May 31, 2009 – Difficult Issues: Empowering women in church leadership

Brian: Good morning again – it's great to have you here.  One of the things we believe strongly here at Two Rivers is that faith in Jesus is central to all of life.  We don't just want to do some religious-y things – we really want to know God through Jesus Christ and have a faith that informs and shapes the whole of our lives, not just a part.  Along those lines, this morning we are beginning a three week sermon series called “Difficult Issues.”  Over these next few weeks we want to address a few provocative topics that are more complex than they are simple, but yet, we believe that the Bible and our connection with Jesus speaks into them.  

Let me give a quick overview of what we'll be looking at:  Today, Andrea and I are going do a little tag-team speaking about empowering women in church leadership.  Next week, Andrea is going to dive into issues regarding the broad topic of sexuality.  And then on June 14th, I'll be speaking about some the challenges and opportunities that come with cultural diversity.   So, you know... just some of your run-of-the-mill “light topics.”   Some people have asked us if we're a little anxious about addressing these subjects – Honestly, I'm really excited.  Again, knowing Jesus is big enough thing that it should speak to the whole of life, so it will be interesting to see what we can learn about these difficult issues.  

As I mentioned in the Fridge Flyer, these messages are likely going to be longer than we usually do here at Two Rivers – these are amazingly complex topics, and it would be nearly impossible to cover them effectively in our normal 30-35 minute time for the message.  So, thanks in advance for hanging in there with us.  

Again today, we want to look at the subject of empowering women in church leadership.  For some of you this is a topic that you've thought a lot about, and maybe have done some study on.  But others of you, this may be totally new – obviously, here at Two Rivers, women are leading things, why talk about it?  Either way, here's a bit more background: 

With a little exposure and/or study, one of the things that you'll notice is that churches and groups have differing perspectives and approaches about what roles women can and can't pursue within the church.  In some churches, any kind of ministry or leadership role is open to both men and women.  Whereas, in other churches only men can be pastors or priests or elders or the equivalent of those.  In some churches, women can be pastors or ministry directors, but not the senior pastor.  In yet other churches, women can only work with other women and with children.  And still yet in other churches, women are not allowed to do much leading of anything.

Here's a little bit of my early experience.  I grew up in a very conservative Lutheran church.  The approach of my small town church was probably somewhere between the last two examples I just referenced.  Women were allowed to teach Sunday school classes, do women's ministry things, and such, but women could not be voting members of the church – only adult men could.  As teenagers, only boys were allowed to be acolytes, the kids who wear the white robes and light the candles.  A few of those things have changed in my parents' church now... girls can be acolytes now and women are voters, but it was only recently that some of those things switched over.  

Andrea:  I on the other hand grew up in an Evangelical Lutheran church in the Twin Cities metro area where women were welcomed into all levels of ministry.  On youth Sunday, as an eighth grade girl, I was even invited to preach a sermon.  All of the pastors at my church happened to be men, but there was no real restriction on women and what they could do in the church, so women often taught Sunday school for adults, led ministries, etc.  

So I grew up pretty much unaware that there was any controversy over women in leadership in the church.  I have no recollection of ever feeling anything but totally affirmed in my desire to follow Jesus and lead others to do the same.  But as I got into college and beyond, I realized that many of my female friends did not have the same experiences in church.  Many of them had had experiences where they were told that they were disqualified from leadership over adults simply because of their gender, even if they happened to be genuinely more gifted and more mature than some of the guys around them who were leading things.  Or even told that they couldn't do something that God was clearly gifting them for and calling them to do.  Some of them had been hurt deeply by these experiences.  

Within Vineyard churches there has been a progression of thought and approach about women's roles in ministry.  For a number of years, various Vineyard churches took different positions on this issue.  So in 2006, the Vineyard national board gave a well-researched and thoughtful statement that while individual churches were still allowed to approach this issue as they saw best, the approach of the Vineyard as a whole was to affirm that women were eligible for any level of church leadership, including national director.   

Brian: This diversity of approaches can be pretty confusing, not only for someone newer to faith, but also even to people who have following Jesus for a longer time.  The reasons for these differences are two-fold.  One set of reasons are rooted in culture, and the other set are rooted in interpreting the Bible.     

Over the past 50 years, there has been a massive shift in women's roles within society at large.  And alongside that, there has been a push in a number of church groups to give women more opportunities towards ministry based on reflecting cultural changes.  

The second reason for all these differences is rooted in interpreting the Bible.  Some groups will look at what the Bible has to say, and conclude that there is a significant difference between what men and women should do within church settings.  And others, including us here at Two Rivers, look at the Bible and take the perspective that all areas of ministry and leadership are open to women, just as much as they are to men. 

Before we get any farther along here – let me say this:  Wonderful, passionate followers of Jesus come to differing approaches about women in leadership within the church.  Even beyond the two points of view I just mentioned, there are numerous other perspectives people and churches take, all based on how they read what the Bible has to say.  It's a debatable topic, and equally sincere Christians come to different viewpoints.  We think there is room for these differences.    

All that said, we'd be dishonest if we didn't acknowledge that we have a perspective from which we approach this issue.  And we'd like to take the rest of our time this morning to unpack some of that.

Andrea: First, let's look at some of the cultural reasoning behind empowering women towards ministry in the church.  As Brian mentioned a moment ago, there have been tremendous shifts in women's roles within society over the past 50-60 years.  For example, as my mother was growing up in the 50's and early 60's, women were primarily homemakers, with a model of womanhood being June Cleaver, from Leave it to Beaver.  Then, during the later 60's, into the 70's and 80's there was the rise of feminism, which brought some good things with it, and some not so good things.  On the positive side, there was greater ability for women to try new pursuits in academics, in career choices.  There was no longer one accepted role for women to pursue...a number of roles became open to them.  On the other side there came, from my perspective, some negative by-products.  

One of those by-products was a strong thrust of male-bashing... that from a feminist perspective, what was wrong with the world was that men were running it, and if women would just run everything, things would be just fine.  And with that, it became okay to hate men, just because they were men... to say that men are jerks and criticize anything that is male...   Another thing that unfortunately happened there was a lot of de-valuing of traditional feminine things ...like if a woman wanted to provide a beautiful home and care for her children and husband domestically, there was something wrong with her.  There was this push during the 60s and 70s towards the elimination of gender differences.... that from a feminist perspective, to be successful, women should become like men..  

At this point, in 2009, 40-some years after feminism went mainstream, I have to say this...I really like being a woman.  Not only that, but I'm married to a man and I have been for almost 14 years, and I love him and I love him being a man. I'm glad he's not like me, that we are different-I love the fact that he's willing to take the lead, to, as Paul instructs husbands, lay down his life for me so that I can be brought more and more into God's purposes for my life. I love that he is a spiritual leader for me.

I also love having choices.  I felt real freedom to primarily be a stay-at-home mom for 8-9 years, to choose a traditionally feminine role.  Older feminists are often at odds with my generation because we feel we can choose, and so many of us do choose traditional roles for seasons in our lives because we don't  view caring for our children as “less than” a career.

So, while rural or Southern areas of the US may still be in the throws of this debate, and there are certainly pay inequities for women who choose work, as well as remaining misunderstanding of men who choose to care for their children, on the whole, northern cities, especially university towns such as Mankato, have accepted all of these choices as normal.  

Now, while we don't let culture arbitrarily dictate what we do as followers of Jesus, we do want to be aware of the culture we live and work with that.  Along those lines, we have found the Apostle Paul's wisdom from 1 Corinthians 9  to be particularly helpful.  Here's what he writes: 19 Even though I am a free man with no master, I have become a slave to all people to bring many to Christ. 20 When I was with the Jews, I lived like a Jew to bring the Jews to Christ. When I was with those who follow the Jewish law, I too lived under that law. Even though I am not subject to the law, I did this so I could bring to Christ those who are under the law. 21 When I am with the Gentiles who do not follow the Jewish law, I too live apart from that law so I can bring them to Christ. But I do not ignore the law of God; I obey the law of Christ.  22 When I am with those who are weak, I share their weakness, for I want to bring the weak to Christ. Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone, doing everything I can to save some. 23 I do everything to spread the Good News and share in its blessings.

For Paul, the mediating factor for how to deal with culture and social relationships was the advancement of the gospel, the good news of Jesus.   For Paul, there were lots of things that might be permitted, but if it didn't promote the acceptance of the gospel, Paul would tell people to not do it. Even for himself, he regularly limited his own freedom in order to not hinder someone else from accepting the gospel. The gospel and only the gospel was the supreme value in his mind.  So, for example, Paul tells women in Titus 2 to be domestic, to take on certain roles that were defined by their culture as acceptable and admirable. Why?  Because women are inferior and only suitable to domestic duties?  NO!  So that the word of God will not be viewed poorly within their culture. So that people will be attracted to Jesus.

In verse 9 of that same chapter, Paul tells slaves to obey their masters in 1 Tit 2:9. Why?  Because God is pro-slavery?  

NO!  Because slavery was reality in that culture, and Paul wanted to make the teaching about our savior attractive.  

He tells people in 1 Cor. 10 to not eat meat offered to idols so that they don't put a stumbling block in some one else's way regarding the reception of the gospel.  Paul tells people to give up the right to sue each other, to lose money, even when you have a legitimate lawsuit so that they won't bring any shame to the gospel.   

So, here's why that understanding of Paul's letters in the New Testament is important to how we deal with the issue of women in leadership in the church...how that might work out in our day and age... 

In settings like Mankato, a university town, women are in  numerous leadership roles within our city and society at large.  Because we live here, in this culture, using Paul's reasoning, it would mostly likely hinder the gospel to significantly restrict women's ability to pursue leadership roles in the church.  Doing that would throw a stumbling block in the way of the gospel for a number of people.  

On the other hand, if you would exercise this same kind of liberty in a village in India or in the Arab world, that would probably be a great stumbling block as well.  Women who want to share Jesus with Muslims often voluntarily limit their social and clothing choices so that they will not offend the people they want to reach.  Even men working in Pakistan, would likely limit their freedom for the sake of the gospel.  

Even within our culture in America...what is appropriate in an urban university setting, may not be appropriate in the rural Southeast.  What is appropriate among 20-year olds may not work with 70-year olds.  We need great wisdom and  discernment to work these things out in practice.  Here at the Vineyard we believe that women are equally gifted and can be called to any role in the church.  But...for the sake of the gospel, in certain settings, in certain places, at certain times, a woman might voluntarily limit her freedom because she loves Jesus more than she loves her rights. And in so doing, she follows the path of Jesus who laid down his life in order to save the world.

So, again while there are some worthwhile arguments from a cultural perspective... if that was our only basis for saying all ministry roles should be open to women, that wouldn't cut it.  That wouldn't be enough. We do not base our practice of faith totally on culture.  

Imagine what Christian practices would look like if we accepted “carte blanche” the basic culture of say.... college campus standards for behavior.  That would be a problem, right?   That's something we'll touch on next week as we discuss the topic of sexuality.  

So even though they carry some weight, cultural arguments  for what we should do in the church are not enough.  As followers of Jesus, we need to draw our understanding of God's will from the Bible.

Brian: Let's first look a bit at Jesus' approach to women, as well as examples from the life of the apostle Paul.  In contrast to the male-dominated cultures of the 1st century, Jesus was amazingly welcoming of women.  You could say that the New Testament world, both in Jewish culture as well as in GrecoRoman culture, was in every sense a man's world.  

Here are some of the ugly facts...At the time of Jesus it was completely improper for a man to speak to a woman in public. Women could not testify in court because they were not thought to be credible witnesses.  Husbands could get divorces from their wives, but the wives could not divorce their husbands.  And in the synagogue, the Jewish rabbis forbid the teaching of the Torah, the teaching of the Jewish law, to women. Women could not sit and learn the Bible.  One Rabbi, Rabbit Eleazer said he would burn the Torah rather than instruct women in its truths.

The wider Greco-Roman world of the time was not much better. Wealthy Greek and Roman women had some more liberty and more authority.  But as one Greek writer put it, "We keep paramours or mistresses for pleasure. We attend to prostitutes for our daily needs and we have wives to bear us legitimate children."

In that context, we can see how utterly revolutionary Jesus' attitude was toward women. For example, Jesus redefined adultery in Mark 10.  Applying the prohibition not only against women, but also against men...giving women the right to divorce their husbands for adultery. Also, in contrast to the rabbis who said you could divorce your wife if she burned a meal and put her out on the street, Jesus said divorce only applied to limited situations of unfaithfulness and the breaking of one's marriage vows.

Not only that, unlike any rabbi of his day, Jesus welcomed women to be among his closest followers.  Luke 8:1-2 1 Soon afterward Jesus began a tour of the nearby towns and villages, preaching and announcing the Good News about the Kingdom of God. He took his twelve disciples with him, 2 along with some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases. Among them were Mary Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons; 

Or think of the story of Martha and Mary in Luke 10.  Martha is doing what would be expected of a woman who has invited a well-known rabbi into her home. She is getting the meal ready...working in the kitchen.  But her sister, Mary, is doing what is absolutely forbidden. She is sitting at Jesus' feet (the position of an apprentice or disciple) listening to Jesus instruct her in the Torah, the core of the Jewish Bible.  And when Martha complains, Jesus then challenges her, saying, "Martha, you are anxious and distressed about many things, but only a few things are necessary.  Indeed, only one, and Mary has chosen the better part. It shall not be taken from her."  Those examples, plus numerous others that we don't have time to dive into, all those point to the amazingly welcoming approach Jesus had towards women.

Andrea: So that's Jesus, but what about the apostle Paul? 

We can learn much about Paul’s relationship to his friends and coworkers when we read the last chapters of his letters.  One of the most detailed of those examples is found in Romans 16.  There, Paul greets and speaks warmly and highly of many ministry partners, beginning with his recommendation of Phoebe.  Here's how chapter 16 begins:  1 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, who is a deacon in the church in Cenchrea. 2 Welcome her in the Lord as one who is worthy of honor among God’s people. Help her in whatever she needs, for she has been helpful to many, and especially to me.  

This a very standard recommendation for a 1st century letter of this sort.  Because there wasn't e-mail or even the postal service, to transport an important letter from one place to another, the writer would entrust that letter to another person.  This was not only to deliver it safely, but often as a source of added insight and clarification.  Because the author was not there in person, they would send a representative on their behalf, much like the role of an ambassador.  

And in this case, with the letter to the Romans, regarded as one of the all-time great works of theology, the representative Paul chooses is Phoebe, a woman.   

Phoebe is also named as a deacon in the church in Cenchrea.    What was this ministry of a deacon?  The word literally means “servant,” Paul described himself as a deacon in Col. 1:23-26; Eph. 3:7-8; 2Cor.3:5, where he was to “carry out the preaching of the word of God”.  Paul also calls other leaders of churches, “deacons”:  Apollos (1 Cor.3:5); Tychicus (Eph. 6:21, Col.4:7); Epaphras (Col. 1:7).  Deacons were leaders in the churches Paul worked with, and Phoebe was a woman deacon, and as such a leader in the church!  

Later in Romans 16, Paul mentions 9 other women, including  Priscilla and her husband Aquila, coworkers who risked their lives for him, who host/lead a church meeting in their home in Rome and who previously had a church in their home in Corinth.  In his greeting, Paul mentions Priscilla’s name first, counter to standard cultural practice at that time, emphasizing that she was likely the primary leader in the couple.  This is also the way that Priscilla and Aquila are referred to in Acts 18, when Priscilla and Aquila pull a bold, young preacher named Apollos aside and “explained to him the way of God even more accurately.”  

We could go on with a bunch more details and examples, but I'm guessing you catch the point...  In contrast to the male-dominated cultures of the 1st century, there were numerous women who were active as leaders in the early church.  

But... even though there are some pretty clear examples within the New Testament of women doing leadership things, there are also a couple difficult Biblical passages surrounding this subject.  We'd like to finish our time this morning by looking at those.  The first passage is from 1 Corinthians 14.  Paul here is talking about how church services are to be conducted.   29 Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others pass judgment. 30 But if a revelation is made to another who is seated, the first one must keep silent. 31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted; 32 and the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets; 33 for God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints. 34 The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says. 35 If they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church.

Now this seems to be fairly restrictive, and some church movements have interpreted this as a universal restriction on all women.  However, if we look a little earlier in the same letter, we find this passage, also speaking about how to conduct church services.

1 Corinthians 11:4-5  4 Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying disgraces his head.  5 But every woman who has her head uncovered while praying or prophesying disgraces her head, for she is one and the same as the woman whose head is shaved.

So how are we to understand this?  If the passage in chapter 14 really means that no women should ever speak in church, how are they supposed to prophesy or pray like it talks about in chapter 11?  Can prophesy be done silently?  A more comprehensive understanding of this passage has to take into account at least the whole letter of 1 Corinthians.  

We're not going to have time to dive into all of this passage word for word, but here are some things to think about.  Most of the letters we have in the New Testament are response letters...parts of ongoing communication between Paul or Peter and churches in various towns.  So the letters we have are written in response to questions those churches had.  We don't have their questions...we have to guess at them by reading the responses.  So here's a thought...since Paul had already said women could and should prophesy and pray in church...maybe the question from the Corinthian church, which prompted Paul's response that the women should remain silent and learn at home, was not about all women, but certain women...perhaps ones who didn't really have much understanding of the Bible, and who thus should not really be teaching.

Brian:  Finally, we want to turn what may be the most controversial text regarding women's roles in the church in the entire New Testament - 1 Timothy 2:8-15. Before we look at the text's possible meaning, let me suggest to you that there is maybe no text in the New Testament that has been more variously interpreted than 1 Timothy 2. 

A mentor of mine has a file of 11 unique interpretations that he's gathered through years of study of this passage.   There are many people out there who say that they have the obvious meaning and that they know the obvious intention of the apostle Paul. The reality is that there is likely no text in the New Testament that is more problematical for interpretation – thus rise is the number of approaches to what it means.   1 Tim 2:8-15 8 Therefore, I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and dissension.  9 Likewise, I want women to adorn themselves with proper clothing, modestly and discreetly, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly garments,10 but rather by means of good works, as is proper for women making a claim to godliness. 11 A woman must quietly receive instruction with entire submissiveness. 12 But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet. 13 For it was Adam who was first created, and then Eve. 14 And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into transgression. 15 But women will be preserved through the bearing of children if they continue in faith and love and sanctity with self-restraint.

Part of the problem we have, before we even get to the overall interpretative work is that there is no agreement regarding the appropriate translation of certain words. For example, in v. 12 it says, "I do not allow a woman to teach or to have authority over a man." First of all, the words used here in the greek for “a woman” and “a man” can also be translated, “a wife,” and “a husband.”  Which would entirely change the idea of the passage.  

Then that little phrase "have authority" is a possible translation of the Greek word "authentein". This word is used nowhere else in the New Testament. To be dogmatic about its exact meaning is impossible because we don't see it anywhere else.  Some people say that it refers to any exercise of authority or leadership over a man in the church. Other people citing numerous Greek works outside the New Testament say the word authentein means to domineer or usurp authority.   In some of the Greek literature of the same time period, we find the word having the connotation of using sexual power to coerce or manipulate.  That actually makes quite a bit of sense when you consider that verse 9 is talking about women dressing modestly.

Then we come to the end of verse 12, where women are told to be "silent." There is significant debate about the meaning of that word.  Some people say that a woman should be absolutely silent in the church, that she is to have no vocalization whatsoever other than, perhaps, to sing - but she shouldn't pray out loud or share a testimony or do anything that would break silence. Others say the word doesn't even mean silent.  It means quiet spirit.   In other places, the same word when referring to a man is translated, “peaceable.”

And no one knows what v. 15 is talking about, where it says that "Women will be preserved (or saved) through the bearing of children if they continue in faith and love and sanctity with self-restraint.  Talk about a problematical verse that there is literally no consensus on it's meaning. 

Some might argue that the only reason there is this confusion with 1 Timothy 2 is because we don't want to take Paul literally, and instead that we're letting culture dictate our practices.  But the truth is that there is legitimate debate regarding what the backdrop was for this text and legitimate disagreement over the meaning of the words themselves

Indeed, I would suggest that the problem we have with 1 Timothy 2:9-15 is not a problem with feminized culture and this literal restriction on the roles of women. 

The problem is not between our time and their time.  The main problem of interpretation rests in the time period this passage was written.  The argument is between them and them.  As we discussed early, the New Testament seems to open up doors and opportunities for women to function. So, how do we make sense of this passage in light of the whole of what the New Testament says?  

Andrea:Here are a few ways followers of Jesus have tried to do that.  First of all, there is the most conservative perspective that no woman may teach or lead any male above age 10 in anyway, similar to Brian's church experience growing up.  This point of view seems to becoming less and less common.    

Now, other churches take a middle position. Women are allowed to speak. They don't have to be absolutely silent in front of men in church. But they say what Paul is referring to in 1 Timothy 2:12 is authoritative teaching.  So they read v. 12 this way, "I do not permit a woman to authoritatively teach a man, she must be silent regarding the teaching of doctrine or the offering of direction." These churches would permit a woman to speak from the front, but they don't call it teaching - they might call it sharing, which seems like a little bit of verbal gymnastics.  

At still other churches, women can lead men, but only if the final authority, or lead pastor, is a man, showing that she is still under authority.   

And then there are the whole range of opinions that suggest that 1 Timothy 2 is not meant to be a universal prohibition against all women teaching or exercising authority over all men in all cultures for all time, but instead read 1 Timothy 2 in a more open, culturally relative way. 

Some folks claim to have found evidence that there was a feminist cult operative in Ephesus, a cult that women were drawn to that involved the worship of Goddesses and a mythological race of Amazonian type warrior women.

Other people say that because of the social position of women in the Jewish and Greek world, women were not permitted to teach or to exercise authority because they were unlearned or because they had never really had the opportunity to learn the scriptures so that they could teach them. And so what Paul was doing was not prohibiting something so much as permitting women to learn.  After all, he did say here in this passage, “Let the women learn.”

Brian: For me, the best perspective on this passage is one that takes account the whole of both 1 and 2 Timothy.  With that wider view, you find that Paul's main purpose for writing was to combat false teaching. For example in 1 Timothy 1:3-4, we read this: 3 I urge you, as I did when I was on my way to Macedonia, to remain in Ephesus so that you may instruct certain people not to teach any different doctrine, 4and not to occupy themselves with myths and endless genealogies that promote speculations rather than the divine training that is known by faith.   

Apparently, false teachers had worked their way into the church, in some part by utilizing certain women as help, as we see in 2 Timothy 3:6-7, where Paul writes 6 They are the kind who work their way into people’s homes and win the confidence of vulnerable women who are burdened with the guilt of sin and controlled by various desires. 7 (Such women are forever following new teachings, but they are never able to understand the truth.) 

These false teachers wormed their way into the homes of women and then the women in the Ephesian church became the carriers of this false teaching. 

And so it is with that as a back drop - false teachers spreading false teaching through un-educated women in the church that the apostle Paul puts this prohibition on women in the church saying, "I don't want you to teach, but instead to submit".  Not in some universal statement for all time for all people, but in addressing real problems that were going on at the time. This also seems to speak to Paul's use of the illustration of Adam and Eve – pointing to Satan's deception of Eve, not as some blanket statement about the subordination of women, but as an example of the deception happening within the Ephesian church.     

Andrea: OK, there's a lot to digest!  Let's bring all of this home. #1 – Again, we would say there is legitimate debate in the church world regarding the true meaning of 1 Timothy 2:8-15, both the translation of the text and also its interpretation.  The things we are a sharing this morning are our best attempt at reconciling all the things the Bible says, as well as cultural factors. 

#2 – We believe that it is possible and desirable to affirm and encourage women in all levels of leadership.  We believe this not just from cultural reasoning, but from the fact that we believe the Bible itself affirms and encourages women to lead.  There are numerous women mentioned clearly as leaders in the early church, in the same language as men.  The 2 passages that seem to limit women's roles are honestly open to debate as to what they mean.  So, the case seems stronger on the side of empowering women towards leadership in the church.  So we are going to encourage both men and women to use the gifts God has placed in them without restriction with regard to gender.  But we are also going to do that in a spirit of humility, recognizing that other sincere Christians might reach different conclusions. 

#3 – Even as much as we tried to address this morning, there is way more ground to cover than can be done in one Sunday message.  Brian posted a number of papers, articles, and web links on his blog at www.trvc.org last night, so if you would like to do some further study on this topic, you're welcome to start there.  

Brian: #4 – Finally... the lens that we view this topic through is the Kingdom of God, which Jesus talked so much about.  As we discussed about a month ago, we live now in light of the end.  What the future looks like in God's kingdom, what heaven is eventually going to be like, should shape how we pursue thing here and now.  

One of the most profound pictures of the Kingdom is found in Paul's letter to the Galatians, in chapter 3:  

Galatians 3:26-29  “You are all children of God through faith in Christ Jesus. 27 And all who have been united with Christ in baptism have put on Christ, like putting on new clothes. 28 There is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 And now that you belong to Christ, you are the true children of Abraham. You are his heirs, and God’s promise to Abraham belongs to you.

It's not that people stop being Jewish or non-Jewish, or that their social class changes or that someone ceases to be masculine or feminine.  This primary point here is that in Christ, no matter what our differences are along those lines, we have equal value; equal inheritance, equal access to everything Jesus offers and who He is.  

For us, this paradigm of the Kingdom speaks directly into empowering women into leadership within the church.  Leadership is not based on gender, or social class or ethnicity – it's based on character and God's calling and gifting.  

And leadership according to Jesus is based on willingness to become last so that others will be first.

So here is what we look for when we are thinking about who might lead something...Who has God gifted to do such and such a ministry?  Who has God called in that way?  Is this person cultivating the character and heart of Jesus and expressing a willingness to lay down their lives for the sake of Christ and the gospel?  Those are the main questions we ask when we think about leadership, irrespective of whether someone is male or female.

Whew.... we made it through.  You still look awake, but are your heads going to burst?   Let's pray before they do!    

