Introduction to the Series of Lessons
I. Purpose/Objective of the Four Lesson Series.

A. The primary purpose is to survey the biblical materials in the context of the narrative of God’s story in order to raise awareness of the biblical data.  Instead of focusing on a few texts about the role of women in the church, this series will cover creation, Israel, ministry of Jesus and the church.
B. The secondary purpose is to foster mutual understanding between people who read that story differently regarding the relationship of males and females.  We need to develop a mutual appreciation of how godly people who are seeking the will of God in Scripture can come to different conclusions regarding this question.  The goal is not simply to tolerate each other but appreciate how each came to their conclusions through their own reading of Scripture.  The series will hopefully illuminate the differences (but also commonalities) between Egalitarian and Complementarian perspectives (defined below).
II.  Contemporary Setting:  Three Broad Perspectives on Gender Relations

A.  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.
B.   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.

C.  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 and exclude women from any kind of visible leadership in the assembly, but Complementarians see some audible role even while Complementarians may disagree about the specifics of that audible participation).
III.  Contemporary Questions:  Three Key Interpretative Perspectives.

A. Should we read the biblical texts as timeless and normative applications to every situation and culture?  Every statement in Scripture is absolute and is never relative or dependent upon the circumstances, situations or occasion in which it is written.  Thus, every application of Scripture should be reproduced in our situation.  Consequently, woman may not teach, speak in the assembly, etc.  This is the general position of Traditionalism.
B. Should we read the biblical texts as containing the principles which we should apply though those applications may vary from culture to culture?  We read Scripture to discern the theological principle.  We apply the principle rather than duplicating the application.  Thus, the same principle may yield different applications given the circumstances addressed.  This is the general position of both Egalitarians and Complementarians though they disagree about some of the principles involved.
C. Should we understand that Scripture even points us beyond its own circumstances through “seed” texts?  Consequently, while slavery was accommodated in the biblical text, we understand that the gospel contains the seeds for the abolition of slavery.  Might it be that the biblical texts also accommodated themselves to male headship while at the same time containing the seed that would abolish male headship?  This is the position of some Egalitarians.
The Creation Story

The distinction between male and female begins at creation.  What did God intend with this diversity?  How should these two diverse sexual beings relate to each other?  Creation establishes God’s intention and consequently it is important to study the creation story.

I.  The Divine Community.

A.  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.  The Father, Son and Spirit love each other and dwell in each other (John 17:20-23).
B.   Community of Role Relationships: The Father and Son. Before the creation of the world, the Father loved the Son (John 17:24). There is full equality between Father and Son in terms of nature (or essence), but they have diverse roles in relation to creation.
C.  The Community of God is “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.  For example, Father created through the Son by the power of the Spirit.  The Father redeemed the world through the Son by the power of the Spirit.
II.  Imaging God in Community (Genesis 1).

A.  Humanity as Male and Female (Genesis 1:27). The Triune community created a community. God created unity (humanity) in diversity (male and female).

So God created humankind in his image, 


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


male and female he created them (pl).

B.  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.

C.  Humanity's Task: Cultural Mandate (Genesis 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 (pl) 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.” 

III.  Gender Roles in Community (Genesis 2).

A.  Mutual Companionship.

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

2.  "One Flesh" (Genesis 2:25). This recognizes the unity that they share. Husband and wife are one.  This includes mutual authority over each other’s body—an egalitarian sexual ethic (cf. 1 Corinthians 7:2-5).  The only time the New Testament uses the common word for “authority” to describe male/female relationships it is a mutual authority.
B.  The "Headship" Principle (1 Corinthians 11:3).
1.  An Egalitarian Perspective.

a.   “Headship” in 1 Corinthians 11 refers to origin or source.  It is a relational understanding of the how male and female relate to each other.  Woman was created from man.  But this is not an authority relationship. Rather, it reflects only one dimension of the relationship between males and females.

b.   The other dimension of that relationship is noted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:11-12.  The male/female relationship is one of mutual interdependence.  Just as females came from males, so males now come through females—one is nothing without the other.

c.   “Headship” as some kind of male domination or authority is rooted in a distortion of what God originally intended in creation.  Genesis 3:16 describes how males will rule over females in the wake of the disrupted relationship between the two due to sin and the breakdown of harmony in the world.

d.   Galatians 3:28, according to this perspective, articulates a vision of male and female as one in Christ where no distinction is made between them in their service to God.

2.  A Complementarian Perspective.

a.   A Complementarian Understanding of “Headship”.
i.    “Headship” should not be interpreted through the lens of human fallenness where women were oppressed, subordinated and relegated to an inferior status.  This kind of headship is the result of sin.  “Headship” is not equivalent to “boss,” “master,” or “superior.”  Of course, some have so interpreted “headship” and thus used the biblical term as a mask for their own power and control agendas.

ii.    “Headship” means initiative, responsibility, and accountability. But headship does not dominate or oppress.  It serves while taking responsibility for the direction and course of the relationships involved.  The model for this headship is the relationship between the Father and the Son—they loved each other and yet the Father took the initiative and responsibility for the redemptive work to be done in the world.  Another model is the relationship between Christ and the church (Ephesians 5:23-31).  Human “headship” should image the divine models within the Triune community and between Christ and the church.
b.   The Argument for Complementarian “Headship”.

i.    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. 

ii.   Female as the "glory of the male" (1 Corinthians 11:7-9). This text serves 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.

(a)  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 means that the male is the primogenerate.

(b) Function. Woman was created on behalf of the man. She was created to complete him—to complete community. The function does not imply some kind of slavery (always a helper, only a helper and nothing but a helper), but rather means that the primogenerate male is responsible for the community as its eldest member.
IV. Common Ground.

A. Redemption seeks to restore creation.  The fall of humanity into sin distorted the human relationship God intended between male and female.  The Fall was the beginning of the battle of the sexes.  Redemption is a process of healing that distortion and restoring human relationships in accordance with God’s divine intent in creation.  The church must participate in this process of redemption and be a place of healing so that the peace and harmony God intended in creation is present in the church.

B. Both male and female are created in the image of God.  They share the task of representing God in the world and fulfilling the divine mandate to care for it.  They have a shared status as imagers and a shared task as stewards of God’s creation.  They are equally valuable before God and equally charged with the function of imaging God in the world.

C. Male and female are interdependent—it is a mutual relationship.  In a marriage relationship they are incomplete without each other.  In the human community as single males or females, humanity is still incomplete without the other gender as part of community (e.g., church).  Each contributes to the whole and the whole is incomplete without the other.  Neither sex finds their value independent of the other, but in relation to the other in marriage or in the larger human community.  The male has no priority of worth or value and the female’s value/worth is not secondary to the male or derived from her relationship to a male.

V.  The Significant Disagreement.

The central question between Egalitarians and Complementarians is whether male headship where communal accountability and responsibility is primarily given to the male is something God intended in creation.  Complementarians answer yes and thus see male headship as a legitimate biblical principle.  Egalitarians answer no and thus see male headship as a form of oppression that should be reversed by redemption. 

Questions for Discussion:
1. What does it mean to say that both male and female are created in the image of God?  What does this imply about their relationship to God and each other?

2. What does “mutuality” imply about the relationship between male and female?

3. Why do Egalitarianians believe there was no male headship prior to the Fall?  Why do Complementarians believe there was male headship prior to the Fall?  How might we mediate this disagreement?  How significant is it?
4. What does “headship” imply to you?  What negatives are associated with that terminology?  Dos it have any positives?  How should the relationship of Father and Son in the divine community shape our understanding of “headship”?
Women in Israel
The story of women in Israel confronts us with some interesting realities.  On the one hand, women clearly lived within a patriarchical culture that would be uncomfortable even for most traditionalists in the modern world. Some would contend that women were the property of their fathers or husbands in the Hebrew Scriptures.  On the other hand, there are flashes of “liberation” which not only exceeded the cultural standards of the Ancient Near East, but would make some modern people uncomfortable.  Which story do we follow?  Should we embody the “flashes” in our contemporary world or is the patriarchical culture normative for contemporary believers?  Perhaps it is best to say that the former was a cultural accommodation and the latter revealed God’s intention which would slowly unveil itself in the fallen world.
I. Israel in Ancient Near Eastern Culture.
Concessions to Culture:  the Old Testament does not liberate women from all the fallen structures that were part of Ancient Near Eastern culture.  It accommodates much of the culture as part of a process of redeeming it.  Here are some examples that reflect the slow process of liberation.

A. A husband could overrule commitments made by his wife prior to her marriage but there is no indication that the reverse was true (Numbers 30:6-15).
B. The legal status of married women was analogous to that of a daughter.  The wife had no greater degree of independence than a child (Number 30:16).
C. A husband could divorce his wife, but there is no indication that a wife could divorce her husband.
D. Polygamy was acceptable for males, but not for females.
E. Inheritance is passed through the male line without equal share for females in the line but where there are no male heirs, daughters inherit ahead of the brothers of the male who died (Numbers 27:1-11).
F. A widow did not inherit the property of her husband but she was cared for by the inheritor of the estate (sons, brothers, etc.).

II. Women Serving God in the Old Testament.

A. The Precious Woman (Proverbs 31).  She is a woman who pleases God through worship (fear of the Lord) and service to her family.  This involves her in multiple activities from caring for children, honoring her husband, working outside the home, giving to the poor, and conducting business (she buys and sells).  The woman is respected and valued on her own merits, not those of her husband.  The guiding principle is her spiritual devotion which entails serving her family.

B. Female Servant-Leaders in Israel.

1.   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 followed her instructions. The events demonstrate she was a true prophetess and sang a song with Barak that blessed the people (Judges 5).
2.   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, for the whole nation.  On that occasion she was a “worship leader” for the whole nation, both male and female.  She was a divinely commissioned leader along side of Moses and Aaron (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 (Numbers 12:3-5).  Yet, Aaron was her partner in that rebellion and was also punished.  When Israel remembered the leadership that led them out of Egypt, they remembered a trio:  “Moses, Aaron and Miriam” (Micah 6:4).
3. 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.  She was the wife of a Levitical temple worker.  Perhaps Josiah approached her because she was a well-known Levitical prophetesses who would have insight into the book they found in the temple. She was probably what would be called a “cult prophetesses,” that is, she was a prophetess who spoke in the context of the worship of Israel in the temple.
4. Female Levitical Singers in the Temple (Nehemiah 7:67; Ezra 2:65; 2 Chronicles 35:25).  Women served in the Levitical choir and band (cf. 1 Chronicles 25:5-6).

5. Women also served at the entrance of the sanctuary (Exodus 38:8; 1 Samuel 2:22) though it is uncertain what this task was.

6. Anna, a prophetess (Luke 2:36), spoke to all (masculine gender) in the temple courts.

III.  A Further Question.

A. Excluded Roles.

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 in the Davidic covenant. Here primogeniture also functioned, but was sometimes reversed by the electing grace of God (e.g., Solomon was neither the firstborn nor the eldest son alive at the time of his coronation).

B. Why Were Women Excluded from these Roles?

1. Egalitarians argue that women were excluded as an accommodation to culture.

a. In the same way that women were not lifted totally out of the oppressive context of ancient culture in which they lived, so women were excluded from certain roles because of culture.  Or, perhaps, women were excluded from the priesthood because it would have too closely associated them with the prominent role of priestesses in Canaanite fertility cults.

b. Yet we have some significant leaders in the history of Israel.  These are texts which contain the seed of future liberation of women and anticipate the future divine empowerment of women.  Deborah and Miriam were leaders in Israel and assumed functions that one would have thought only belonged exclusively to males in a patriarchical culture.  The presence of prophetesses in Israel indicates that women did assume some authoritative speaking functions within the religious life of the nation.

2. Complementarians argue that women were excluded from certain roles because those roles involved “headship” functions.

a. Prophetesses like Deborah and Miriam served Israel by speaking the word of God to them and thus led Israel by their prophecy.  However, Miriam served under the leadership of Moses and Deborah served in conjunction with Barak.  Some would say that Huldah’s prophecy was a private rather than public word to Josiah.
b.    Kings and priests functioned in the religious life of Israel as official mediators of the covenant and responsible for the direction of the nation as a whole.  Deborah’s function was not judging Israel as a whole or making communal decisions for the nation, but rather judging situations on a case by case basis.

Questions for Discussion

1. Are you uncomfortable with the status of women in Israel as described in section I?  Why, or why not?

2. What do you think is the significance of Deborah, Miriam and Huldah within the history of Israel?  Are they unique situations relative to the circumstances of the nation or do they anticipate and lay a foundation for a larger role for women in the public life of the community of God?
3. What analogies, if any, would you draw between the actions of some of Israel’s women and women serving God in the contemporary church?

4. Are you more comfortable with an egalitarian or complementarian understanding of the exclusion of women from some public roles in Israel?  Why?  Whose explanation do you find more convincing—the egalitarian or the complementarian?
The Ministry of Jesus and Women

Jesus is God living as a human being.  He is the true image of God in a fallen world.  Consequently, how he treats women is a significant revelation of how God intends for women to serve God in a fallen world.  As he forms a community of disciples, women are included, but they are not appointed to the circle of the Twelve.  Though Jesus treats women in significantly elevated ways above the culture in which he lives, he still does not select one as an apostle.  Why?  Would that have been just too much for his culture or was than expression of a principle of male headship within the new community of believers?
I. Jesus Serves Women.
A. General Perspectives.

1. Jesus permitted himself to touch and to be touched by women.  Contrary to rabbinic practice, he freely associated with women.

2. In contrast with the rabbis, who avoided using women as illustrations and mentioning them in their teaching, Jesus spoke about women and used them in his illustrations.  For example, he used the experiences of widows (Luke 18:1-8; Matthew 12:41-44) in his teaching.  Indeed, women are often set in favorable contrast with men as spiritual people.

3. Also in contrast to many rabbis, Jesus taught women and included them in his circle of disciples.

4. Jesus treated women as persons with respect and spiritual dignity.  He did not regard them as inferior or lacking the image of God (Matthew 19:3-4). He applied ethics equally to men and women, including his discussions of divorce.

5. Jesus’ ministered to women as well as men (e.g., Luke 8:40-56).

B. Women in the Ministry of Jesus.

1. Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42):  Women are called to be disciples and sit at the feet of Jesus.  Both Mary and Martha’s roles are valued, but Mary is commended for her interest in learning.  Martha is not condemned but affirms Mary’s right to choose discipleship over homemaking.  He does not oppose Martha, but blesses Mary’s choice as a good one.

2. The Samaritan Woman (John 4:5-42).  Jesus showed compassion to a divorced Samaritan woman.  Responding with faith, the women went into the village and bore witness that Jesus was the Messiah to all in the city.  The disciples were surprised to find Jesus speaking to woman (John 4:27).

3. Women Traveled with Jesus (Luke 8:1-3; Mark 15:40-41).  These women “followed” Jesus and ministered to him out of their own resources.

4. The Blessedness of Women (Luke 11:27-28).  The blessedness of women is not fundamentally motherhood though it is a blessing.  Rather, it is relationship with God.  A woman finds her greatest blessing through discipleship rather than motherhood.

5. Women at the Tomb (Matthew 28:8-10; John 20:17-18). Women were the first to announce the resurrection of Jesus even though rabbinic tradition regarded the testimony of women as unreliable.

II. Why No Female Apostles?

A. Egalitarian Understanding.

1. Some argue that it was a function of practical strategy and cultural accommodation.  Israel would not have listened to female apostles.  Social conditions would not have permitted such a radical move on the part of Jesus.

2. If the absence of females among the apostles is an argument for the exclusion of women from leadership, then the absence of Gentiles or slaves among the apostles is an argument for their exclusion from leadership. Perhaps masculinity and Jewishness are continued at the beginning simply to provide continuity between the old and new covenants (e.g., Twelve tribes and Twelve apostles).

3. Some point out that Junia is called an apostle in Romans 16:7.  In any event, the apostolate as the Twelve had a unique, temporary and foundational function in the beginning of the church. 

B. Complementarian Understanding.

1. Apostles functioned as the central leaders of the early Christian movement.  Consequently, spiritual authority was focused in them and they were appointed as authoritative guides for the church.  Given male headship, such a role could only belong to males.

2. Jesus did not abide by fallen social conventions.  Jesus was a radical in relation to social and cultural conventions.  It would seem this is one place where Jesus could have reversed social conventions and pressed for the liberation of women.  Jesus transgressed social barriers and conventions on many occasions which raises the question of why he did not do so in this particular instance.  Indeed, many believe—as evidenced above—that Jesus was a radical reformer of widely-held attitudes toward women, but still did not appoint any female apostles.

III. Is it Significant that the Word became Enfleshed as a Male (John 1:1, 14)?
A. Some Complementarians argue that the maleness of Jesus embodies the principle of male spiritual leadership or “headship.”  His human nature was not generic, but male.  He accomplished his messianic work through roles that were in the Old Testament exclusively male:  priest and Davidic king.  
B. However Egalitarians regard the gender of Jesus as insignificant.

1. The maleness of Jesus may simply be a concession to the culture in which Jesus lived.  A female Messiah would never have been accepted even though there was precedent for female prophetesses.
2. The significant point about Jesus is that he is true human or authentic human rather than specifically male as opposed to female.  He lived his human life as a male, but it is his humanity that is important rather than his masculinity.

Questions for Discussion
1. What impresses you the most about Jesus’ treatment of women in contrast to the culture in which he lived?

2. Which encounter with a woman is most significant to you?  Why?  How does it connect with you?  What does it reveal about Jesus’ understanding of women?

3. Which makes more sense to you—the egalitarian or complementarian explanation for the exclusion of females from the Twelve?  Why?

4. Do you think the fact that the Word became flesh as a male is theologically significant?  Why or why not?

Women in the Early Church
While most discussions of the role of women in the church focus on a couple of restrictive texts in the apostle Paul, the ministries of women in the church receives significant mention in the New Testament documents.  There are prophetesses (just as in the Old Testament) and women who work with Paul in his missionary activities.  Usually people begin with the restrictive texts, but below we begin with the ministries of women specifically noted in the text.  But where do we place the emphasis?  Do we emphasize the restrictive texts in order to relativize or limit the ministries, or do we read the ministries in order to relativize or limit the meaning of the restrictions?
I.  Prominent Women in the Church.

A.  Prophetesses.

1.  Daughters will prophesy (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17).  One of the signals of a new age where the Spirit fills the hearts of God’s people is that our daughters will prophesy.

2.  Philip’s daughters prophesied (Acts 21:9).  Luke notes the fulfillment of Spirit’s promise through Philip’s daughters.  Though we are not given any specific details about them, prophesy was intended for public ministry and a public witness that the Spirit had been poured out upon the church.

3.  Corinthian women in 1 Corinthians 11:5-6 prophesied.  They were not prohibited from prophesying but were encouraged to honor their “heads” when they prayed and prophesied.  Prophesy in 1 Corinthians is intended for the church and the edification of the body.

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

1.   Euodia and Syntyche (Philippians 4:2-3; cf. 2:25) were Paul’s fellow-workers in Philippi.

2.   Priscilla (Romans 16:3; cf. 16:9,21) was Paul’s fellow-worker in Corinth.

             3.   Junia was a well-known Jewish “apostle,” i.e., missionary (Romans 16:7).

4.   Tryphena, Tryphosa, Maria, Persis labored in the Lord (Rom 16:6, 12).  The term “labor” is often used by Paul to describe his evangelistic and missionary activities (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:8; 15:10; Galatians 4:11; Philippians 2:16; Colossians 1:29; 1 Thessalonians 3:5).

       C.  Deacon (Servants)

1. Phoebe (Romans 16:1).  This is the only place in the NT where we 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 (e.g., Phillip), 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 prostates or “helper”; a term that includes not only resources but leadership in ministry tasks. 

2. Women are identified with ministry leadership in other ways in the New Testament.

a. Dorcus (Acts 9) is praised for her benevolent activity within the church.

b. Nympha (Colossians 4:15) hosted a house church in her home which may involve more than simply the use of the house but also leadership in the church.

c. Priscilla (Acts 18:18-21, 24-28; Romans 16:3) was one of Paul’s fellow-workers who ministered with her husband to Apollos and others.

d. The widows in 1 Timothy 5:1-8 pursued a ministry of prayer within the church as a special class of supported workers.

e. Women ministry leaders in 1 Timothy 3:11 were appointed in the light of their character and giftedness.

II. Limitations for Women’s Ministry?

A. The Texts:  Only Two.

1.  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.”

2.   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.”
B.  Egalitarian Interpretation.

1. These texts address specific situations in those local churches.  The occasion gave rise to these applications and were not intended as timeless applications to all situations.

a. The Corinthian women (perhaps prophet’s wives) were disruptive during the assembly (just as prophets and tongue-speakers were disruptive) and were consequently silenced in a specific way.  Women prophesied in the Corinthian assembly (1 Corinthians 11:5-6) and therefore the silence is not absolute but is directed toward some particular disruptive behavior.

b. The women in Ephesus were heavily influenced by false teachers and thus were not entrusted with teaching leadership in the body at that time.  Perhaps it was a lack of maturity on the part of the women in Ephesus that disqualified them for leadership in the church.  Or perhaps the prohibition is against teaching in a domineering way which was the particular temptation of wealthy Ephesian women.

2. Perhaps also these texts were accommodative to the culture so that the gospel would not be hindered in much the same way that slavery was accommodated for the sake of the gospel during the first century.  However, the “seed” text of Galatians 3:28 indicates that the gospel should ultimately trump these cultural accommodations.

3. The problem for Egalitarians is how to understand Paul’s appeal to creation and the “Law” as authoritative factors in his teaching if these applications only apply to specific situations or are only intended as cultural accommodations.

C. Complementarian Interpretations.

1. 1 Corinthians 14 is variously interpreted as complete silence for women to specific disruptive speech in the assembly.  Complementarians and Traditionalists do not generally agree as to the specific meaning of this silence.  However, they do believe that the ground of this specific injunction is rooted in the Law (the story of creation).  In other words, women are silenced in this specific situation because their behavior reflected an insubmissive spirit that is incompatible with the Law.

2. 1 Timothy 2 is variously interpreted as prohibiting women from teaching males the gospel in any setting to only limiting them from preaching/teaching as elders.  Complementarians and Traditionalists do not generally agree as to the specific meaning of this restriction.  However, they do believe that the ground of this specific injunction is rooted in creation (cf. 1 Timothy 2:13-14). 

3. The problem for Complementarians and Traditionalists is the diversity of understanding how these texts should be applied.  It is difficult to generate consensus applications of the creation principle.  In addition, it is difficult to reconcile these restrictions with Galatians 3:28 and some of the activities in which women participated, especially prophesying to the church.
Questions for Discussion:
1. What is the significance of the fact that the God gifted women with the task of prophesying to the church?  How should this influence how women serve God in the church today?

2. Did any other text or ministry by women in the New Testament documents impress or surprise you?

3. Why do the restrictive texts receive such attention in the contemporary discussion of women serving God?  
4. Which should come first?  Do we use the restrictive texts to understand the wide range of activities in which women were engaged (e.g., “that text cannot mean ‘X’ because 1 Timothy 2:12 does not permit ‘X’) or do we understand the restrictive text in the light of the wide range of activities in which were engaged (e.g., “1 Timothy 2:12 cannot mean ‘X’ or be universally applied because women served God by doing ‘X’ in other texts”)?  Or, another way of saying that is, should we give priority interpret Galatians 3:28 with 1 Timothy 2:12 or do we interpret 1 Timothy 2:12 with Galatians 3:28?
5. At first glance, which readings of the restrictive texts are more convincing to you—egalitarian or complementarian?  Why?  Can you explain in a sympathetic way why others might differ from you?

