Women in Leadership _____________________________________________________

WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP

The Old Testament
1. Introduction

A. This paper will explore what the Bible has to say about the roles of women in the home and the church in relation to the man.  To do so we will examine the texts that are central for taking a position on this “hot” topic.  As we work through the Old and New Testament passages I will compare and contrast the traditional view (women are not to be leaders) with biblical feminism (women can be leaders).  By putting the different lenses side by side the reader will get a clear picture of the points of tension and debate.

B. As we go, we will be drawing on a number of authors.

1. A recent statement of the biblical feminist position is by Gilbert Bilezikian, New Testament professor from Wheaton College.  He has the been the Willow Creek “theologian” behind Bill Hybels and thus has had a major influence on evangelicalism.  His book is called Beyond Sex Roles - What the Bible says about a Woman’s Place in Church and Family (Grand Rapids, Baker Books, 1985).  He critiques one of the better books on the traditional approach written by James B. Hurley called Man and Woman in Biblical Perspective (Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 1981).  I will refer to Bilezikian’s book as GB.

2. Other feminist authors cited include New Testament scholar Craig Keener, an expert in ancient literature; Gordon Fee, author of a highly respected commentary on 1 Corinthians and textual critic; David Scholer, professor of New Testament and dean at Northern Baptist Seminary in Chicago; Aida Besancon Spencer, professor of New Testament at Gordon-Conwell in Boston; Paul K. Jewett, professor of New Testament at Fuller in Pasadena; and the husband and wife team Berkeley and Alvera Mickelson, professors of New Testament and journalism respectively at Bethel in Minneapolis.

3. The book edited by John Piper and Wayne Grudem called Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood - A Response to Biblical Feminism, (Wheaton, Crossway Books, 1991) won the Christianity book of the year award in 1993 and is probably the definitive work on the traditional view (see also Hurley above).  This book critiques the books by Bilezikian and Spencer throughout.  I will refer to Piper and Grudem  as PG.  If another traditional work is cited it will be designated.

C. I will generally refer to the Old Testament as OT and the New Testament as NT.

D. The issue at stake in these notes concerns two opposing evangelical views on women, both “proving” their point biblically.  The two views are:

1. Traditional (complementarian)

a. Men and women are equal in essence (being)

b. But not equal in role (doing)

2. Biblical feminism (egalitarian)

a. Equal in essence (being)

b. Equal in [non-sexual] role (doing)

E. Is leadership gender-based or gift-based?  If it is gender-based then government in the home and church (the Bible does not specifically address gender-based roles in society) belongs to men.  If it is gift-based then anyone who is gifted so can lead.

F. The debate

1. Albert Mohler (World, Mar. 29, 1997, p. 15): “I am convinced that this issue [women as equal to men in role] will be in the coming decade one of the crucial dividing lines separating evangelicals committed to biblical authority and inerrancy from those who are seeking to transform evangelicalism from within.”  E.g., the inclusive NIV (unisex language without calling God “she”)

2. Gilbert Bilezikian, one of the spokesmen for the biblical feminist position says: “It is a quiet reform movement that is unstoppable.  In two or three generations from now it won’t even be an issue…when egalitarians lose a vote, they just come back for another vote.  In effect, they wear down the opposition” (World, p. 15).

3. Traditionalists assert that the pressure for change comes not from new discoveries about the Bible; it comes from social changes occurring in the culture.  Biblical feminism’s starting point is experience which then goes back to the text and has to do fancy exegesis to interpret the Bible in ways that violate the plain meaning of the text.

4. Biblical feminists say that we are finally coming in line with God’s original intent and the exegesis is not “fancy” but is the result of being more careful and true to the author’s intent.

5. Traditionalists say that the ultimate question revolves around what it means to be a man and what it means to be a woman.  The trends of culture are toward a unisex and hetero/homosexual worldview; biblical feminism is guilty of compromise.  This kind of thinking will result in sexual confusion and the blessing of alternative lifestyles.

6. Biblical feminists say that they will never cross over into doctrines that are clearly unbiblical (i.e., sexual confusion and alternative lifestyles).  This is an issue of becoming more biblical in our treatment of women.

G. The basic positions in more detail

1. Traditional

a. Paul states in his letters that the man is the head (defined as “leader”) of the woman and women are not to teach in an authoritative way over the man or rule in the home or the church.  When Paul says that we are to be mutually submitted, he is referring to servant attitudes and not to the fact that there is no real headship.  Mutual submission does not mean there is no governmental order in creation.  To make his point, Paul grounds his arguments in the creation texts from Genesis 1-2 implying that headship/submission is part of the created order even as it is in the Trinity.  The creation of the man and the woman in God’s image mirrors the Trinity in that the following principles are honored:

(1) Equal in essence

(2) Unity in diversity

(3) Functional subordination

(4) Delegated authority

(5) Servant leadership (leading with a heart of submission rather than dominance)

b. Definitions

(1) Piper and Grudem define masculinity as a sense of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for and protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relationships.

(2) Piper and Grudem define femininity as a freeing disposition to affirm, receive and nurture strength and leadership from worthy men in ways appropriate to a woman’s differing relationships.

(3) Raymond C. Ortlund Jr. Defines male headship this way: In the partnership of two spiritually equal human beings, man and woman, the man bears the primary responsibility to lead the partnership in a God-glorifying direction.

c. In this view the creation texts are interpreted as follows:

(1) Gen. 1: men and women are created equal in essence and purpose as complementary image-bearers (God is greater than male and female but both sexes show aspects of his being which together display his image; this does not mean that single men and women cannot display God’s image - Jesus was single -  only that the man and the woman together show a fuller spectrum of the colors of God).

(2) Gen. 2: The creation of woman out of the man to be his “helper” shows that while husband and wife are equal partners in worth and mission, they have different roles to play.  The man is to take the lead and the woman is to help him as a functional subordinate.

(3) Gen. 3: The devil attacks the woman precisely because he wants her to assume headship.  She does and Adam lets her, thus abdicating his authority.  The resulting curse shows that the primary spheres of activity for the man and the women will become harder.  For the man it is outside the home fighting the ground which he will never overcome since to dust he will return, and for the woman it is inside the home bearing children in pain and having her husband rule over her (harsh, not godly leadership, thus a distortion of male headship)

2. Biblical feminism

a. Paul states in his letters that man is the head (defined as “source”) of the women and, as such, is her co-equal partner.  The command of Paul for women to be in submission is based in mutual submission which means reciprocity (complete consensus) in government.  The commands for women to be silent and not to teach were rooted in specific situations in the churches in Corinth and Ephesus and the fact that women were uneducated in that culture.  Paul’s citation of creation texts does not necessarily make Paul’s specific council applicable for every age, even though the timeless principles behind his counsel are.  The image of God in man and woman is only like the Trinity because there are two human beings and not three.  Trying to find governmental parallels is futile and an argument from silence, not from the text.

b. The creation texts are interpreted as follows:

(1) Gen. 1: Men and women are created equal in essence and image-bearing purpose as complementary image-bearers.

(2) Gen. 2: The creation of the woman to be man’s helper shows that she is his governmental equal.  There is no hint of submission in this passage.

(3) Gen. 3: The fact that the devil approached the woman is of no consequence because she is the man’s equal.  The male dominance over woman was the result of the fall (“he shall rule over you”) and will be overturned in the atonement.

H. Thus the ultimate argument does not revolve around ministry (Gen. 1) but role.  Is the leadership of men in the family and church based in Genesis 2 (the created order) or Genesis 3 (the fall)?

1. Traditionalists see headship/submission as natural (Gen. 2; Calvin) and therefore will set men and women free when done in a godly way (feminism is the wrong corrective for harsh male headship).

2. Biblical feminists see headship/submission as unnatural (Gen. 3; Luther) and therefore needing to be overturned in the atonement of Christ (Bilezikian calls male headship “pagan”; feminists see the traditional view as limiting the atonement - lack of equal access to roles is a curse waiting for the cross).

I. A moderate position: ministry under headship (e.g., Packer, Stott, Cho, Green, Wimber)

1. There is a moderate position which seeks to remove the “edge” from the traditional view as well as the seeming impossibility to be completely consistent in history or culture (women are clearly gifted and have played leadership roles throughout history in society, the home, and the church).

2. This view (usually) supports women’s ordination but under the leadership of men to preserve the symbol of headship.  This would allow for a woman to be a pastor who is not a “ruling” elder, or in some cases an elder but not the senior pastor, thus not making decisions for the whole flock and establishing doctrine at the local level.

3. In Paul Yonggi Cho’s church, he raises up female small group leaders, pastors, and church planters who are under his authority.  In the case of a female church planter, she is establishing doctrine under Cho and plans to appoint male elders.  

4. J. I Packer supports some moderation but treads lightly saying that there are only three things we can know for sure (Alvera Mickelsen ed., Women, Authority, and the Bible, Downers Grove, IL, 1986, p. 39):

a. Man and woman are equal in worth.

b. Man is the “head” of the woman (or at least of his wife), although it is not certain what headship means.

c. Christian partners are to model the redeeming love/response relationship of Christ and the church (husbands love your wives as Christ loves the church, Eph. 5.25).

5. The problem with the moderating view is that it seems inconsistent; allowing a woman to plant a church under the sending pastor’s authority in reality puts her in authority over men in her local setting.  On the other hand it does serve as a compromise between what appear to some as mutually untenable extremes.  How far can the moderating position go in either direction without compromising on either end?

J. Rule and exception to the rule?

1. Could the most important thing be the mission and not governmental structure?  If so, this could explain why God has used so many women throughout church history.  He uses whoever is willing.  The woman who is being used knows that this is an anomaly (an exception to the rule for the sake of the mission) and hopes to defer to a man if one has the courage to be obedient (e.g., Deborah and Barak).

2. In this case we would have one goal taking precedence over another goal - mission over created order.  Plan A would be to have both but if God can only get one then he goes to plan B which is the priority of mission.

K. As to which of these views is correct will have to be demonstrated through careful exegesis, which seeks to determine authorial intent (only the author’s intended meaning is inspired by the Holy Spirit).  The great problems before the interpreter involve:

1. How does one determine the author’s intent in narrative?

2. How does one determine the author’s intent in the use of ancient vocabulary and a culture radically different from ours?

2. The creation texts

A. In the following sections dealing with the texts I will reference a number of works.  I will cite several different authors for each position.  The books below are representative.

B. Genesis 1.26-28

26Let us make man in our own image, in our likeness, and let them rule…

27So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them.

28God blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.

1. Verse 26 calls the creation of humans “man” (cf. Gen. 5.2).

2. Verse 27 shows that:

a. Man came from God

b. Man is like God but not equal to him

c. Man is male and female

3. GB rightly points out that both male and female find their origin in God.  His image is male and female yet he transcends both; God is three while we are two.

4. GB says that the term “man” (see Gen. 5.2) is a generic designation but PG says that choosing the masculine and not the feminine “whispers” the male headship that will come out clearly in chapter 2.  Thus God is “He,” Jesus is born a man, the twelve were men, and all NT elders recorded in the Bible were men.

5. Both GB and PG affirm that this text shows that men and women are equal in essence and equally called to the mission of God to rule the earth.  There is no reference in Genesis 1 to authority or roles.

C. Genesis 2.18-25

18The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone.  I will make a helper suitable for him.”

19Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air.  He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name.  20So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field.

But for Adam no suitable helper was found.  21So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and closed up the place with flesh.  22Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of man, and he brought her to the man.

23The man said,

This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh;

she shall be called ‘woman’ for she was taken out of man.

24For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.

25The man and the woman were both naked, and they felt no shame.

1. The first crucial issue of debate in this text concerns the meaning of “helper suitable for him.”

a. The traditional view

(1) The term helper connotes equal partners with different roles.  Man leads and the woman helps.  They are one (equal in essence) but two (functional subordination in role).

(2) The fact that the word for “helper” is usually used with God as the helper is not a problem.  When God “helps” he is modeling servanthood.  Thus God is the woman’s model for “helping”; female is just as much God’s personality as male.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) GB says that there is no basis for translating the Hebrew word for “helper” (ezer) as meaning subordinate.  There are four other words for “helper” that connote subordination in rank and are not used.  The word here, as was said above, is used of God as helper, and God is obviously not subordinate.  Even Hurley acknowledges that subordination cannot be supported in the Hebrew word.

(2) GB defines “helper” as meaning “equal partner” and “suitable” as “complementary.”

(3) Spencer tries to do some complicated lexical work trying to define “helper” as the one who is out in front.  If this is true then the woman is the leader of the woman!  Spencer is out hunting here.

2. The next question involves whether Adam’s being created first implies headship (as defined as “leader”).

a. The traditional view

(1) Paul wrote Timothy that one of the reasons woman are to be in submission to men is that “Adam was created first, then Eve” (1 Tim. 2.13).

(2) Hurley goes to some length to develop the OT concept of primogeniture, which dictated that, the firstborn son receive twice the inheritance as his brothers upon the death of the father (Dt. 21.15-17).  He says that Adam’s being created first establishes primogeniture.

(3) The simpler position here is that Adam’s being created first was God’s way of establishing headship.  This is what Paul is using to ground his argument in Timothy.

b. The Biblical feminist view.

(1) GB does a good job of demonstrating the holes in Hurley’s position.  Primogeniture is easily proven untenable.

(2) What is not addressed in GB is a valid explanation for the order of creation.  Why didn’t God create both at once if they were equal in every way?  This, of course, is an argument from silence but the point that Paul is trying to make to Timothy is that creation order itself connotes headship and submission and one does not have to resort to exegesis that stretches the text such as Hurley’s position on primogeniture.

3. The third important question here is whether the man naming the woman is a sign of headship.

a. The traditional view

(1) Ortlund says in PG that in naming the woman, the man takes the role of defining her; she is his equal (bone of my bones) but he names her “woman” (later in 3.20 he would name her Eve) because she came out of the man.  Adam’s assignment of naming the animals was a sign of his authority over them.  So also with Eve.

(2) The fact that she heard Adam name her was a sign to her that Adam was her head.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) GB says that the act of naming the woman was not an act of headship.  The fact that she was not created from the ground as all the other living things had was a clear statement of her equality.  Submission would have been implied only if she had been created out of the ground.

(2) The man’s naming the woman was not an assignment given to Adam by God but was the spontaneous poetic response of Adam’s recognition of another human that would complete him.

(3) Nothing in the text itself says that the woman was created subordinate to the man.

4. One final debate is whether the man’s leaving his family and not the woman is a sign headship.

a. The traditional view

(1) Ortlund says in PG that the man’s stepping out to initiate the new one-flesh relationship is an act of headship.  The woman’s role is to respond to the man and not vice versa.

(2) In marriage the man leads out in the family to fulfill the mission of God and the woman helps him.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) The fact that the man leaves his household shows that the original design of the family was not patriarchal because the father did not make the decision for the son.  Only after the fall in Genesis 3 did the system of patriarchy set in where the woman left her family to live with her husband’s family.

(2) The fact that the woman was not the one to leave indicates that she was a free (and therefore equal) moral agent.

D.  Genesis 3

1…He [the serpent] said to the woman…

6…she took some and ate it.  She also gave some to her husband who was with her and he ate it.  7Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sowed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.

8…and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden.  9But the Lord God called to the man, Where are you?”

10He answered, “I was afraid because I was naked so I hid.”

11And he said, “Who told you that you were  naked?  Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?”

12The man said, “The woman you put here with me - she gave me some fruit from the tree and I ate it.

13Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?”

The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”

14So the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this;

Cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals!

You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life.

15And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers;

he will crush your head and you will strike his heal.

16To the woman he said,

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.

17To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’

Cursed is the ground because of you;

through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.

18It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.

19By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground,

since from it you were taken;

for dust you are and to dust you will return.

20Adam named his wife “Eve” because she would become the mother of all the living.

5. The first question involves why the serpent approached the woman and not the man.

a. The traditional view

(1) Ortlund in PG says that the wording in 3.6b is very important for answering this question.  It says, “…she took some [forbidden fruit] and ate it.  She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.

(2) The fact that the woman gave the fruit to the man, not the man picking the fruit himself, is an indication that the woman was usurping the man’s role of leader.  The fact that the man let her lead is a sign that he was passively abdicating his headship.  What would have happened if he had refused to eat?  It’s a fruitless question; we’ll never know.

(3) It was only after Adam ate that their eyes were opened to discern good and evil (i.e., there minds were corrupted).

(4) When God came walking in the garden, he wanted to know where the man was asking, “Where are you?” (3.9).

(5) Driving this interpretation home is the fact that in Romans 5.12-21 only Adam is held responsible for the entrance of sin.  It was his responsibility as the head to lead their partnership in a God-glorifying direction.

(6) Paul later uses this passage to ground his point about women not teaching and having authority over a men in his letter to Timothy.  Paul says one of the reasons is because it was Eve who was deceived, not Adam (2.14).  This is probably not an indication that there is anything in woman that makes her anymore susceptible to sin than man.  The traditionalist lens would see this as a reference to her usurpation of her role.  Paul is warning Timothy then about allowing woman to succumb to the temptation to take the lead in making doctrinal decisions (Eve was making an “exegetical” choice to follow Satan’s line of reasoning), thus having authority over the man.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) GB says that the serpent’s choice of the woman to tempt was of no consequence.  He could have just as easily have chosen the man.

6. The second question involves the pains (plural) that will be greatly increased for the woman in childbirth.  Paul makes a passing comment in 1 Timothy 2.15 that woman will be saved through childbirth.  What on earth could he mean?

a. The traditional view

(1) There are many interpretations of this text and no one can be positive what Paul means.  A traditional interpretation would say that woman (like the ones off the mark in Ephesus) should not buy the lie that says that to really experience all that God has they need to abandon the home and become actively involved in teaching and leadership roles in the church.  She will be “saved” (?) only as she continues to accept her role as helper to the man and not neglect the home, her primary sphere of influence.  In so doing she will have a significant effect on her world.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) Craig S. Keener says in Paul, Women, and Wives (Peabody, MA, Hendricksen Pub. 1992) that this means that women will be saved through the painful experience of childbirth and will not be destroyed by the curse of the fall.  Thus the passage does not support women being bound to the house.

(2) GB takes this text to mean that the seed of the woman (i.e., humanity) will be saved through the woman’s seed, referring to the promise in Genesis 3.15 that the woman will bear a male child who would crush the head of the serpent.

7. The most important text is the curse on the woman that her husband will rule over her. This is seen as the male domination from which the atonement of Christ will redeem women thus opening up leadership roles for them in the home and church.

a. The traditional view

(1) Traditionalists take this to mean that sin will distort godly male headship into male dominance.

(2) Because she usurped Adam’s headship in the temptation, God hands her over to the misery of competition with her rightful head.

(3) The answer to male domination is not to throw out male headship but for husbands and elders to lay down their lives for those entrusted to their care.  Redemption does not redefine creation but redeem it to its original purpose.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) GB says that the woman’s desire will be for her husband as defined in their pre-fall state but he will dominate her.

(2) As a result of Satan’s work, the man was now the master over the woman and she was his slave.  Male domination is Satanic and awaits the power of the cross to be broken.

8. God’s rationale for cursing the man is because he listened to his wife.

a. The traditional view

(1) Ortlund in PG sees this as an indictment on the man for being led by the wife and not acting as the head.

(2) God grounds his curse on the man in a more formal way by charging him with his crime (he listened to his wife).  This formal indictment shows Adam’s primary responsibility.

b. The biblical feminist view

(1) GB says that Adam is being reprimanded because he did not obey God but listened to another human being.

9. Adam named his wife Eve because she would become the mother of all the living.

a. The traditional view

(1) Adam, rather than turning away from his wife, honors her as the one through whom victory will come.

(2) He uses his headship to bring encouragement and affirm that which God had promised.

b. The biblical feminist view (GB doesn’t comment)

D. Preliminary conclusions

1. I do not agree with GB’s statement that “the notions of hierarchical distinctions or differences in rank between man and woman were completely absent in God’s creation design.”  It is not that clear.  How one interprets the Genesis passages largely depends on the lens through which one views the texts.  Because there are no explicit statements either way, one is left to interpret narrative, one of the harder genres of Scripture to ascertain authorial intent.  As I try to step back from the data, it would seem highly plausible that some kind of leadership is implied when all the evidence is taken together.  Adam is created first, he names the woman, he leaves his family to marry the woman and he is not the one approached by the serpent yet he is the one who is formally indicted; posterity will remember this as “Adam’s” sin.

2. Theoretically the NT lens will bring clarity but the Pauline texts on this subject are notoriously difficult, as we will see.  The fact that so many good evangelical exegetes are divided over this issue is precisely because it is not clear.  I have trouble with the dogmatic tone of some on this issue.  I was surprised at GB’s constant misrepresentation of the traditional position.  While he doesn’t use the language he asserts at every point that those who hold the traditional view or any variation of it are essentially “chauvinist pigs.”  While we would agree that male domination and subjugation of women is “pagan,” this is not the same as godly headship.  He seems to be setting up a straw man to attack.  It would have been more fair to allow for the possibility that there might actually be godly men who hold a servant-headship view and woman and churches who might feel blessed to have leaders willing to die for them as Christ did for the church.

3. The NT now needs to be examined to see if it sheds any light on the issue for us.
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