class and social status. The principles of redemptive-history reflect the union of God's people in humility rather than along the lines of social standing (cf. Amos 4:1-3; 6:1-7). Arrogance translates into social injustice and luxurious lifestyles (Ezekiel. 16:49-50; James 5:5).

c. Theological Framework: How do they fit with biblical theology? Fear of God and humility are paired in Scripture (cf. Proverbs 15:33; 22:4). Humility versus pride is a dominant theme in Scripture (Proverb 3:34; 11:1; James 4:6; 1 Peter 5:5). The basic attitude of worship is humility (Is. 66:2; James 4:10; 1 Peter 5:6).

Step 3: Application of Meaning to Modern Audience: Homiletics.

a. Meaning Recontextualized: How do these principles translate? The Christian lifestyle must be a humble one, and in the context of the worship assembly humble dress is demanded. Issues of economic lifestyle and modest dress are culturally relative. The principle, however, rejects pride and extravagance (luxury) among God's people. 

b. Significance Recontextualized: What does the text call us to do? It calls us to dress and live humbly in whatever cultural setting in which we find ourselves. What does this mean for American churches and Christians? What does this mean for rural churches? What does this mean for urban churches? What does this mean for traditional suburban churches? What does this mean for suburban churches in primarily a Generation-X context?

D. Situation, Principle and Application.

1. The Method.

Principle + Situation = Application

Principle: God's people do not dress ostentatiously for the assembly.

Why? The call to humility and commonality.

Situation: Gold, braided hair and expensive clothes are ostentatious.

Why? Cultural associations with status, wealth and power.

Application: Therefore, God's people do not wear gold, etc. for the assembly.

Not applicable today, but it was then.

a. The situation defines the application, but the principle demands that application in that specific situation. The principle has normative status. It is authoritative as it reflects godly values (e.g., the character of God).

b. As situations change (e.g., styles of dress, the meaning of “gold” or “braided hair” in a society), so may applications, but the principles remain constant.

c. Therefore, the same principle in different situations may demand different applications. In some situations, one may say “You should not wear gold” (or braided hair), but in other situations it may be fine to wear gold (or, braided hair).

2. Application and Situation.

a. The principle is not relativized by the situation--the principle is true no matter what the situation. Rather, it is contextualized by the situation so that the application of the principle may vary according to the situation.

b. What is the ground of the principle? Is it rooted in something normative, that is, is it rooted in the character of God and his redemptive story?

Is it rooted in something accommodative to culture?

c. What is the relationship between the principle and application? Is the application inherent in the principle? Is the application sociologically determined though driven by a theological principle?

II. Locating and Understanding the Normative Principle.

A. Non-Evangelical Egalitarianism: Biblical Authority Rejected.

"What leads us to perceive biblical texts as oppressive or as providing resources in the struggle for liberation from patriarchal oppression or as models for the transformation of the patriarchal church into women-church is not a revealed principle or a special canon of texts that can claim divine authority. Rather it is the experience of women struggling for liberation and wholeness...A feminist critical interpretation of the Bible cannot take as its point of departure the normative authority of the biblical archetype, but must begin with women's experience in their struggle for liberation...[the feminist hermeneutic] places the biblical texts under the authority of feminist experience...the Bible no longer functions as authoritative source but as a resource for women's struggle for liberation."

Elisabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone, pp. xvi, 13-14

1. Liberal Christian feminists do not want to relinquish their biblical heritage. They seek to discover some egalitarian, liberating tradition in Scripture which will ground their own feminist ideologies. But the question is, How can feminists use the Bible if it is so patriarchal and androcentric?

2. The fundamental point in feminist hermeneutics is the priority of "what it means" (hermeneutics, significance, plenary sense) over "what it meant" (exegesis, authorial meaning, primary sense).

a. This distinction is clearly seen in Stendahl's book on women. This distinction is widespread and useful.

(1) Exegesis: the historical meaning of the text.

(2) Hermeneutics: a judgment on how these texts are to be applied to a contemporary problem not envisaged by the early church.

b. The problem which the distinction creates, however, is the nature of the relationship between the two. Which has the priority? Which is more important for determining the authentic meaning of Scripture for today?

(1) If we take the exegesis to have priority so that all contemporary applications must be consistent with the historical meaning of the text, then we have a "realistic interpretation" according to Stendahl. This is what Fiorenza calls the positivistic or objectivistic model of exegesis.

(2) If we take the significance to have priority so that all contemporary application is relative to the situation in which is applied with the recognition that the biblical text was also a relative situation. Thus, we are not tied to the original intention of the author, nor bound to it as a norm, but we must seek a new interpretation that is more relevant for today. No interpretation is inherent in the text, but all interpretation is relative to the interpreter.

c. Feminist theology, like liberation theology, takes praxis as its starting point so that the feminist experience (or female experience) is the norm for the hermeneutical method. Thus, the significance of a text will always be filtered through the feminist ideology. The text will never stand on its own, and speak to this situation. The situation changes the significance of the text, and indeed, we are uncertain whether any meaning can be attached to the text independent of the interpreter. Thus, in feminist theology the horizon of the biblical text is subordinate to the horizon of the feminist interpreter.

3. What is the norm? The norm, according to feminists, must be sought outside of the Bible since it is thoroughly androcentric. The norm must be feminist experience itself. Fiorenza’s statement is quite clear: "The revelatory canon for theological evaluation of biblical androcentric traditions and their subsequent interpretations cannot be derived from the Bible itself but can only be formulated in and through women's struggle for liberation from all patriarchal oppression" (Memory, p. 32). "What leads us to perceive biblical texts as oppressive or as providing resources in the struggle for liberation from patriarchal oppression or as models for the transformation of the patriarchal church into women-church is not a revealed principle or a special canon of texts that can claim divine authority. Rather it is the experience of women struggling for liberation and wholeness..." (Bread, p. xvi). In summary, for Fiorenza, the feminist hermeneutic "places the biblical texts under the authority of feminist experiences" (Bread, p. 14).
B. Evangelical Feminism: Seeking Biblical Authority.

1. Evangelical feminism (or egalitarianism) does not give feminist experience a normative value. Rather, the Bible is normative. Evangelical egalitarians are egalitarian because they believe the Bible teaches egalitarianism.

2. Theologically, the standard argument runs something like this:

a. God created humanity as male and female. They are co-equals who are both charged with caring for the earth and filling it. God did not intend male headship. Rather, he created equals in every respect. Creation is a norm for ethical behavior (thus, homosexuality is condemned while egalitarianism is affirmed). 

b. The Fall introduced the principle of male headship which subordinated women to male egos. Because males are stronger and more aggressive, they have oppressed women.

c. Redemption means a restoration of creation values as intended by God. Equality must be restored in the life of the family, church and society. This is a matter of social justice. Just as God hates racial injustice, so he hates gender injustice.

d. The key text for evangelical feminism is Galatians 3:28—there is neither male nor female in Christ Jesus. This language echoes creation itself and points us toward restored values in the church. There should be no role differentiation in the church, but full equality.

3. Evangelical egalitarians recognize that Paul was accommodative in some texts (i.e., in Ephesus, women were not permitted to teach due to the specific situation involved), but they deny that these texts were intended to limit women in all cultures, settings or time. Rather, they argue that this is analogous to slavery. Just as Paul was accommodative towards slavery, so he was accommodate towards gender. Thus, Paul accommodated himself to cultural values so that the gospel would not be hindered (cf. Titus 2:5). My brief response to this is:

a. It may be assumed that instructions to slaves were accommodative to a situation in which Paul hoped the gospel would change over time (but it is by no means certain that Paul would have freed all slaves--he does not command Christian masters to do so). Is this also true of gender roles?

b. Paul and Peter appeal to slaves to obey their masters is rooted in the principle of righteous suffering in a fallen world for the sake of the kingdom of God (Col. 3:22-25; 1 Pet. 2:18-25). 

c. In relation to gender, however, Paul appeals to God's act of creation, and Peter appeals to the laudable model of the matriarch Sarah (1 Pet. 3:5-6). There is no sense of fallenness in Paul's appeal to gender. Rather, he seeks to restore the created order. Gender roles are rooted in the creative act of God and the narrative of God's people who reflected God's intent in creation ("as the law says," "Sarah," etc.).

4. The critical question is the nature of creation. Is male headship a creation value? Is it rooted as a principle in God’s creative act, and thus reflects God’s normative intention? Egalitarians answer no, but Complementarians and Traditionalists answer yes.

C. Locating the Norm.

1. Creation.

a. Divine Community Prior to Creation.

(1) Community of Reciprocal Indwelling Love. At the center of the Triune God is holy love which mutually indwells each. There is transparency, full participation in the life of the other, and mutual indwelling.

(2) Community of Role Relationships: The Father and Son. Before the creation of the world, the Father loved the Son. Full equality between Father and Son in terms of nature (or essence) is diverse in terms of role. 

(3) The Community of God is the paradigmatic “Unity in Diversity.” The unity lies in their essential nature which is one, but the diversity is their distinctiveness (Father, Son and Spirit) and distinct roles in the history of redemption.

b. Imaging God in Community (Gen. 1).

(1) Humanity as Male and Female (Gen. 1:27). The Triune community created a community. God created unity in diversity.

So God created humankind in his image, 


in the image of God he created him (s);


male and female he created them (pl).

(2) Egalitarian Status as Divine Imagers. Both male and female image God, and together they are a unity that images the unity of God’s own community.

(3) Humanity's Task: Cultural Mandate (Gen.1:28). This is a task given to both male and female. They share the task of co-creating with God as they fill the earth and care for it.

Then God said, 


“Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; 



and let them have dominion 




over the fish of the sea, 




and over the birds of the air, 




and over the cattle, 




and over all the wild animals of the earth, 




and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” 

c. Gender Roles in Community (Gen 2).

(1) Complementarian: Mutual Companionship.

(a) "Helper Corresponding To Him" (Gen. 2:18). “Helper” does not imply someone inferior as God himself is a “helper” (Psalm 54:4; 70:5). This recognizes the co-function that male and female have in the world.

(b) "One Flesh" (Gen. 2:25). This recognizes the unity that they share. Husband and wife are one.

(c) "One Flesh" (Gen. 2:25). This recognizes the unity that they share. Husband and wife are one.

(2) The "Headship" Principle (1 Cor. 11:3).

(a) Male as "Firstborn" (1 Tim. 2:13). The notion of the “firstborn” or primogeniture is significant in biblical history. As firstborn, responsibility and accountability for the family falls to this child in event of the father’s death. This does not mean he is superior or greater than his siblings, but rather that there is an inherent responsibility that belongs to the firstborn. Jesus himself is elder brother and firstborn among his siblings. 

(b) Female as the "glory of the male" (1 Cor. 11:7-9). This text serve the same function as 1 Timothy 2:13. It grounds male headship in the “firstborn” nature of males. Thus, females are the glory of males and females honor males as their head by virtue of creation.

(i) Source/Origin. Woman was created out of the man. Her being is derived from the male. This implies equality (the same nature), but it also implies the primogenerate nature of the male.

(ii) Function. Woman was created on behalf of the man. She was created to complete him—to complete community. The function does not imply servitude (always a helper, only a helper and nothing but a helper), but rather implies the primogenerate nature of the male.

2. Fallen Gender Roles.

a. Disruption of Gender Roles (Gen. 3:16).

The point is that Genesis 3:16 is not the basis of headship, but the consequences of sin invading the gender relationship. Genesis 3:16 is the beginning of the “battle of the sexes.” It is not prescriptive, but descriptive. In consequence of sin, wives will seek to dominate their husbands and husbands will oppress (master) their wives. Dysfunction is a consequence of the Fall.

Genesis 3:16
  (literally) You-rule-he-and-desire-to-your-husband-and

NRSV: "I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you."
NIV: "I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you."

Genesis 4:7

(literally) It-rule-you-and-desire-to-you-and
NRSV: "If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it."

NIV: "If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it."
b. Fallenness and Gender Roles.

Plato: bad men are reincarnated as females

Aristotle: women are mutilated males (imperfect males)

Josephus: the woman is inferior to the man in every way

Talmud: Jewish men give thanks that God had not made him "a Gentile, a slave or a woman."

Koran: Men have authority over women because Allah has made the one superior to the other...As for those from whom you fear disobedience, admonish them and send them to beds apart and beat them.

Aquinas: Woman was made to be a help to man. But she was not fitted to be a help to man except in generation, because another man would prove a more effective help in anything else.

(1) Distorted Marriage Relationships. 

(2) Distorted Social/Economic Justice. Sex discrimination is an evil.

(3) Distorted "Headship” such as Master/Slave or Sergeant/Private. 

C. Redemption of Gender Roles.

1. Theological Models for Headship in the Redeemed Community.

a. The Trinitarian Community (1 Cor. 11:3). 

The relationship of the Father and Son should define headship. The Son submits to and honors the Father just as the Father loves and gives everything over to the Son (cf. John 5:19-23). The Father and Son are one, but there is role differentiation.

b. Christ and the Church (Eph. 5:21-33).

The relationship between Christ and the church should define headship. Christ loves the church and sacrifices everything for it as the church submits and honors Christ. We should not view this relationship as God and humanity, but as the incarnate one who became a husband to humanity. Thus, there is equality but role differentiation.

c. Therefore….

(1) Husbands, love your wives as you love yourself (Eph. 5:25-28,33).

(2) Wives, honor (submit to) your husbands (Eph. 5:22-24,33).

2. Headship and Gender in Redemptive History.

a. Male Headship in the Redeemed Community.

(1) Only males were ordained priests in Israel. Indeed, originally it was the firstborn males who were to be priests, but in the wake of Israel’s sin, God chose only the males from the tribe of Levi (Numbers 8:18). Primogeniture was the original vision of God.

(2) Only males were crowned legitimate kings by the Davidic covenant. Here primogeniture also functioned, but was sometimes reversed by the electing grace of God (e.g., Solomon).

(3) Jesus only chose male apostles though women traveled with him.

(4) Elders/Shepherds are male in Israel and the Church.

(5) Male Headship is explicit in the marriage covenant (Ephesians 5).

b. Female Leadership in the Redeemed Community.

(1) Sanctioned Female Prophetesses.

Deborah (Judges 4:4)

Deborah’s function is analogous to that of Samuel (there are literary overtones that connect the two: prophet, judging disputes [1 Samuel 3:20-4:1), and operating in the region of Ramah/Bethel [1 Samuel 7:15-17). Deborah judged Israel (analogously to other judges; cf. Judges 10:2-3; 12:7-9, 11, 13-14; 15:20). Barak submits to the word Deborah speaks (she spoke for God when she commanded Barak to go into battle) and he followed her instructions. The events demonstrate she was a true prophetess.

Miriam (Exodus 15:20).

Miriam sang “to them” (masculine plural) and the imperative “to sing” in Exodus 15:21 is masculine. It seems she led the singing, perhaps antiphonally. She was a divinely commissioned leader (cf. Micah 6:4) and the Lord spoke through her as well as Moses and Aaron (Numbers 12:2). However, when she sought to supplant the role of Moses, a role which she had not been given, God did punish her, just as he did Aaron as well (Number 12:3-5).

Huldah (2 Kings 22:14; 2 Chronicles 34:22)

She speaks with the prophetic formula: “Thus says the Lord” and apparently Josiah and his men regularly sought guidance from God through her.

Isaiah’s wife, the prophetess (Isaiah 8:3).

No specific occasion detailed.

Anna (Luke 2:36).

She spoke to all (masculine gender) in the temple courts.
Daughters will prophesy (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17).

No specific occasion detailed.

Philip’s daughters (Acts 21:9).

No specific occasion detailed.

Corinthian women (1 Corinthians 11:5-6)

See discussion below.
Condemned female prophetesses are found in Ezekiel 13:17; Nehemiah 6:14; and Revelation 2:20. But they are condemned for their falsehoods, not because they are prophetesses.

(2) Female Levitical Singers in the Temple (Nehemiah 7:67; Ezra 2:65).

(3) Female “Fellow-Workers” with Paul (e.g., Philemon 24).

Euodia and Syntyche (Philp 4:2-3; cf. 2:25)

Priscillia (Rom 16:3; cf. 16:9,21)

Junia (a Jewish “apostle,” i.e., missionary; Rom 16:7).

Tryphena, Tryphosa, Maria, Persis (who labor in the Lord; Rom 16:6, 12).  The term “labor” is often used by Paul to describe his evangelistic and missionary activies (cf. 1 Cor. 3:8; 15:10; Gal. 4:11; Phi. 2:16; Col. 1:29; 1 Thess. 3:5).
(4) Female “Ministers” (Servants; Deacons).

(a) 1 Timothy 3:11

(i) Are they wives of the male deacons. But….

He does not indicate that the deacons are to be married till verse 12.

Gunaikas (without the article) may simply mean “women” and does not necessarily refer to “wives.” Indeed, without the article (“the”) or any possessive pronoun (“their wives”), it is more likely that it refers to “women” rather than “wives.”

He does not use the Greek term “deaconness” (dikonissa; diakonissa) because the word did not exist in the ancient world till 325 AD and females who served as “deacons”(diakonoi) in the ancient world are called “deacons” (diakonos, masculine gender) rather than “deaconnesses”. Consequently, if Paul wanted to refer to female deacons in this context, he did not have a specific word for it, so he said “women” (verse 8).

(ii) Yes, they are female deacons.

If they are “wives,” why does he give attention to the wives of deacons, but not bishops?

“Likewise” in verse 11 (which also appears in verse 8) gives the sense of three categories (bishops, male deacons and female deacons) because the term is grammatically dependent upon “must be” in verse 2.

Why would Paul talk about male deacons, then talk about their wives, and then talk about male deacons again? It seems more likely that verse 12 adds a further important quality for male deacons—they must be married.

(b) Romans 16:1.

This is the only place in the NT where where have the phrase “deacon [diakonon, masculine gender] of the church,” and this describes a female (Phoebe). She is more than just a “sister” (cf. Philemon 2), but a “diakonon". If this were a male individual, we would immediately identify the person as a “deacon of the church.” Phoebe was apparently of great help to Paul during his time in Corinth. She was a helper (prostatis); a term that includes not only resources but leadership in ministry tasks. If Phoebe were “Philip,” we would automatically identify this individual as a “deacon.” But because it is Phoebe, we wince at the possible identification.

(c) Were there “Female Deacons” in the NT? Probably.

This is not a “headship” role, but a servant role. Deacons lead through service. They do not take responsibility or have accountability for the whole church. They lead in specific areas or tasks. Consequently, women may serve the church as ministry leaders (servants, deacons) in particular roles.

(5) Point: When we read Scripture we see a significant role for women that includes the feminine voice (prophecy) as well as ministry (“fellow-workers” or “deacons”).

3. Headship and Leadership.

a. All leadership is not headship even though all headship is leadership. One may lead in many ways that does not assume headship, but one who is head is by definition a leader.

b. Creation values and redemptive history teach the principle of male headship. Males are responsible/accountable for the direction of the assembly of God (whether Israel or church) and their homes.

c. Nevertheless, women served significant ministry functions in both Israel and the church, including having a “voice” in the worship assemblies of Israel and the church. This servant-leadership (ministry) did undermine male headship. In fact, women served in these roles under the headship of males as they adopted cultural standards for symbolizing that headship in appropriate ways (e.g., wearing a head covering in Corinth).

d. How do we define the difference?

(1) At bottom, “headship” and “leadership” must be inductively defined by the text within the narrative framework of redemptive history.

(2) We see the difference between Father and Son in the Triune Community. The Father is the head of the Son, but the Son is given tasks in which the Father follows the lead of the Son (e.g., the Father entrusts the Son with authority and invests him with the accomplishment of redemption). Yet, the Son submits to the Father.

(3) We see the difference in healthy, redeemed marriages. The husband as the head of the wife does not thereby exclude his wife from all leadership roles in the family (e.g., managing the budget). Nor does this mean that his wife cannot teach him something or lead him in prayer at the dinner table. 

(4) In the church, is it possible for women to lead without assuming headship functions? I think so, but the real question becomes what is a “headship” function in the church. This can only be defined by looking closely at the appropriate biblical texts where Paul applies gender principles to the situations he encountered. That is our next task.

(5) Are some things, by definition, headship? Whatever is by definition part of being a shepherd and evangelist is, it seems to me. Other particulars depend on perceptions, culture and settings.

(a) Now, of course, our problem may be that we do not have a good sense of the nature of being a shepherd or evangelist, and that we have theologically sucked all the authority out of being an evangelist.

(b) Perhaps more attention to the nature of church leadership (polity) is necessary to grapple with the distinction I have in mind. 

(c) Headship in the community means that there are some roles that belong to "head" that do not belong to others--initiative, responsibility, accountability for the whole. But headship does not dominate the community. Instead, it draws out the community gifts and applies them and gives them responsibility (leadership at several levels). This is the relationship between the Father and the Son, it seems to me. 

(d) Community means there is mutual submission, but headship means there is a responsibility/initiative that alone belongs to the head. The Father loves and honors the son--indeed, gives everything to the Son, risks everything in the Son, but the Father is still head. There are some functions the Son cannot assume due to the headship of the Father. I think the same is true of male/female as a community created in the image of God.

D. Eschaton.

What is the meaning of male/female in the eschaton? Will we loose sexual identity in the eschaton? Is sexual identity only a matter of creation and fall? I think not. I think sexual identity is part of who we are--we cannot divorce ourselves from our sex. The eschaton will be the fulfillment of all that God intended in sexual identity, but it will not, in my opinion, obliterate it. For a discussion of this, see John Frame’s article available at http://www.leaderu.com/orgs/cbmw/rbmw/chapter12.html. 

III. Pauline Application.

A. Overview of Texts

	Text
	1 Cor. 14:34
	1 Cor. 11:2-16
	1 Tim. 2:11-15
	Gal. 3:28



	Application
	Silence
	Head Covering
	No Teaching
	All Inherit

	Situation
	Disorder
	No Distinction
	False Teachers
	Soteriology

	Principle
	Submission
	Headship
	Submission
	One in Christ

	Ground
	Law
	Creation
	Creation/Fall
	Redemptive

	Rationale
	Authority of the Law
	Purpose

Source
	Order

Deception
	God's Intent


B. 1 Corinthians 11:3-10

I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions just as I handed them on to you. But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the husband is the head of his wife, and God is the head of Christ. Any man who prays or prophesies with something on his head disgraces his head, but any woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled disgraces her head--it is one and the same thing as having her head shaved. For if a woman will not veil herself, then she should cut off her hair; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or to be shaved, she should wear a veil. For a man ought not to have his head veiled, since he is the image and reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of man. Indeed, man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for the sake of woman, but woman for the sake of man. For this reason a woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels.

1. On “Veils”:

a. The headcovering in Corinth is not the middle eastern “veil” but the Roman practice of capite velato where leaders in public rituals would pull their toga over their head as part of the religious ritual. Only those leading the ritual would cover their head—both men and women. Rick Oster has overwhelmingly demonstrated this in his article “When Men Wore Veils to Worship: Historical Context of I Cor. 11:4,” New Testament Studies 34 (1988): 481-505. There is archaeological, epigraphic, numismatic and literary evidence to prove his case.

b. Corinth was a Roman colony. The previous Greek city had been destroyed in 146 BCE. but begun again as a Roman colony in 44 BCE. The city during Paul’s day was a mixed culture, but predominately Roman.

c. Paul opposes the asexual Roman practice of headcoverings. Rather, he wants to adjust the cultural practice in order to reflect the appropriate “honor” relations in the community.

(1) Apparently, both men and women were wearing the headcovering, so he distinguishes the practice in order to introduce gender distinction. Men do not wear the headcovering, but women do.

(2) However, there must have been another problem in Corinth. Why the emphasis on the argument that women wear the headcovering? Probably there were some women, by virtue of their Greek culture (where women did not wear any headcovering in rituals), did not wear the headcovering. They may have even seen this as a sign of freedom in Christ. Cf. Russ Dudrey, “The Problem of Unveiled Women in I Corinthians 11:2-16 in the Light of the Literary Structure of I Corinthians 8-11,” available at http://christianscholars.acu.edu/97/Papers/Dudrey.html. 

d. Consequently, the headcovering is a ritual (worship) practice in Roman religion that has been carried over into the Corinthian assemblies. Paul does not mind the headcovering, but he thinks it should symbolize the honor relationships between genders. Thus, men must honor their head not wearing the headcovering and women must honor their head by wearing the headcovering.

2. Interpretative Options:

a. Describes a specific situation where only women are present, but this does not explain why women must be "veiled" if no men are present. One covers their head to honor the male, just as the male uncovers his head to honor his head, Christ.

b. Describes a private situation other than the public worship assembly, but this is inconsistent with the immediate context where the Lord's Supper is also present in this assembly (1 Cor. 11:17ff) and that it addresses an assembly practice (11:16).

c. Describes a public situation outside of the assembly (e.g, a street corner), but this does not fit the immediate context (as under b).

d. Describes the participation of inspired women in a public assembly without permitting uninspired women to participate because it would violate male "headship," but this implies that God inspired women to violate his created order of "headship."

e. Describes the participation of women in a worship assembly where they audibly lead the assembly in prayer and prophesy as long as they reflect creation values through appropriate cultural symbols (“veil”).

2. Observations
a. Affirms male "headship" (kefalh\; kephale) in the context of worship assemblies of the church. This is a relationship of “honor.”

b. Praying and prophesying are audible acts in the assembly in which women not only participate but also lead (cf. 1 Cor. 14; e.g., at least prophecy is for the edification of others).

c. Gender distinction is maintained by different uses of the "veil" (Roman toga pulled up over the head during the act of praying or prophesying) so that leadership in praying and prophesying does not violate male "headship."

d. Gender distinction is rooted in God's act of creation (1 Cor. 11:7-9)—both in terms of origin and function. This is balanced with the mutual interdependence of genders in 1 Cor. 11:11-12. Thus, the text teaches a kind of complementarianism.

e. There is a divine intention that arises out of God’s creative act in the beginning which, according to Paul, invests responsibility and accountability in the male for spiritual headship in the family and church. But this does not undermine the participation of women in the assembly as long as “headship” is appropriately symbolized in the culture. Women may pray and prophesy while at the same time rendering due honor to their “head.”

C. 1 Corinthians 14:34-35

As in all the churches of the saints, women should be silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also says. If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.

1. Interpretative Options
a. The text does not apply today because it deals with miraculous gifts that are now unavailable, but this fails to recognize that Paul is applying a principle based in the law. The principle has a broader application than this situation.

b. Commands women to be totally silent in the assembly (e.g., no singing, no confessing, no praying, etc.), but this does not recognize the specific situation of this text and it contradicts 11:3-6.

c. Prohibits women from leading the assembly in any kind of public speaking (e.g.., they may sing but not lead singing), but this also fails to recognize the specific situation of this text and it contradicts 11:3-6.

d. Prohibits women from either (or all of the below):

(1) asking their husbands questions during their prophesying, or

(2) disrupting the judging of the prophets by asking questions, or

(3) disrupting the assembly by insubmissive behavior.

2. Observations
a. Deals with disorder in the worship assembly of the Corinthian church (14:26-40).

b. Commands silence in specific situations for tongue-speaker, prophets and women. Cf. chart on p. 29.

c. The law says women should be submissive which means that they should be silent in that specific situation--the nature of the silence is demanded by the principle of submission.

d. The advice to ask husbands at home indicates the nature of the silence commanded--it prohibits disruptive speaking or intrusive questioning, not speaking in general.

e. Prohibits women from either (or all of the below):

(1) asking their husbands questions during their prophesying, or

(2) disrupting the judging of the prophets by asking questions, or

(3) disrupting the assembly by insubmissive behavior.

D. 1 Timothy 2:11-12

Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.
1. Interpretative Options
a. Prohibits all forms of teaching, public or private, official or unofficial, but in Scripture women teach men in various capacities (e.g., singing).

b. Prohibits the “public” teaching of men, official or unofficial, but this does not take account of the nature of "teaching" in the 1-2 Timothy and Titus.

c. Only prohibits women from teaching because the church in Ephesus was plagued with female teachers who were spreading false doctrine (thus, when that situation changes, Paul’s directive may change), but this injunction is not limited to false teachers. It addresses women in their gender, not the particular content of their teaching.

d. Prohibits women from performing the function of elders or evangelists because they function as structural leaders in the church family who are entrusted with the "official" teaching of the church.

2. Observations
a. "Silence" means "quietness" rather than the absence of noise. 

b. Contrasts "learning" and "teaching" as well as "submission" and "authority."

c. Prohibits women from "teaching" men, but the meaning of "teaching" must be discerned contextually. cf. chart on p. 23.

d. Prohibits women from performing the function of elders or evangelists ("teachers") because they function as structural leaders ("headship") in the church family who are entrusted with the "official" teaching of the church.
E. Galatians 3:27-29

As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to the promise.
1. Interpretative Options
a. This dictum obliterates all distinctions and differentiation of roles within Christian communities (home and church) along the analogy of the slave/free and Jew/Gentile distinctions have been obliterated in Jesus Christ.

b. This dictum states a soteriological principle, that is, salvation is not determined by these kinds of distinctions. Rather, inheritance of the kingdom comes to all believers without distinction unlike inheritance laws in Israel or among the Gentiles. It is a question of inheritance, not ministry.

2 Observations
a. The argument of the epistle at this junction is centered on the question "Who is a child of Abraham?," or "Who is a true heir?" 

b. Male/female, free/slave, and Jew/Gentile distinctions were inheritance distinctions: females, slaves and Gentiles could not inherit, but now they can.

c. The point of the analogy is not broad, but specific. It is an abuse of the specific function of this text to overgeneralize the analogy.

d. Redemption destroys fallenness (slavery) but it restores creation (gender roles). Slavery and gender are not analogous in every respect.

e. However, the principle of “oneness” and unity in Christ that transcends gender, social status and ethnicity is valid. We must work out its implications in the life of the church, but we must do so in the total context of redemptive history rather than in the narrow agenda of Galatians 3.

F. General Principles

1. Male headship entails accountability, responsibility and structural leadership (e.g., elders) for family and church life.

2. Male headship does not exclude female leadership in particular functions, activities or ministries.

3. Women exercised leadership in prayer and prophecy while at the same time honoring their heads (i.e., symbolizing male headship by the "veil").

4. Insubmissive behavior and attitudes are prohibited, but leadership with appropriate submissive behavior and attitudes are permitted.

5. Women are prohibited from functioning as elders and evangelists within a congregation as these are "headship" functions in the family of God.

6. Female participation in church life must be contextualized within the culture so that gender distinctions are appropriately maintained and symbolized.

IV. Contemporary Application.

A. Applying 1 Timothy 2:12: A Boundary Marker?

1. The Context of 1 Timothy.

a. False Teaching was present in Ephesus (1:3; 6:3).

b. Women were primary targets of this false teaching (5:13; cf. 2 Tim. 3:6-9).

c. Paul is concerned about congregational stability and leadership.

(1) Outline of 1 Timothy


Introduction: Beware of False Teachers (1:1-20)



Assembly Demeanor (2:1-15)




Elders (3:1-7)





Deacons (3:8-13)






Summary Concerns (3:14-16)







Evangelists (4:1-16)








Widows (5:1-16)









Inter-Congregational Leadership (5:17-6:2)










Conclusion: Beware of False Teachers (6:3-5)











Final Instructions to Timothy (6:6-21)

(2) Question: who is responsible for the leadership/direction of the church? Who is accountable for what is taught in the church? Answer: the elders and evangelists. They bear responsibility and accountability for the church. In this sense, they lead the church in a way that others do not.

2. The Content of 1 Timothy 2:11-15.

a. There is a strong contrast in the text.

	Women


	Men

	learn in quietness
	teach

	full submission
	have authority

	domestic emphasis
	“oversight” emphasis


b. Paul provides a rationale for this contrast.

(1) The contrast is rooted in God’s act in creation where Adam was the firstborn (first created). The theological function of primogeniture comes into play.

(2) The contrast is also rooted in the illustration of Eve’s unfortunate initiative where she assumed headship over Adam.

c. Summary: Paul invests men with “teaching” and “authority” in the church because this reflects God’s intention in creation.

3. The Meaning of 1 Timothy 2:11-15.

a. What does “teach” mean here, and what does “have authority” mean here?

(1) Do Women Ever Teach Men in Scripture?

Women prophesied where men were present (1 Corinthians 11:4-5).

The Samaritan woman taught a whole town (John 4:28-29,39).

Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos (Acts 18:26).

Women announced the resurrection (Matthew 28:7, 10).

Women “teach” when they sing (Colossians 3:16).

“Silence” in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 does not mean the absence of “voice”, but a quiet demeanor (the same word is used in 2:2).

(2) “Have Authority” is the only time this word is used in the NT. Whether it has an inherently negative meaning (domineer) or a neutral meaning (have authority) is debated, though I will assume the latter. The question, however, is a relatively open one.

(a) Women have authority over their husbands sexually (1 Cor. 7:4).

(b) Husbands are the “head” of their wives with a servant leadership (Ephesians 5:23).

b. Hearing 1 Timothy 2:12 in the Context of 1 Timothy.

(1) The Meaning of “Teach/Teacher” in 1 Timothy.

Some want to be "teachers of the law" (1:7)

Paul is a "teacher" of the Gentiles (2:7)

Women are not to "teach" men (2:12)

Bishops are to be "able to teach" (3:2)

Timothy is to "teach" (4:11)

Timothy is to devote himself to "teaching" (4:13)

Timothy must pay attention to "teaching" (4:16)

Elders who give themselves to “teaching” are worthy of honor (5:17)

Timothy must "teach" these things (6:2)

But no "teaching" role is given to deacons (3:8-13)

But no "teaching" role is given to widows (5:9-10)

The Occurrences of "Teaching" Word Group in the Pastorals


Didactikos--able to teach = 2



1T 3:2; 2T 2:24.


Didaskalia--teaching = 15



1T 1:10; 4:1,6,13,16; 5:17; 6:1; 6:3; 2T 3:10,16; 4:3; T 1:9; 2:1,7,10.


Didaskalos--teacher = 3



1T 2:7; 2T 1:11; 4:3.


Didasko--to teach = 5



1T 2:12; 4:11; 6:2; 2T 2:2; T 1:11.


Didache--teaching = 2



2T 4:2; T 1:9.

(2) Who “Has Authority” in 1 Timothy?

Paul uses the term “manage” (3:4-5; 5:17) in reference to the elders of the church, and Timothy also gives direction to the church by teaching as well as by rebuking elders when needed (4:11-14; 5:20).

4. The Application of 1 Timothy 2:12.

a. The Principle.

(1) One principle articulated is the principle of submission, which is parallel to the principle of "not having authority over." The particular kind of teaching that Paul has in mind is one which violates the principle of submission, or the kind of teaching where a woman "has authority" over a man.

(2) The prohibition against teaching is an application of the principle of submission in the context of how "teaching" is conceived in the Pastoral epistles. Given the nature of the teaching described, it would be inappropriate for a submissive women to exercise that teaching authority.

(3) This is a function of “male headship”—a principle rooted in God’s creative act.

b. Applied Meaning in 1 Timothy.

(1) Teaching has an authoritative ring, and reflects an "official" capacity within the church. It is the function of elders and evangelists (they are to have the "ability to teach"). There is a teaching function which belongs to the whole church (Heb. 5:12; Col. 3:16), but there is also a teaching function more specific, gifted (cf. Rom. 12::7) and attached to evangelists and pastors (Eph. 4:11; James 3:1). In the Pastorals, Paul has a rather narrow concern regarding “teaching.”

(2) The church functions as the "household of God" (1 Tim. 3:14-15), and consequently as God's family gender roles are applicable within the church.

(3) The gender issue of 1 Tim. 2:12 is related to the authority/function of elders/evangelists within the church. Because these offices are "headship" functions in the family of God, women are excluded.

(4) This does not exclude all kinds of teaching, even teaching men, but it does exclude the kind of teaching that arises out of the function of elders/evangelists. 

c. Applied Meaning Today.

(1) The point: Elders and evangelists are the “teachers” of the church in the sense that they provide direction to the whole church and are accountable/responsible for its direction. However, they are not teachers in the sense that they are the only ones who instruct the church on an particular occasion.

(2) I think anything that does not assume that responsibility is permitted by others (like men who are not elders or evangelists) in the church, including women. Thus, deacons teach without assuming the authority of elders.  It is possible women may as well.

(3) Think about these situations: what kind of authority does she assume?

does a woman teaching a man the gospel in her home assume that?

does a woman facilitating a discussion group assume that?

does a woman team-teaching with a man assume that?

does a woman making announcements assume that?

does a woman giving a “testimony” assume that?

does a woman teaching a Bible class assume that?

does a woman reading scripture assume that?

does a woman singing a solo assume that?

does a woman leading a committee with men on it assume that?

(4) Bottom line is that everyone restricts "teach" and "have authority" in 1 Timothy 2:12 in some fashion. They permit singing, or they permit private teaching, or they permit evangelizing a friend, or they permit comments in class, or they permit team-teaching in marriage/family classes, or they permit team-teaching in text classes, or they permit women to teach a text class with men present, or they permit women to testify in congregational assembly, or they permit women to read scripture, or they permit women to have a speaking role in a drama, or they permit women to preach authoritatively from the word to the whole church in congregational assembly, or they permit women to be elders. I think we should draw the nature of the restriction from the context of the Pastorals rather than from our modern scale. So, if the point is the kind of teaching that exercises headship, then that kind of teaching is teaching done out of the context of "pastors" (shepherds/elders) and "evangelists" in the Pastorals. As long as a woman does not assume the direction of the church and assume the kind of teaching role that defines the direction of the church (as would the teaching function of an elder or evangelist), then I think her teaching men is quite acceptable.

(5) It seems to me that the theological point of 1 Tim. 2:12 in the context of 1 Timothy is to ensure that males function as "managers" of the church--give it direction and instruction as the accountable/ responsible stewards of God. This task is given to elders and evangelists in the Pastorals. Whatever does not assume this "authority" (headship), is permissible for women, just as it is permissible for any male deacon. When a male deacon teaches a bible class, we do not assume he speaks for the elders, or that he is accountable for the direction of the church or that he has some kind of "authority" over other members. He is simply sharing the text with others and facilitating a discussion or offering instruction in an expertise (at least we hope he is). I think a woman can do the same. She can teach a man, even as the leader of a Bible class on Sunday AM, without violating the nature of teaching under discussion in 1 Timothy 2:12. 

B. Encouraging Participation Within the Biblical Boundary (1 Corinthians 11).

1. According to 1 Corinthians 11:3-10, male headship, then, does note exclude female participation in particular functions because women exercised leadership in prayer and prophecy while at the same time honoring their heads. Indeed, 1 Corinthians 11:10 asserts the right of a woman to pray and prophesy as long she symbolizes male headship. She “has authority” (the right; cf. the use of e˙xousi÷an (authority) with the verb e¶cein (to have) in 1 Cor. 7:37; 9:4-6 (3x); and 2 Thessalonians 3:9).
2. However, there is a need for cultural appropriateness and the symbolization of male headship.

a. Due to the principle of headship, Paul desires gender differentiation. Paul clearly makes some distinction between genders in terms of the practice of the church.

b. He calls Corinth to symbolize gender differentiation through the "veil" (more appropriately, the “hood” or where the toga is pulled up over the head by those who lead religious rituals in Roman pagan religions).

c. Thus, female participation in church life must be contextualized within the culture so that gender distinctions/relationships are appropriately maintained and symbolized.

d. Cultural appropriateness is often relative. What is perceived as a “headship” function in one situation, is not so perceived in another. Serving tables is so perceived in some situations, but in other cultures it is not. We must be careful that our traditions have not erected unnecessary barriers by claiming headship for something that is unrelated to the function of headship in the church.

e. We must define “headship” in biblical contexts and then permit it to reshape whether we call a particular function in the church or assembly a headship function. I would prefer to only call something a headship function when it is clearly rooted in the theological principle of headship as Paul defines it. 

3. As we encourage female participation in our assemblies we must also contextualize it for our culture so that gender distinctions/relationships are appropriately maintained and symbolized. It seems to me that we have two major concerns in our culture.

a. On the one hand, in our subculture, the church has excluded women from participation in various aspects of church life, and our culture in general has seen this as --rightly or wrongly-- as oppressive.

b. On the other hand, much of our culture has embraced an egalitarianism that denies the principle of headship articulated in Scripture.

c. So, our hermeneutical task (our attempt to understand how to apply Scripture) must be bordered by these two contemporary concerns. They are our context for the application of biblical principles. How do we empower our women for participation in church life in a way that still maintains the principle of headship?

4. One Application: May Women Serve at the Table?

a. Thinking about the Table. This is the place of service; the place of fellow-servants. It is table-fellowship. We sit at the table together with Jesus where no one is “head” or “host” except Jesus (cf. Luke 22:24-28). 

(1) The theological perceptions of the local congregation are important. The answer to the question may depend on several factors: (a) does this church view the table as an altar so that it is a sacerdotal function [i.e., what are the religious backgrounds here]; (b) does this church view "leadership" as authoritarian, especially when it involves standing before the congregation?; (c) is this church rural, suburban or urban, and what are the cultural values about gender dominate in the church? or (d) how does this church conduct the Supper--formalized, ritualized leadership where one "stands over another"?

(2) It seems to me these questions are important about "perception." Remember Paul was concerned about cultural perception in 1 Corinthians 11. Yet, he changed what they were doing in order to engender a good theological perception. He effected change. Where "leadership" is understood culturally as involving serving the table AND where it involves no barrier/hindrance to evangelism or ministry in the church, then all male table service is not necessarily problematic. However, where it is a hindrance, it seems we have a distorted understanding of both leadership and the supper. Situational factors are important because perceptions are important. Our activities should reflect theological values, and one of them is headship. 

(3) In some cultural situations, because of perceptions of male headship, it is only the women who serve the table (originally true in Korean churches, for example--till American missionaries convinced them otherwise though some still continue among Churches of Christ).

b. Thinking about Table-"Leadership". 

(1) Who is the host of this meal?

(2) How does our seating arrangement affect perception?

(3) What are the clerical perceptions in how we conduct the table?

c. Serving at the table does not assume "headship" functions, but it is a service function. It is one fellow-servant serving another as they sit at the table together. If we were all sitting at the table together, it does not matter who passes the plate down to the other end.

(1) Theological point of serving the table---it is service, not headship. It is waiting on tables. This is not a priestly altar moment, but a service table moment. The very nature of the table itself defines the character of its service. If our form would reflect the meaning, then this would be easier to see. If we were all sitting at a table, there would be no issue about "headship" since Jesus is the host and everyone "passes" the emblems. The table is a place of community and unity; not who is "over the other". It is servant leadership, not headship. (as per Luke 22). Discussions of "headship" are out of place at the table.

(2) So, I would prefer a form where table is highlighted--even if it means simply putting the table in the center of the assembly. I want a form that reflects community (even informality) as much as possible. Then, who passes the tray is not such a big deal or problem.

d. One congregation may vary from another depending on cultural perceptions, theological understandings of the table, and traditional practice.

(1) Thus, at one congregation which does not have a formal "these appointed people to pass the trays” women get out of their seats and pass the trays. After the prayer for the table, anyone who wants to can get out of their seat, go to the table and start passing the trays. There is absolutely no leadership embedded in this act; it is an act of service. 

(2)However, at another assembly in town, where the servers gather at the front, line up in front of the assembly (with cupped hands), wearing suit and ties (formalized), and the congregation perceives that this is some sacerdotal, headship function, it would be inappropriate for women to serve there. However, I think this church in a suburban setting (a) discourages women; (b) hinders evangelism; (c) misunderstands the table; and (d) has exalted men above women in an unbiblical fashion. 

5. Another Application: Women May Prophesy, but Not Teach?

a. One of the difficulties of my line of thought is to distinguish "prophesying" and "teaching."  Women may prophesy (as they do in 1 Corinthians 11), but they are forbidden, in some sense, to “teach” (1 Timothy 2:12).  Several options are available. 

b. One could argue that "prophesying" is a kind of "testimony" speaking; edification about what God has done in a person's life. Thus, it is not the "authoritative" teaching of OT prophets or NT apostles. I wish I could fully embrace this view. I am hesitant, but I think it is an option. 

c. One could argue that "teaching" in 1 Timothy 2 is the function of directing the whole church; it is a kind of "authoritative" teaching, that is, "I speak as an elder/evangelist of this church, and this is what we believe and this is direction we are going." Consequently, it is not setting or content, but function (the nature of the teaching) itself in relation to the whole congregation. I prefer this alternative. 

d. In any event, women prophesied, but they are prohibited from teaching. We can either deny the former or dismiss the latter as radical occasionality (evangelical feminists). However, if we hold both (women prophesied but are prohibited from teaching), we must attempt to see the difference. It must go to the nature of prophesying vs. teaching. 

e. I think the “teaching” that is forbidden women is located in the guidance of the congregation as whole (elder who manages the church, according to 1 Timothy 3) whereas prophesying is an occasional, assembly event where a person shares something with the church but it does not have an "official" function (e.g., speaking for the whole community). Paul does distinguish between teachers and prophets, both in Eph 4 and 1 Cor 12. "Teachers" as an "official" category--like elders/evangelists--are not a role permitted to women due to headship implications. But prophesying does not assume headship in a local church though the church should not despise what they say (though the church must discern or judge what is prophesied; cf. 1 Cor. 14:29; 1 Thess. 5:21). So prophesying does inform, instruct, encourage and we may even learn some “doctrine,” but it does not function as “teaching” in the sense of elders/evangelists guiding the whole church.

C. No Female Voice in the Assembly? 1 Corinthians 14:34-35.

1. Context of 1 Corinthians 14:26-40.

	Persons
	Occasion
	Imperative
	Limitations



	Tongue Speakers
	no interpreter
	be silent (v. 28)
	two or three only

	Prophets
	receives a revelation
	be silent (v. 30)
	two or three only

	Women
	insubmissive behavior
	be silent (v. 34)
	ask at home


2. Paul's Rationale Concerning Women

a. Occasion: Disorder (Context; cf. 1 Cor. 14:40)

b. Injunction: Women should be silent (it is not permitted for them to speak).

c. Reason: They are to be submissive.

d. Ground: As the law (creation, presumably as in 1Cor. 11:7-10) says.

3. What does "silence" mean here, and what does "speak" mean here?

a. "Silence" refers to a total lack of sound; nothing audible?

b. "Speak" is the common word for any kind of audible sound.

4. Do we take this as an absolute injunction?

a. Absolutely no sound? Thus, no singing, no confessing Christ before baptism.

b. If not absolute, then it is contextual. How does the context affect our understanding of this injunction?

c. The context is occasional and focused on the concern for "order" in the assembly.

d. The women are to be silent because they should be submissive, and they should be submissive because the law teaches submission. Consequently, they should ask their questions at home rather than in the assembly.

5. Who are these women? 

a. the wives of the prophets specifically? Probably the best understanding because:

· the article before "women" in 14:34 (cf. the use of the article without the possessive pronoun in 1 Corinthians 7:2-4, 14, 16), but this is not definitive.

· the reference to "their own men (husbands)" in 14:35

b. all women in the assembly? But this seems to conflict with 1 Corinthians 11:5.

6. What is it about "asking questions" that could be construed as insubmissive behavior? I think one of the following circumstances best fits the situation.

a. the appearance of "judging" the prophets?

b. the disorderly asking of questions?

c. the badgering of their husbands in the questioning?

D. Another Application: May Women lead Men in Prayers?

1. Texts Seeming to Sanction.

a. 1 Corinthians 11:5. Here women are required to cover their heads (pull the toga up over their heads as leaders of a religious ritual) when they pray and prophesy. But it may be that these are only inspired women, or that this was a private occasion.

b. The nature of prayer is a conversation with God; it is an expression of the priesthood of all believers. But corporate prayer in a public forum is a leading of the thoughts of others; it is a form of corporate direction. In Scripture, women are part of many “prayer groups” though who is “leading” or “not leading” is unspecified (cf. Acts 1:14).  It may be more appropriate to think of them as “groups” rather than groups that are led.

2. Texts Seeming to Exclude.

a. 1 Corinthians 14:34-35. Here women are commanded to be silent; they are not to speak. “Speaking” here may be the kind of speaking that involves leading the corporate assembly in prayer as well as teaching. But this conflicts with 1 Corinthians 11:5 and the context seems to lean more toward the prohibition to disorderly speaking rather than orderly speaking.

b. 1 Timothy 2:8-10. Here males and females are contrasted. Men are to pray without anger, and women are to dress modestly as worshippers of God. Some have taken this to mean that men are to do the praying in the assembly. But are not men to dress modestly too? Should not women also pray without anger? The grammar (“likewise” and Greek construction with the infinitive) may reflect that Paul wants men to pray without anger and women are to pray modestly dressed.  He wants both to pray, but he wants them to pray appropriately as they deal with special problems (men given to anger and women given to immodesty).

3. Mutual Understanding.

a. We need mutual understanding of one another as we might differ about the understanding and application of some of these texts. It is hard to envision exactly how NT assemblies looked and exactly what happened in those assemblies in any kind of detail. The “home” atmosphere of these assemblies would certainly make them different from our formal auditorium assemblies.

b. Those who understand the biblical text to authorize and encourage women to participate in the corporate prayer life of the church as leaders need to understand why others think differently based upon these texts. Further, to exclude women from something that the Bible permits violates the freedom of Christian women in the gospel. It is a freedom women may give up for the sake of the gospel or unity, but it should not be forced on them.

c. Those who understand the biblical text to exclude women from participation in the corporate prayer life of the church as leaders need to understand why others think differently based upon these texts. Further, to violate the Biblical principle of headship in a way that the Bible excludes undermines our faithfulness to Scripture where God bears witness of himself. We seek to be a biblical people who are guided by God’s Holy Scripture.

4. Mediation?

a. Goals: (1) to tear down potential barriers to the gospel and (2) at the same time to bear witness to the biblical principle of headship in our assemblies.

b. How does the “formality” of our assembly affect our considerations here, as opposed to the “informality” of our home groups and when we break up into small groups in our assembly? Does “formality” create an environment where participation in prayer takes on more significance as a corporate activity than in a home group? Or, is “formality” an alien intruder into a first century assembly?

c. Is it biblical to practice the “art of compromise” in this situation in order to accomplish our two goals? 

(1) While all things may be permissible, not everything is expedient in our culture due to the message it may embody or the truth we want to symbolize.

(2) Perhaps, given our “formality” and the “corporate” perceptions, the principle of headship is best expressed by male corporate prayer leaders.

(3) At the same time, we should provide opportunities for women to have a voice in the public prayer life of the church through expressions of thanksgiving and petition in the context of male leadership. 

(a) One form of this might be “concerts” of prayer during the assembly where small groups are formed to pray where a single leader suggests a topic and the groups pray about it. Women may voice prayer in this setting without violating the headship of males in the small group. Male headship is symbolized by the one who suggests topics (or categories) of prayer (e.g., he suggest that the groups spend some time in praise, and then suggest they spend time in petition, etc.).

(b) Another form would be to ask the congregation as a whole to join in prayer. A male begins and ends the prayer, but others voice their prayers (much like singing a soprano part alone during a song). It is a corporate act which has audible participate by multiple people, but male headship is symbolized by beginning and ending the prayer.

(4) Fairness? I sense the tension myself, but then again I might also think that Paul was unfair to have the women cover their heads but not the men. Perhaps the retention of that tension is a faithful attempt to reflect biblical values at our present understanding.

Conclusion.

A. Women may not assume "headship" functions within the context of the family or church. This includes assuming the office of elder/evangelist and/or functioning as an elder/evangelist. I believe the headship functions of elders and evangelists excludes women from those roles. I also believe that the Bible permits the participation of women in other aspects of church life. However, the questions of "who, when, where and what" are issues of context, goal and culture. The answers to these questions may vary from context to context, from time to time, and from culture to culture (much like issues of modesty).

B. The definition of "headship" is critical, and one approach is to parallel the life of the church and the life of the family. 

Does a woman assume headship when she contributes to the decision-making process of the family?

Does a woman assume headship when she leads her husband in prayer?

Does a woman assume headship when she teaches her husband a lesson from the Bible (where the husband is clearly the "learner" and the wife is the "teacher")?

Does a woman assume headship when she teaches a class on family issues when her husband is in the audience?

C. Women may lead, teach, participate, etc. in ways that do not assume "headship" functions. It appears that the women in 1 Corinthians 11 led, participated, taught through prophecy in just such a manner because they recognized the proper relation of "headship" through the headcovering. Headship implies leadership, but leadership does not imply headship. A woman may lead in many ways that does not assume headship within the church or family. Women function as "ministry leaders" in many ways within a church, but this does not assume headship.

D. The problem is that we have given our own definitions to "teaching" and associated prayer with headship in a way that is inconsistent with biblical teaching. The nature of headship must be drawn from the biblical story, and the nature of the biblical limitations must be understood within their specific contexts.

E. Consequently, I want to protect the theological value of "headship" in the family and church, but permit the freedom that Scripture allows for women to participate in the life of the church where "headship" is not assumed.

F. "Cultural perception" is an important consideration in gender roles. Paul regulated the participation of women in such a way that it reflected headship in a culturally defined manner. I do not call for an overturning of culture, but to symbolize and practice biblical headship in culturally appropriate ways (e.g., wearing a head covering when praying or prophesying). Paul applied cultural sensitivity so that headship might be symbolized, and so we should be culturally sensitive to our situation as well (church-culture, social, national).

Appendix: 1 Timothy 2:11-12 and Hermeneutical Method


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.

Step 1: The Affirmations of the Text: Exegesis.

a. Contextualized Significance: What did the text call them to do? Women should not function in authoritative (headship) functions in the “house of God.” Thus, they must not exercise the function of elder or evangelist in the leadership of the church.

b. Contextualized Meaning: Why did the text call for this behavior? Women function in a submissive role in the “house of God” because this reflects God intention in creation and the suitability of certain functions due to creation.

Step 2: Normative Substance of the Text: Theology.

a. Theological Principles: What principles inhere in the text's meaning? Males are called to oversee (bishop) and authoritatively guide (evangelist) the “house of God.” 

b. Redemptive-History: How are they reflected in biblical history? Creation itself exhibits the value of male headship. God appointed male “heads” in the Old Testament: elders, priests, kings. Jesus chose male apostles. The New Testament assumes male elders and evangelists. Nevertheless, women served in various capacities (even leadership) throughout redemptive history (Deborah; Huldah, etc.). Even in 1 Timothy, the widows serve a leadership function in the ministry of prayer on behalf of the church (1 Timothy 4).

c. Theological Framework: How do they fit with biblical theology? “Headship” is not a matter of inequality or inferiority. God is the head of Christ, but they are nevertheless one. Headship embodies accountability and responsibility. It is neither dominating nor oppressive. It is a particular kind of leadership which takes responsibility for the whole while permitting functional servant-leadership in specific particulars (especially where women are gifted for specific ministries).

Step 3: Application of Meaning to Modern Audience: Homiletics.

a. Meaning Recontextualized: How do these principles translate? Male headship must be preserved because it is a creation value. But female participation in the life of the church, as long as it does not violate male headship, should be encouraged. We need to empower women to utilize their gifts. 

b. Significance Recontextualized: What does the text call us to do? Women should not serve as elders in the church, and neither should the serve the function of authoritative spokespersons for the direction of the church. They cannot speak for the church “as a whole” in the same way elders and evangelists do. Yet, women may participate in a wide range of activities that serve the church in way that do not exercise that kind of authority.
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