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[Note: this paper was written as an Ethics class paper at Bethel Seminary.  It was written in outline form to spare the 

professor from reading a book! ] 

 

Given that women and men stand on equal ground before God, is it biblically warranted for men 

to claim exclusive access to high-status positions solely on the basis of their gender?
1
   

Specifically, is it ethical for women to be eliminated from the role of pastor/elder in the local 

church? 

 

I. The Problem 

A. Two Opposing Views 

1. Many Christians believe that women are to be subordinate to men in both the 

home and church due to certain biblical texts.
2
 

2. But in recent years these assumptions have been challenged by respected 

evangelical scholars who suggest that the traditional view is based on false 

assumptions and gender bias. 

B. Defining the terms: 

1. Patriarchy: a system of social life and thought that entrenches male dominance. 

2. Egalitarian: the view that in home, church or society, qualified men and women 

equally may exercise leadership.
 3

  Note: it does not imply that men and women 

are identical other than their biology.
4
 

3. Traditionalist: the view that women are subject to men based on the creation 

account and other biblical texts.
5
 

4. Complementarian:  the idea that men and women have been created by God to 

complement one another.  They are not interchangeable.  Traditionalists have 

tried to adopt this term
6
 for their view but egalitarians also believe in 

complementarianism and refuse to use the word to replace traditionalism. 

5. Misogyny: Latent or subtle hatred of women.
3
 

 

II. The Traditionalists View 

A. The Bible teaches that men are superordinate and women subordinate. 

B. To reject this view is to reject biblical authority, that is, caving in to the current 

cultural mores
7
 and forsaking a belief in the Bible as God's word.

8
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C. This is the tradition of 2000 years of church history. 

D. The view is based on three New Testament passages that are rooted in the creation 

account of Genesis 2.
9
 

1. I Corinthians 11:2-16: women are to cover their head as a sign of being in 

submission to their husband because woman came from man and woman was 

created for man. 

2. I Corinthians 14:24-36: women must be in submission at the worship service.  If 

they have questions they are to ask their husbands at home. 

3. I Timothy 2:11-15: women must learn in submission.  They are not to teach or 

have authority over men. 

E. Genesis 2: God made man first.  Woman was made from him to be his helper.  Adam 

named Eve signifying dominance over her.
10

 

F. Women are not inferior to men but they have been created differently from men for 

different purposes.
11

 

Because these commands are rooted in creation, culture has nothing to do with whether or not 

these commands should be obeyed today.  Therefore believers must follow the biblical mandate.  

To not obey them is to walk in error and disobedience. 

 

III. Could they be wrong? 

The traditionalist view has gone unquestioned for centuries.  But could they have been looking at 

scripture through the wrong grid?  Could they, in fact, be the ones who have allowed culture to 

influence them?  This happened with the Christian support of slavery.  Has it also happened with 

the traditionalist view of women? 

A. The Curse of Genesis 3:16 and misogyny.   

1. "He will rule over you" is not prescriptive but descriptive of what will happen.
12

 

2. The curse distorted men's view of women and set in motion an oppressive 

patriarchal culture that exists to this day.
13

 

a. Greek writers 

1. Pseudo-Demosthenes notes various "uses" for women (sexual, work, 

procreation).
14
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2. Homer's "Great Conversation" of 73 people in the Iliad contains no 

women and the discussion about women expresses thoughts that are 

thoroughly mean-spirited. 

3. Socrates says that women are halfway between men and animals.
15

 

4. Plato states that evil people will be reincarnated as women. 

5. Aristotle sees women as defective males. 

b. Philosophers 

1. Schopenbauer saw women as foolish and useful only for children. 

2. Nietzsche considered men to be shallow who thought women to be equal. 

3. Darwin found women inferior in all aspects. 

4. Freud saw women hopelessly envious of man's biology (penis envy). 

c. Religious thought 

1. Jewish:  

a. Daily prayer: "Thank you Lord for not making me a women." 

b. Jewish women were dominated by males in every aspect of life.   

1. It was men who received the sign of the covenant (circumcision). 

2. Women were kept from the inner temple, separated and silenced in 

the synagogue, not considered true members and were not 

permitted to be taught Jewish law.   

3. Men preferred sons and thought it better to burn the Law than give 

it to a woman.   

4. They could not bear witness and were to be veiled in public.
16

 

2. Church Fathers thought women were to be avoided because they were a 

"subtle and dangerous temptress always inclined to beguile man and to 

inflame him with evil passions." 

a. John Chrysostom believed women to be a "necessary evil" and a 

"natural temptation". 

b. Tertullian saw women as "the devil's gateway" of sin to men. 

c. Augustine thought another man would have been a better 

companion for Adam .  Women were for procreation only. 

3. To Aquinas, women were defective by nature, not imaging God.
17

 Men 

needed to dominate because women can't reason well.
18
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4. Luther said man reflected God's image but the woman only lesser, similar 

to the sun and moon.  Man's dominion was woman's punishment for 

introducing sin into the world.
19

 

5. John Knox thought women should be subordinate because the female 

nature was stupid, weak, unstable, and cruel.
20

 

6. Charles Hodge said that for the general good all women should be 

deprived of the rights to self-government.
21

 

 

It was out of this kind of philosophical and theological mindset that Christian theologians 

have formulated their views regarding women. 

 

B.  Inferior sex? It was only natural (as with Knox) to subject women to male authority 

due to their obvious inferiority. 

1. Calvin saw women as "born to obey men".
22

 

2. To John Knox, it was repugnant by nature for woman to be in leadership.
23

 

3. Fundamentalists thought that women's roles were to be mothers of good men, 

laying aside personal ambition for husbands and brothers advancement.  For a 

woman to leave her sphere was to be an "instrument of Satan." It was a sign of the 

last days.
24

 

 

C.  Equal but different?  Even when theologians began to see men and women as equal 

but different
25

  the restrictions remained.  Throughout church history when God moved 

through women, men often stepped in to restrict their influence. 

1. Early Church: When the church meetings moved from the house into 

institutionalized buildings men took back the positions of leadership that 

women had functioned in.
26

 

2. Fundamentalism: Men sought to take back the church for men after great 

female advancements in the late 1800's and early 1900's. 
27

 

3. Feminism Movement: Out of a fear that the church was going down a slippery 

slope the conservative Christians have organized to stop the slide into cultural 

relativism.
28
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D. Slavery is all too similar.  Blacks were once thought to be inferior to whites, then 

equal but functionally different.  Today we know that there are no justifications for 

separating the races.
29

 

 

Christianity has not been spared from error merely due to a sincere dedication to scripture and 

prayer.  Our best theologians have been proven grossly wrong in the past.  Are we above error 

today?  Because of this we should step cautiously and humbly into areas that would restrict 

others freedom. 

 

IV. An Alternative Viewpoint 

The traditionalist view has taken a few biblical points on a graph and assumed a straight line 

connects them all.  But there are alternative views that also connect the dots and are still biblical, 

although they may not take the "obvious" path that traditionalists assume. 

A. Genesis 1:26-28 and the nature of God. 

1. God is relational by nature. 

2. Man and woman in relationship are the expression of His nature. 

3. God gave both man and woman dominion. 

4. There is no expression of hierarchy.
30

 

B. Genesis 2 

1. Adam's priority in creation doesn't necessitate his priority in status.
31

 

2. Eve's status as "helper" is a term of equality, not subservience.
32

 

3. Adam's "naming" of Eve does not follow the pattern of his naming the animals 

and therefore does not show his authority over Eve.
33

 

 

C. Women leaders in the Bible 

If God does not desire women to be in leadership then one would think that there would 

be no valid examples of female leadership in the Bible.  But even in a culture that could 

be considered hostile to women, we find female leaders who are called and used by God. 

1. Miriam - note especially Micah 6:4 that makes a point to underline her leadership. 

2. Deborah - Judges 4-5.  As a prophetess she led and delivered Israel without even a 

hint of dishonor from the scripture. 
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3. Huldah - 2 Kings 22:14-20.  King Josiah sends the priest and royal cabinet to 

meet with her to hear God's word for Israel. 

4. Phoebe - Romans 16:1
34

. Phoebe was mentioned first in Paul's list, a deacon[ess] 

and a helper of many, even Paul. 

5. Priscilla - Romans 16:3.  She is mentioned before her husband which is odd in 

that culture unless she was the more active leader.
35

  In Acts 18:26 she is used to 

teach Apollos, a great leader in the church. 

6. Junia - Romans 16:7 - A disputed name (whether it is male or female)
36

 but 

evidence exists
37

 that Junia was female and an apostle. 

Some traditionalists would say that these examples are exceptions and/or concessions due 

to men's failure to lead well.
38

   But it would rather seem that these women are precedent 

setters, the first fruit of things to come as the culture becomes more open to women 

leaders.
39

 

 

D. Women in Church History.   

1. Every era has had at least one woman who stood out with a strong calling from 

God to either evangelize or build the church.   

2. Some of the most notable men to encourage women preachers were John Wesley, 

Charles Finney and D.L. Moody.
40

 

E. Jesus on women. Jesus validated women by…  

1. including them as disciples. 

2. teaching them (when woman were not to be taught).  

3. entrusting the gospel and resurrection message to them (when his male disciples 

forsook him and the culture didn't consider a woman's testimony valid.)
41

 

F. Jesus on leadership.   

1. His disciples were not supposed to rule over others like the Gentiles did (Mt. 

20:24-28.   

2. Jesus set the precedent of leadership by washing his disciple's feet (John 13:1-

17).
42

   

Therefore leadership was not to be viewed in super-subordinate terms. 
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G. Pentecost. This event occurred after men and women waited for the Spirit together in 

the upper room.  A new day dawned where the church mission to reach all nations 

was to be pursued without the rigid restrictions of past days
43

. 

1. Pentecost is the fulfillment of Joel 2:28 where the Spirit is no longer for old, 

Jewish males but is poured out on the previously marginalized people (young, 

women and servants). 

2. Acts 2 was "Emancipation Day" where both men and women experienced the in-

filling of the Spirit with its accompanying gifts.
44

 

 

H. Paul on women.  Paul reflected this new day in his approach to women.  He 

continued the validation and dignity of women that began with Jesus.  He 

incorporated women into ministry while still respecting cultural limitations. 

1. Galatians 3:28  

a. This passage is a general passage in regard to salvation (as traditionalists 

insist) but there are ramifications that follow this truth (which traditionalists 

deny).
45

  If Gentiles and slaves, after being baptized into the faith, are able to 

function in leadership roles that were previously kept from them, why not 

women?
46

 

b. Paul encouraged slaves to seek their freedom if possible (1 Cor. 7:21), so too 

women should seek to use their giftedness if possible. 

c. Scriptural restrictions on women should be viewed through the lens of Gal. 

3:28 not vice versa.
47

 

2. I Corinthians 7:2-5- Paul calls for a truly mutual relationship between husbands 

and wives in regard to sexuality in a culture where men did as they pleased. 

3. I Corinthians 11:2-15- This same mutuality is stated at the end of a very disputed 

text (vs. 2-10)
48

 regarding submission.  Note the qualifier in verse 11 "In the Lord, 

however…" seeming to set Paul's words of mutuality above his preceding words 

on submission. 

4. The meaning of "head" in I Corinthians 11:3 and Ephesians 5:23.  If Paul wanted 

to refer to head as authority (as traditionalists believe)
49

 there are better Greek 

words to do so.  Head most often denotes the source from which something 

comes, not leader or authority.
 50
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I.  Paul on giftedness 

1. I Corinthians 12- In a letter that is giving details regarding worship, etc. it seems 

odd that Paul would not mention that leadership gifts are not for women if that 

were the case.  To the contrary, no distinction is made. 

2. Romans 12- Paul's emphasis on gift-based ministry is shown here where 

specifically the gifts of teaching and leadership are specifically mentioned.
51

 

There are no qualifications or restrictions regarding women. 

 

Traditionalists would say that women who feel called into leadership over men are 

wrong.  They have sensed a false leading.
52

  But this seems to put us in a potentially 

precarious position of resisting the will of God if he indeed does choose to call a woman 

(as we have seen him do in past history).
53

 

 

J.  Cultural Factors.
54

  As noted already, the cultural norms of the day expected 

women to be "in their place" which was under the rule of men.  Paul diplomatically 

addressed submission by encouraging women to subject themselves to men in 

specific instances, yet his teaching removed the theological underpinnings of 

authoritarianism which he knew would lead to its eventual dismantling.
55

 

1. I Corinthians 14:32-35 

a. Women are called to silence because their questioning caused a nuisance due 

to their lack of scriptural understanding.   

b. They were not kept from participating in worship (cf. 11:5) but were expected 

to control themselves.
56

 

2. I Timothy 2:11-14 

a. Women are temporarily prevented from teaching because of their lack of 

training in scripture.
 57

    

b. Paul fears their teaching could lead others into error as Eve did when she 

responded to Satan without proper knowledge.
58

   

c. The situation is complicated by the spiritual/sexual overtones of the local 

pagan cults which is another reason to restrict women teachers for Paul.
59
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I Corinthians 10:23 sums up Paul's approach to women in leadership.  Yes, women in 

leadership is permissible.  But it is not always beneficial due to cultural 

expectations.
60

 

 

V. Theological Obstacles to the Traditional View 

One of the foundational issues for the traditional view is the understanding of the "maleness" of 

God.  Not that God is male but that the male gender best reflects God's nature.  From this it 

follows that leadership should be male.
61

 

A. Is God male?  God is neither male nor female, but Spirit.
62

  He is often spoken of in 

masculine terms to represent his strength and protection. 

B. Did Jesus need to be a man?  Due to cultural reasons, Jesus needed to be male in 

order for his message to be heard and accepted but not for any theological reasons.
63

 

C. Did the apostles need to be male?  As with Jesus, they too needed to be male for the 

sake of the message.
64

 

D. Is Jesus subordinate to the Father?  Traditionalists often say that female 

subordination is reflective of Jesus' subordination to the Father
65

.  But his 

subordination is temporary while on earth, not permanent for all eternity.
66

 

The traditional view is not only restrictive of women's giftedness but also reflects a distorted 

view of the Trinity.
 67

 

 

VI. Logical Obstacles of the Traditional View 

The practical out-workings of the traditional view is filled with inconsistencies and 

contradictions.  Only three are mentioned here. 

A. Are women equal or inferior?   If women are deemed equal to men then it would 

follow that they should be allowed the same functional roles as men.  To deny 

function based purely on women's femaleness is to imply inferiority.
68

 

B. Who makes the rules?  Denominations that once ordained women are now some of 

the most restrictive regarding women
69

.    

C. Where do you draw the line?  Each denomination that attempts to restrict women in 

leadership draws the line in a different place.  Even individual churches have their 

own lines (i.e. women can give an announcement but can't share a testimony, etc.)
70
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VII.  Concluding Thoughts 

A. A Christian can be biblical and not embrace the traditional view of gender roles.
71

 

B. Scriptural restrictions on women in leadership are temporary due to cultural 

considerations and were never intended to engrain a status quo.
72

 

C. Current culture allows for full expression of women's freedom in Christ without their 

involvement in leadership causing a stumbling block.
73

  

D. To purposefully eliminate women from leadership is to negate the full expression of 

God's nature.
 74

 
75

 

E. Imposing restrictions on women is arbitrary, not biblical, and tends to reflect a 

pharisaical attitude (creating or promoting laws that put heavy loads on people), not 

one of grace or "good news" (the gospel). 

F. Instead of perpetuating the oppression of women, men should seek to nurture and 

release women's giftedness regardless of the gift.
76

 

 

Conclusion: The Bible tells us that women are created equal to men and can be gifted with 

leadership ability according to the ministry of the Spirit of God.  History has reflected this truth 

and theology and logic reinforce it.  Therefore it would be unethical to eliminate women from 

the role of pastor/elder in the church. 
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Rapids: Baker, 1996) p. 46 says "Probably the biggest hindrance to a productive approach to the gender debate is 

the perceived threat of the 'slippery slope.'  Many fear that a rapid descent into a secular, liberal, or pagan feminism 

would be the result if evangelicals were to accept a nonhierarchical, flexible, equalitarian approach to gender 

relations. In view of this fear, it is crucial that we understand what is and what is not at stake in this debate …What 

is at stake is the opportunity for women to pursue their callings whatever they may be, as well as the opportunity for 

both men and women to benefit from the full range of women's gifts and to learn from and relate to women as whole 

persons.  What is not at stake is biblical authority, biblical morality, the integrity of the church, or the preservation 

of the family and civilized society." P. 239. 
72

 Jewett, p. 148. 
73

 Groothuis, p. 25. 
74

 Grenz/Kjesbo say that "a true perception of the divine nature requires the contribution of both men and women." 

P. 150.  They also go on to quote from Aida Besancon Spencer who says, "If we want people to mature in God's 

image, it is imperative that we have women and men to model all aspects of God's nature.  Women and men are 

needed to participate at every level of theological practice and discussion so that God's full counsel can become 

apparent." From her book, Beyond the Curse: Women Called to Ministry. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1985), p. 

122. 
75

 Ruth A. Tucker and Walter L. Liefied quote Finney "the church that silences the woman is shorn of half of it's 

power." Daughters of the Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987) p. 252-3. 
76

 Jewett concludes his book with these remarks based on D.S. Baileys book Sexual Relation in Christian 

Thought.(New Your: Harper & Bros., 1959), p. 117 "In the past, this genuine partnership of mind and spirit between 

the man and the woman has been greatly hindered by theories of male superiority and domination.  The woman has 

been excluded from many spheres of life, especially those where decisions are made.  And her social and 

educational disabilities have deprived her of the means to refute the arguments by which the man has buttressed his 

position of privilege.  The woman has had to compete with the man in a 'man's world', on his terms, rather than 

relate to him as a partner who is equal to him in every way.  In view of the many obstacles she has had to face in 

exercising her natural fits as a female human being, her achievements are remarkable.  Yet compared to the man's 

they are slight indeed.  Little do we know what resources she has because of the stultifying effects of male 

supremacy…[Man needs to] renounce the prerogatives, privileges, and powers which tradition has given him in the 

name of male headship.  And it calls for courage on the part of the woman to share the burdens and responsibilities 

of life with the man, that in love and humility they may together fulfill their common destiny as Man." P. 150 
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