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    Introduction


    Ronald W. Pierce, Cynthia Long Westfall, and Christa L. McKirland
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      IF YOU HOLD TO MY TEACHING, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (Jn 8:31-32 NIV).1 So promised Jesus Christ, the Lord of the church and the universe. The cause of Christ is advanced only as the “true message of the gospel” is recognized, affirmed, and lived out with wisdom and integrity, and in the power of God’s Spirit (Col 1:5 NIV; see Gal 2:5, 14). This gospel truth must be brought to the church and to the world. Christian teachings that fall short of truth not only impede believers from walking in the full freedom of the gospel of grace and truth (Gal 5:1), but also hinder those who are not yet believers from coming to salvation through the person and work of Jesus in the world through those who chose to follow him.


      This volume is born of the conviction that both the world and the church urgently need to hear and take to heart the message of biblical equality, because it is at once gospel-grounded, true, logical, biblical, and beneficial. The essential message of biblical equality is simple and straightforward: maleness and femaleness, in and of themselves, neither privilege nor curtail one’s ability to be used to advance the kingdom, or to glorify God in any dimension of ministry, mission, society, or family. The sexual differences that exist between men and women do not justify granting men unique and perpetual prerogatives of leadership and authority that are not shared by women. Biblical equality, therefore, denies that there is any created or otherwise God-ordained hierarchy based solely on sexual difference.2 Egalitarianism recognizes patterns of authority in the family, church, and society—it is not anarchistic—but rejects the notion that any office, ministry, or opportunity should be denied anyone on the grounds of being male or female. This is because women and men are made equally in God’s image and likeness (Gen 1:27), equally fallen (Rom 3:23), equally redeemable through Christ’s life, death, and resurrection (Jn 3:16), equally participants in the new-covenant community (Gal 3:28), equally heirs of God in Christ (1 Pet 3:7), and equally able to be filled and empowered by the Holy Spirit for life and ministry (Acts 2:17). In short, this is the essence of biblical equality.


      Consequently, any limits placed on the gifts and abilities of women should be challenged through a rigorous and honest investigation of the biblical texts that is rightly interpreted in the larger context of God’s Word. Biblical egalitarianism (as opposed to any brand of secular feminism) is biblically based and kingdom focused. It does not rest its arguments on secular political movements or a theologically liberal denial of the Scripture’s full and discernible truth and authority for all time. Moreover, biblical egalitarians apply the basic historical-grammatical method of interpretation and the best principles of theologizing to their task. They make no appeal to “women’s consciousness” or “feminine traits” as normative; neither do they feel free to dispense with or underplay any aspect of any part of sacred Scripture, since it is all equally God-breathed and profitable for all of life (2 Tim 3:15-17). Biblical equality, while concerned about the false limits and stereotypes that have fettered women, is not woman-centered but God-centered and concerned with the biblical liberation of both men and women for the cause of Christ in our day and beyond. For when women are denied their gifts and callings, men suffer from this omission as well.


      


        THE PURPOSE OF THE BOOK


        This comprehensive collection of scholarly essays is part of an ongoing controversy among evangelical Christians over the meaning of sexual difference for ministry and marriage. Though varying expressions of a predominantly male leadership have persisted in the church and home over the last two millennia, a remnant has always been present to speak on behalf of biblical equality between men and women. This voice became stronger and clearer around the time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century, even more so at the turn of the nineteenth to twentieth century, and during recent decades has been expressed by a host of evangelicals who hold firmly to the inspiration and authority of Scripture. This volume is built on the faithful work of all those women and men who have preceded us.


        A threefold goal guides the writing and editing of this collection of essays. First, we have sought to present a positive explanation and a fresh defense of biblical equality in a format that may be useful as a resource for teachers, students, and laypersons who have a serious interest in “the gender question.”3 To this end, the book is academic and persuasive in tone, and may be read alongside similar texts that defend the male-leadership position.4


        Second, we have sought to foster a dialogue that will draw in those who share our evangelical heritage yet disagree with or have questions about the biblical equality position. In order to offer a fuller, more informative picture of gender equality, we have widened the scope of our discussion beyond the relevant biblical texts to cover a range of theological, cultural, and practical perspectives as well. Thus, we hope that there will be something in this book that will be helpful and relevant for everyone. We are convinced that an ongoing constructive dialogue among evangelicals can lead us all to a better understanding of God’s Word and God’s will for our shared lives together as the body of Christ.


        Third, we wish to encourage women as well as men to celebrate God’s gift of maleness and femaleness in the context of mutually shared partnerships and spiritual friendship, without the trappings of male hierarchy that traditionally have accompanied such relationships, whether in marriage, in ministry, or in the context of cross-gender friendships. Further, it is our desire that women called to ministry will be better able to discover and develop their gifts and exercise them in their callings to fruitful ministry.


      


      

      

        EVANGELICALS AND GENDER: TWO VIEWS


        While there is a spectrum of views on this topic, the most fundamental divide is over one basic question: Are there any aspects of leadership denied to women and reserved for men strictly on the basis of one’s sex? Many of those who answer yes prefer to be called complementarians because they believe that “complementary” differences between men and women empower men and restrict women to some extent. While egalitarians do not argue that men and women are the same, we are less likely to define what “masculine” and “feminine” qualities are, let alone to make adherence to any given list of qualities morally binding.


        It is vitally important to meaningful discussion—especially between Christians—to use terms that are accurate and respectful representations of each view. Speaking of and to each other in a Christlike manner is crucial. Toward this end, we must take a moment to offer a brief explanation of how we really differ on this issue. Though there is much common ground that we share, at the end of the day two distinctive positions emerge.


        Male leadership. This position sets forth a predominantly male-leadership model that restricts women from full participation in certain ministries and decision-making responsibilities. The emphasis is on male leadership rather than shared leadership in the home and/or church. For the greater part of church history this position has been expressed in such terms as patriarchy, hierarchy, headship (interpreted to mean “leadership”), authority, and tradition. However, such language has been shunned recently by many proponents, due to some negative connotations and misuse of early descriptives. Despite their drawbacks, however, patriarchal terminology continues to identify most accurately the essential distinction of the position. According to this view, men are seen as responsible under God for the leadership in the home and/or church, though they should serve in these roles with an attitude of Christlike servanthood. Women may have a limited degree of input into the leadership and decision-making processes, but in the end, they must submit to the decisions of their husbands and/or male church leaders—though significant disagreement still exists within this position as to how exactly this theory is to be worked out in practice.


        The long tenure of this view as the majority opinion in society and the church has led to its being called the traditional view. But since this could be perceived to have a negative implication (being only traditional as opposed to being biblical), and because the traditional view had understood women to be ontologically inferior to men in many ways, new terminology was sought. By the end of the 1980s the idea of “biblical manhood and womanhood” expressed in terms of gender complementarity became the language of preference for a number of proponents of male leadership.5 Concurrent with this terminology is the contention that God created male and female as equal in personhood but distinct in function (i.e., to be complements of each other) and that female submission to male leadership is inherent in the gender distinctions. Thus, sex and gender are typically conflated on this view, since to be a male person is to be the leader and to be a female person is to be the follower. On this view, maleness and femaleness are not simply something human persons are, but something they do.


        Gender equality.6 For those holding to gender equality, the most common descriptives have been evangelical feminism, egalitarianism, and biblical equality. As with the terms applied to the male-leadership view, there have been negative implications and pejorative uses of these terms in the debate. For example, though feminism accurately describes the aspect of a position that seeks to be more supportive of a woman’s freedom and opportunity to serve alongside men in ministry and marriage, the qualifier evangelical is helpful in distinguishing evangelical feminism from the unbiblical aspects of liberal religious and secular feminism. The term egalitarian has been used by some opponents to suggest that evangelicals who hold this position admit to no differences between men and women—though such an extreme egalitarianism has never been held by evangelical proponents of gender equality. Finally, biblical is added to the concept of gender equality in order to distinguish evangelicals from those who seek gender equality primarily because of cultural pressure, personal agendas, or equal-rights politics, rather than out of obedience to Scripture.


        With regard to the idea of complementarity, it should be noted that from the time of the first wave of the modern women’s movement (nineteenth to twentieth centuries), many have argued that women should participate equally with men precisely because they bring complementary gender qualities to marriage, ministry, and society. In fact, terminology of complementarity was used earlier by egalitarians before it was coined by the Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood in 1987 to mean “male leadership.” For example, one egalitarian wrote four years before this Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood milestone, “The relation between men and women is presented in terms of the three principles of diversity, unity, and complementarity.”7 Although contributors to this volume are varied in their opinions on the degrees of gender-related complementarity, one thing remains distinct about the egalitarian view: regardless of differing opinions on the specifics of how sex and gender are related or how males and females should act as men and women in the world, there is consensus that males do not have unilateral leadership simply because they are males. That is the main argument of this volume.


        In view of all these considerations, it is probably most fitting and accurate to refer to those who believe in restricting some leadership roles to men as advocates of male leadership, or patriarchalists, because they affirm to some degree male authority over women. The term traditionalist has been used in reference to this view, since the patriarchal component reflects the dominant tradition of church history.8 However, one of the hallmarks of contemporary complementarianism is the denial of women’s inferiority, which was assumed in the traditional patriarchy of church history.


        In the end, the debate between those who promote male leadership and those who promote gender equality cannot be rightly settled by name calling, issuing propaganda, or evading this divisive issue. Rather, it can be approached with integrity only through careful, scholarly investigation of what Scripture teaches about the nature, gifts, and callings of women and men. To that end this revised and expanded edition of Discovering Biblical Equality continues to function as the only multiauthored volume that comprehensively, systematically, and consistently articulates an egalitarian position based on the tenets of biblical teaching.9 While the authors are aware of and responsive to the patriarchal alternative, the overall spirit of the book is more affirming of God’s gifting of women and men than it is critical of those who dispute biblical equality.


      


      

      

        AN OVERVIEW OF DISCOVERING BIBLICAL EQUALITY



        As an intentionally comprehensive work, Discovering Biblical Equality is not meant to be read through from front to back in one or two sittings—although some will do that. Rather, it is offered primarily as a reference resource that is more likely to be accessed as selected sections or chapters by those interested in specific questions or issues related to evangelical gender equality. With this in mind, all of its sections contribute in complementary ways to one another, as well as to the broader and multifaceted area of studies in evangelicals and gender. To that end, we offer this following guide for reading and referencing Discovering Biblical Equality.


        The first chapter, by CBE International president and church historian Mimi Haddad, stands alone in providing a crucial, historical context for the ongoing debate. In it, she sets the contemporary divide against the backdrop of early egalitarians from the first centuries of the church through the Reformation (sixteenth century), where the modern gender-equality movement was born largely out of the Reformers’ conviction regarding the priesthood of all believers.


        Part I, “Looking to Scripture: The Biblical Texts,” includes eleven essays that zero in on the crucial topic of the biblical support for gender equality, challenging patriarchal assumptions, interpretations, and applications. First, Mary Conway explains the foundational Genesis passages that narrate God’s good creation of humanity in the divine image, along with humanity’s tragic fall into sin, and finds no hint of created patriarchy. This is followed by three essays, respectively by Ronald Pierce and Mary Conway (women under Old Testament law), Linda Belleville (women leaders in the Bible), and Aída Besançon Spencer (Jesus’ treatment of women). These help to clarify the status and function of women across Old and New Testaments, while debunking myths that have arisen during the patriarchal cultures of church history. After this, the seven most relevant New Testament passages on singleness, marriage, and ministry are carefully considered respectively by Ronald Pierce and Elizabeth Kay (1 Cor 7:1-40), Gordon Fee (1 Cor 11:2-16), Craig Keener (1 Cor 14:34-35), Cynthia Westfall (Gal 3:26-29), Lynn Cohick (Col 3:18-19; Eph 5:21-33), Linda Belleville (1 Tim 2:11-15), and Peter Davids (1 Pet 3:1-7). Leaving virtually no stone unturned in their assessment of each of these important and often-misunderstood passages, they argue that biblical equality—rather than any form or degree of patriarchy—is advocated and indeed woven into the very fabric of Paul’s one-another theology, as well as in Peter’s understanding of men and women as co-heirs in marriage. These essays offer better understandings of these controversial texts as these are read in the light of the Spirit’s guidance and in a way that is consistent with the whole corpus of Scripture. The authors employ sound principles of interpretation that carefully consider the literary, historical, and cultural contexts of passages that have been used to restrict women unnecessarily in the home and church. Notably, this edition of Discovering Biblical Equality incorporates 1 Corinthians 7 into this debate, an important passage that has been wrongfully neglected by proponents on both sides in the past.10


        Part II, “Thinking It Though: Theological and Logical Perspectives,” groups eight essays that explore critical theological dimensions of the gender debate. These include Spirit gifting as the criterion for ministry (Gordon Fee), the nature of authority in the New Testament (Walter Liefeld), the image of God and gender essentialism (Christa L. McKirland), the priesthood of all believers (Stanley Grenz), the analogy of Scripture’s treatment of slavery (Stanley Porter), the rise and fall of the Trinity argument for the subordination of women (Kevin Giles), and biblical metaphors of God as mother and spiritual formation (Ronald Pierce and Erin Heim). Finally, former coeditor Rebecca Merrill Groothuis offers a compelling analysis of the faulty hermeneutical principle used by complementarians to justify women’s subordination, namely, that women are equal to men in being, yet permanently unequal in role because of their being. In this philosophical essay, she finds such an approach methodologically wanting.


        Part III, “Addressing the Issues: Interpretive and Cultural Perspectives,” brings together five essays that relate questions of interpretive methodology to gender equality as this concerns a wide range of related contemporary issues and debates. A foundational chapter on biblical hermeneutics appears at the head of this group (Cynthia Westfall), followed by essays on the scant evidence for gender complementarity from the social sciences (Elizabeth Hall), biblical equality and contemporary English Bible translations (Jeffrey Miller), evolving questions and evangelical arguments over same-sex marriage (Ronald Pierce), and concerns regarding egalitarian theology and the sanctity of human life (Heidi Unruh and Ronald Sider).


        Part IV, “Living It Out: Practical Applications,” finishes this volume with six essays that offer practical information and insights on working out the principles of biblical equality in the church, in marriage, and in our larger communities. The first essay addresses questions of how to communicate biblical gender equality in our broader church gatherings—indeed, all Christian organizations, whether large or small (Mimi Haddad). This is followed by contributions on marriage as a partnership of equals (Judith and Jack Balswick), how biblical equality can address deep concerns with intimate-partner violence (Kylie Maddox Pidgeon), connections between gender and racial injustice (Juliany González Nieves), global perspectives on human flourishing (Mimi Haddad), and persistent hopes for the possibility of meaningful reconciliation between contemporary complementarians and egalitarians (Alice Mathews).


        In sum, all the contributors to this edition of Discovering Biblical Equality have applied their expertise to the cause of helping Christians discover the gospel truth, genuine goodness, and deep joy of biblical equality without the unnecessary trappings of patriarchy regardless of its evolving and ever-softening forms. Moreover, we do so out of our love for Jesus Christ, for God’s inspired and authoritative Word, as well as our desire to see God’s kingdom flourish more fully in the power and blessing of God’s Spirit until our Lord and Savior returns. To the end, it is our sincere hope and prayer that the readers of this volume may be like the Berean Jews of noble character in the first century who, with open minds, hopeful hearts, and great eagerness, examined the Scriptures to test the truth of Paul’s message (Acts 17:11).
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History Matters

Evangelicals and Women

Mimi Haddad




[image: Image]




IN HIS 1949 NOVEL, George Orwell observes that those in power perpetuate their dominance by misrepresenting the facts of history. According to Orwell, “He who controls the present, controls the past. He who controls the past, controls the future.”1 The persistence of patriarchy is due, in part, to a distorted representation of history. Those committed to male authority secure their ascendency by marginalizing, omitting, and devaluing women’s accomplishments throughout history. The gender bias among evangelicals not only diminishes their own history; it also furthers a trajectory of marginalization and abuse.

Paige Patterson, former president of the Southern Baptist Convention—the largest Protestant denomination in the United States—was denounced in 2018 by thousands of Southern Baptist Convention women for his comments objectifying a young girl and for counseling an abused woman to remain with her violent spouse.2 When she returned with two black eyes, Patterson said he was happy because her faithfulness led her husband to church.3

These events prompted scholar Beth Allison Barr to consider how patriarchal ideas might be complicit in demeaning women. Since Patterson was also the former president of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Barr analyzed the priority of history in the school’s curriculum. She found that only 5 percent of the 2018 fall courses offered were specifically on history. In “the primary source reader [Story of Christianity], 98% of the entries were written by men . . . [who] comprised 94% of the narrative.”4 Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary’s biased curriculum not only damages the credibility of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary as a center of higher education, but it reinforces the Southern Baptist Convention’s sexism. Given the prominence of Southern Baptist Convention faculty in the leadership of the Evangelical Theological Society, and its journal, the dearth of historical inquiry at Evangelical Theological Society is telling.

Research suggests that women’s experience at Evangelical Theological Society meetings is often one of hostility, suspicion, or ambivalence, with women reporting being ignored, heckled, and presumed the spouses of male scholars.5 As of 2018, women comprise less than 6 percent of its members, yet the society explores gender in its journal and at annual meetings. In recent years, there has been an effort to include history among the hundreds of papers presented at each conference—though these frequently concern just a few prominent (male) figures who reappear often. At the 2017 annual meeting there was a commendable session, including four lectures on Reformation women, all presented by female scholars. However, in thirty years of quarterly journals (1988–2018), only 38 percent of the issues had one church history article, and 24 percent had none. Of all the church history articles published in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society since 1988, 2 percent concern women or women’s issues, a figure that shows remarkable consistency across the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society book reviews concerning history (2.7 percent about women), and the Evangelical Theological Society’s history-related conference workshops (2.1 percent on women) and plenaries (0 percent on women). In all formats combined, women’s history accounts for 2.3 percent of the Evangelical Theological Society’s output since 1988. Of these articles, book reviews, and presentations, 80 percent are from an egalitarian perspective. In thirty years of scholarship, not a single complementarian has published an article in their journal concerning women in church history.6

The question is whether this neglect is due to ambivalence, ignorance, or something more intentional. Women played a more significant role in Christian history and the development of theology than presentations or published content by the Evangelical Theological Society acknowledge. If women have been, as this chapter will argue, incisive theologians, courageous reformers, and prophetic leaders since Christianity began, the notion that women’s shared leadership is a liberal innovation—one that dismisses the teachings of Scripture—proves untenable.

To redress the distortion of history, this chapter will explore lesser-known women leaders from the early church to the modern era and the theological ideals that not only inspired their service but also characterized evangelicals as a whole. The neglect of women leaders in history reflects the theological distance between evangelicals today and those of the past.


WHO REPRESENTS EVANGELICALS?

As the president of CBE (Christians for Biblical Equality) International, I often speak on women’s history at evangelical schools. When invited, I research the institution’s female founders and leaders. Through this process, I have deepened my knowledge of women who have shaped denominations and institutions around the globe. Yet, whether through bias or neglect, this history is not well-known by the very schools that prepared women as global leaders. Once, as I preached on the first class of graduates of an evangelical college known today for its complementarian posture, the chair of Bible—after introducing me—walked out of the chapel. I learned later that he did so because he does not believe Scripture permits women to preach, even while thousands embraced the gospel through the school’s female graduates. Given the neglect of history among evangelicals today, the legacy of women pioneers seems radical, or radix in Latin—“a return to the root.”7

In recounting the history of early evangelical women, I articulate a theology of women that seems imported and offensive because it challenges precisely where some have become biblically and historically feeble. The radical women of the 1800s believed that Calvary makes everything new. It is not gender but new life in Christ that equips every Christian for service. To condemn as unbiblical in women what we exalt as the work of Christ in men is not only inconsistent; it is also at odds with the facts of history and the teachings of Scripture. Compelled by Christ to “Go into all the world and preach the gospel” (Mk 16:15 NIV), women have advanced Christianity and shaped a Christian or evangelical identity since Easter morning.

Historian Mark Noll notes that the term evangelical, when first used by the early Christians, referred to the good news of Christ’s “life, death and resurrection.” During the Reformation, Luther appropriated the word evangelical to elevate Christ’s atonement above the indulgences sold by the late medieval church. Repeatedly, the term evangelical was associated with renewal movements because they too prioritized Christ’s victory over sin and death. Philipp Spener’s Pia Desideria called for spiritual and social renewal, as did the revivals of the eighteenth century: these events were not only “intense periods of unusual response to gospel preaching . . . but also . . . linked with unusual efforts at godly living.” Embedded in the early evangelical teachings were theological convictions that, as Noll observes, guided the faith and lives of adherents.8 To be renewed by the gospel meant that one had crossed life’s sharpest line—from spiritual death to new life in Christ. As such, one was expected to become a markedly new person in service to others.9

The theological distinctives of the early evangelicals reflect four qualities, summarized by “Bebbington’s quadrilateral”:10


conversionism: the “belief that lives need to be changed”

biblicism: a high regard for the Bible

activism: evangelism in word and deed

crucicentrism: a stress on Christ’s atonement



Neither Bebbington nor Noll adequately acknowledges the many women leaders who shaped both the evangelical movement and the theological priorities that have characterized Christians throughout history.




EARLY CHURCH WOMEN: MARTYRS, MONASTICS, AND MYSTICS

Women martyrs, Bible scholars, and monastic leaders deepened the gospel’s impact in communities throughout the ancient world.

Martyrs. The earliest, most extensive text by a Christian woman—the Acts of Perpetua—was written by a young mother martyred in Carthage in AD 203. A noblewoman still nursing her child, Perpetua was arrested with five others including her pregnant slave, Felicitas. Like Jesus, they endured a cruel mob, abusive guards, and a despairing family, aware that their battle was against Satan alone. Despite fierce opponents, Perpetua said, “I knew that victory was to be mine.” Her biographer tells how Perpetua faced death glowing as the “darling of God.” When “the right hand of the novice gladiator wavered, she herself guided it to her throat.”11

Blandina was a slave arrested with her master. Refusing to renounce Christ, she too endured brutal torture. Like Perpetua, Blandina exhausted the gladiators in 177. Whipped, burned, tossed by wild animals, Blandina was finally killed by a gladiator’s dagger. The amphitheater where she died in Lyon, France, remains largely intact.

Refusing to sacrifice to the Roman gods, Crispina from North Africa said, “I shall not do so save to the one true God and to our Lord, Jesus Christ his Son, who was born and died. . . . I refuse to sacrifice to these ridiculous deaf and dumb statues.”12 Crispina’s head was shaved—a humiliation to her gender. She was beheaded in 304.

United to Christ as martyrs and heirs of God’s kingdom, women ignited a faith more powerful than Rome, one that challenged cultural expectations for them.

Monastics. During the late third century, affluent Christians fled city life and its comforts to live in the deserts. Here Christians mastered their appetites and discovered a vitality that comes from feasting on God. Many joined the desert movement, led by the ammas and abbas (mothers and fathers).

Wealthy and beautiful, Syncletica moved to the desert outside Alexandria in the fourth century. Her life of simplicity and prayer attracted a community of women, whom she taught that the path to holiness is filled with “many battles and a good deal of suffering for those who are advancing towards God and afterwards, ineffable joy.” If one is able, a commitment to poverty is “a perfect good. Those who can sustain it receive suffering in the body but rest in the soul.”13

Brilliant and wealthy, Macrina the Younger (330–379) turned her home in Turkey into a Christian community where all possessions were held in common and the poor were treated like the wealthy. She was the sister of bishops Gregory and Basil, known for their defense of the Nicene Creed, and both credit her for their education. A lover of knowledge, she insisted that humility and love are the aims of philosophy. Macrina was referred to as “the teacher,” even by her bishop brothers.14

Leaving wealth and children in Rome, Paula (347–404) moved to the deserts of Palestine. Spending her fortune building hospitals, monasteries, and churches, Paula also purchased the ancient texts for a Latin translation of Scripture that she and Jerome—a leading Bible scholar—completed together. Jerome dedicated much of his work to Paula and her daughter Eustochium.15

The desert movement was shaped by ammas. Detached from materialism, ambition, and bodily appetites, women’s monastic communities were centers of intellectual life, renewal, and social reform, a practice that endured throughout the Middle Ages.

Mystics. Christian mystics were committed to simplicity, prayer, and community. Their intimacy with Christ gave women authority as theological and social leaders. Though excluded from traditional centers of learning, women mystics brought needed moral reform to the medieval church.

A Benedictine abbess over monks and nuns, Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) was one of the most influential leaders of her time. A physician who composed music and poetry, Hildegard was also a dominant voice in the politics of her day. She castigated corrupt clergy on a preaching tour sanctioned by the pope, and one bishop called her “a flaming torch which our Lord has lighted in His church.”16

Hildegard claimed inferiority yet challenged human authority, believing that God spoke through her, especially her visions. She documented these in her influential book, Scivias, Latin for “Know the Ways of the Lord.” Her Scivias received papal endorsement even as it shifted the blame for sin from Eve to Satan, challenged the tradition of reading Genesis that demeaned women, stressed mutuality between men and women, and showed how baptism replaced circumcision to welcome women.17 Like mystic Julian of Norwich (1342–1416), Hildegard referred to God with feminine images.18 She was declared a doctor of the church in 2012 by Pope Benedict XVI.

Teresa of Ávila (1515–1582) is considered “the most important woman mystic of the Christian tradition.”19 Her book The Interior Castle is read more than any other work by a mystic. The first woman declared doctor of the church, Teresa joined the Carmelites at age twenty. She was called to a life of prayer, yet her vocation was troubled by a two-decade struggle with sensuality. All her life, Teresa experienced visions and God encounters over which she had little control. Like with Hildegard, these guided her writings. Her masterpiece The Interior Castle illustrates how prayer and meditation lead the soul toward God. Prayer, for Teresa, is nothing more “than an intimate sharing between friends; it means taking time frequently to be alone with Him whom we know loves us.”20 Working to return her order to its commitment to simplicity and prayer, she established sixteen convents built on her reforms.

Also declared a doctor of the church, Catherine of Siena (1347–1380) challenged immorality at the highest level. Drawn to Christ as a child, Catherine nurtured her faith with prayer and fasting. At eighteen, she became a Third Order Dominican. Her devotional life was one of visions, ecstasies, and conflict with evil, but eventually it yielded a deep trust in Christ that forged her extraordinary leadership.

Catherine’s counsel was in great demand. Dictating nearly four hundred letters, she met with troubled parents, betrayed spouses, and feuding families, who sobbed in her presence but left with “their lives profoundly and permanently reversed.” What had she done to bring such change? It “had everything to do with the way she looked at you, with enormous interest and understanding that glowed out of her huge, dark eyes.”21

During the plague, Catherine nurtured the sick and dying. She comforted the imprisoned with visits and prayers. When a young man was unjustly condemned, Catherine alone spoke out against the injustice and remained with him through his execution.

Denouncing the spiritual poverty of clergy, Catherine wrote to Pope Gregory X: “[God] has given you authority and you have accepted it, you ought to be using the power and strength that is yours. If you don’t intend to use it, it would be better and more to God’s honor and the good of your soul to resign.”22

Revered leaders, writers, and theological activists, women mystics were at the center of moral and social reform in the medieval church. Catherine, Hildegard, and Teresa gave birth “to a race of [people] that hate sin and love [God] with a great and burning love.”23 All three were made doctors of the church for declaring God’s truth and justice across time and culture.




REFORMATION WOMEN

As Scripture became a focal point for Protestants, women’s biblical writings and speeches placed them at the forefront of the Reformation and led to their martyrdom. No longer restricted by the rules of monasticism, women gained new freedom as leaders even as they were devalued by leading theologians. Yet women advanced Protestant faith even as they navigated what Calvin and Luther never did—gender discrimination, torture, and martyrdom.

A gifted Bible scholar from Bavaria, Argula von Grumbach (ca. 1492–1564) defended Protestantism for four decades. Her prominence led to financial hardships, and her husband grew resentful and abusive. She wrote, “He does much to persecute Christ in me. . . . I cannot obey him. We are bound to forsake father, mother, brother, sister, child, body and life.”24 Her writings and pamphlets were the most widely distributed of any Reformer except Luther’s.

Martyred in Britain, Lady Jane Grey (1537–1554) and Anne Askew (1521–1546) remained fearless throughout their imprisonment, brilliant throughout their interrogation, and courageous through death. Askew was the only woman ever tortured in the Tower of London; her hips were disjointed on the rack, and she was carried outside and burned at the stake.25 As for Grey, the great-niece of Henry VIII, she was fluent in six languages. Grey’s father, regent to Edward VI, manipulated the dying king to make her queen over the Catholic heir apparent, Mary Tudor. Jane was quickly deposed and imprisoned in the Tower of London, where Dr. Feckenham, her interrogator, warned her that unless she recanted, they would never meet again. She replied, “True it is that we shall never meet again, except God turn your heart.”26 The responses of Jane and Anne recorded during their inquisition reveal not only the intellectual force of the English Reformation but also the influence of women’s theological leadership.

Spared martyrdom, Margaret of Navarre (1492–1549) and her daughter Jeanne d’Albret (1528–1572) supported the Prostestant Reformation in France. Margaret, queen of Navarre, never made an official break with Rome. Her palace at Nérac became a center for Protestant theologians such as Jacques Lefèvre and for Huguenots.27 As queen, Jeanne made Protestantism the official religion of Navarre, turned churches over to the Protestants, opened a school of Reformed theology, and had the New Testament translated into Basque for the first time. Jeanne’s son, as king of France, ensured religious freedom to Protestants in 1598 through the Edict of Nantes—the first law protecting religious freedom in Europe.

As biblical activists and martyrs, women proved essential in establishing Protestant faith in Europe and Britain. In the centuries that followed, the gospel flourished on every continent through women preachers, missionaries, and humanitarians.




CONVERSIONISM: AWAKENINGS AND MOVEMENTS

As pioneering evangelists, women shaped emerging denominations and were at the forefront of new movements. Two examples are Susanna Wesley (1669–1742) and Margaret Fell Fox (1614–1702). Widowed with nine children, Margaret Fell married George Fox, founder of the Quakers. Once widowed, she continued to write, speak, and lead the movement. Adamant that the Quakers would support women’s equality, she published Women’s Speaking Justified in 1666.28

Like Fell Fox, Susanna Wesley was the spiritual leader of her family and eventually her community. Homeschooling her nineteen children, including John, the father of Methodism, and Charles, the great hymn writer, Wesley also led Sunday home meetings, first for her family but eventually for overflowing crowds in her community. Disturbed by her influence, she responded to her husband: “Your objections against our Sunday evening meetings are, first, that it will look particular; secondly, my sex. . . . As to its looking particular, I grant it does; and so does almost everything that is serious, or that may any way advance the glory of God, or the salvation of souls.”29

The best defense for women pastors was women, such as African American Methodist preacher Jarena Lee (ca. 1783–1850). Lee located God’s approval for women preachers in the example of biblical women. Her autobiography recounts: “Did not Mary first preach the risen Savior, and is not the doctrine of the resurrection the very climax of Christianity—hangs not all our hope on this, as argued by St. Paul? Then did not Mary, a woman, preach the gospel?”30 Lee’s was the first autobiography by a woman of color, but it inspired others, such as Julia A. J. Foote (1823–1901), for whom spiritual experiences gave women of color the “very real sense of freedom from a prior ‘self’ and a growing awareness of unrealized, unexploited powers within.”31 African American Zilpha Elaw (1790–1846?) enjoyed spiritual experiences that resembled those of women mystics. Elaw believed God alone called her as a preacher. She “durst not confer with flesh and blood.”32

Another prominent Methodist, Phoebe Palmer (1807–1874), not only launched the Third Great Awakening, but she also guided nineteenth-century holiness theology and modeled leadership for holiness women. Serving the infamous Tombs prisoners, Palmer also established the Five Points Mission. An international evangelist, Palmer was certain that God had called her preach. So “truly has He set His seal upon it . . . in the conversion of thousands of precious souls, and the sanctification of a multitude of believers, that even Satan does not seem to question that my call is divine.” She “attributed the long-standing prohibitions against women in the church to two things in particular: a faulty interpretation of the Bible and a distorted and unchristian view most men had of women.” She defended women’s call to preach in Promise of the Father.33




EVANGELISM: A GOLDEN ERA

Women’s impact as evangelists reached its zenith in the 1800s, a golden era of missions. Outnumbering men two to one as missionaries globally, women pursued new opportunities that demonstrated their gifts and calling. Founding mission organizations, funding their work, and working at all levels, women served in regions where males seldom went.34 The priority women placed on evangelism was embedded in the early evangelical ethos.

African American Amanda Berry Smith (1837–1915) achieved world acclaim as a missionary and leader. Smith served in England, India, Sierra Leone, and Liberia, and Methodist bishop and noted missionary William Taylor said that she “had done more for the cause of missions and temperance in Africa than the combined efforts of all missionaries before her.” Preaching in White and Black communities, Smith was the first African American woman to receive invitations to preach internationally. At a Keswick convention in England, Smith said, “You may not know it, but I am a princess in disguise. I am a child of the King.” Smith realized that “if she was a child, she was an heir of God!” Her confidence in Christ was indomitable.35

A pioneering missionary like Smith, Charlotte “Lottie” Moon (1840–1912) served the people of China for forty years. Lottie’s mother not only preached to her household, since there was no Southern Baptist church in their area, but she also read to them from the writings of noted Baptist missionary Ann Hasseltine Judson (1789–1826). In 1872, Lottie Moon’s sister sailed to China as a missionary, and Lottie joined her in 1873. Adapting rapidly to Chinese culture and language, Lottie moved north to Pingtu to plant and pastor a Baptist Church in 1889. As famines devastated China, she begged family and friends to give generously in gratitude for God’s gift of Christ at Christmas. In response, she received enough money for three more women missionaries, launching the North China Woman’s Missionary Union. As poverty persisted, Moon used all her money to feed her community but died of starvation herself. She said she wished she had a thousand lives to give to the people of China. The year after her death saw the first Lottie Moon Christmas offering—a tradition that continues among Southern Baptists. As of June 2016, more than $168 million has been raised in memory of Moon, a Southern Baptist missionary pastor and church planter.

The church in China exists today because of women evangelists. Dora Yu (1873–1931), a medical doctor and preacher’s daughter, preached in Korea and at revival meetings in China. It was Yu who introduced China’s noted church planter Watchman Nee to Christ.36

Serving Christ in India, Amy Carmichael (1867–1951) devoted more than fifty years to prostituted children. Born in Northern Ireland, she worked initially as an itinerant evangelist, but upon learning of children enslaved as Hindu temple prostitutes, Carmichael intercepted two thousand children and raised nine hundred at her orphanage. Carmichael, an author of more than thirty books, is one of the best-known missionaries of her era.

Single and fearless like Yu, Carmichael, and Moon, Mary Slessor (1848–1915) served over two thousand miles in Calabar (Nigeria) for thirty-eight years. Known affectionately by thousands of Africans as “White Ma,” Slessor built schools, taught trade classes, opened churches, and preached. She adopted abandoned twins, who continued her work after she died. Slessor said her life was

one long daily, hourly, record of answered prayer. For physical health, for mental overstrain, for guidance given marvelously, for errors and dangers averted, for enmity to the Gospel subdued, for food provided at the exact hour needed, for everything that goes to make up life and my poor service, I can testify with a full and often wonder-stricken awe that I believe God answers prayers.37


Surrounded by danger, women missionaries planted churches, schools, and orphanages. They preached, married, buried, trained their successors, and suffered beside their communities. Their character and calling were manifest on mission fields around the world, and even more as they championed the great humanitarian causes of their day.




ACTIVISM

Confronting entrenched injustices, the early evangelicals were decisive leaders in abolition, temperance, and suffrage. The vast majority, 88 percent of evangelical Christians, were abolitionists. Evangelical institutions were stations along the Underground Railroad, and evangelical women not only strategically championed abolition and suffrage, but they also exposed domestic violence, human trafficking, and the sexual abuse of girls and women—key priorities of organizations such as the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and its leaders, Frances Willard and Katharine Bushnell.

Leading abolition were women such as Quaker Sarah Grimké (1792–1873), who gained a national platform for her abolitionist writings. She offered biblical support for women’s equality in public preaching and speaking.38 Quaker Elizabeth Coltman Heyrick (1789–1831) launched a successful boycott of slave-produced goods; a British runaway slave, Mary Prince (1788–1833), was the first woman to present an abolitionist petition to Parliament; and Quaker Mary Ann Shadd Cary (1823–1893) was an African American lawyer who launched The Provincial Freemen, a weekly newspaper devoted to abolition.39

An activist of the highest order, American slave, abolitionist, and suffragist Sojourner Truth (ca. 1797–1883) was one of the most gifted speakers of her day. Revered by Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Abraham Lincoln, Truth used piercing logic to challenge racial and gender prejudice. At an 1852 suffrage meeting in Ohio, Truth observed that denying women the right to vote or preach because Christ was male ignored the fact (articulated by fourth-century theologians) that it was Christ’s humanity, not his maleness, that made Jesus an atonement for all people.40

Like Truth, Pandita Ramabai (1858–1922) gained international renown as an activist. Having become a Christian through a revival in Calcutta, Ramabai founded the Mukti Mission, a humanitarian compound for eight hundred abandoned women, children, and disabled persons. Pandita translated the Bible from Greek and Hebrew into Marathi—a translation solely the work of women. Her book, The High Caste Hindu Woman, exposed the abuses of females in India.41

An international leader like Ramabai, Frances Willard (1839–1898) was president of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the largest Christian women’s organization of its day. Promoting evangelism, suffrage, temperance, and abolition, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union was at the forefront of dismantling the sex industry. Willard’s activism mobilized global women such as Wang Liming (1896–1970), who led Women’s Christian Temperance Union work in China, later dying in a labor camp for her faith.42




BIBLICISM

The biblicism that once opposed patriarchy, racism, and their global consequences gave way to an anti-intellectual critique of evangelical social activism and women’s leadership, judging these as liberal. Addressing issues biblically, the early evangelicals published more than fifty documents defending women evangelists and preachers.43 Distinguished pastor A. J. Gordon (1836–1895) insisted that in Christ, God’s favor is no longer limited to the “favored few, but upon the many, without regard to race, or age, or sex.” Gordon said that all “texts that prohibit a practice in one place, while allowing it in another, must be considered in the light of the entire New Testament teaching.”44

Cofounder of the Salvation Army, Catherine Booth (1829–1890) also exposed inconsistencies when interpreting passages concerning women. She wrote:

If commentators had dealt with the Bible on other subjects as they have dealt with it on this, taking isolated passages, separated from their explanatory connections, and insisting on the literal interpretation of the words of our version, what errors and contractions would have been forced upon the acceptance of the Church, and what terrible results would have accrued to the world.45


The most systematic egalitarian critique of Scripture and women was published by American Katharine Bushnell (1856–1946). After working briefly as a physician in China, Bushnell returned home to lead the Women’s Christian Temperance Union’s Social Purity Department. After decades of exposing sex slavery in the United States and abroad, Bushnell argued that a misreading of Scripture fueled the abuse of girls and women. She wrote:

So long as [Christians] imagine that a system of caste is taught in the Word of God, and that [men] belong to the upper caste while women are of the lower caste; and just so long as [we] believe that mere FLESH—fate—determines the caste to which one belongs; and just so long as [we] believe that . . . the “he will rule over you” [Genesis 3:16 is prescriptive] . . . the destruction of young women into a prostitute class will continue.46


For Bushnell, Paul supported women’s public teaching provided they were not domineering, distracting, or teaching error. “[We] cannot, for women, put the ‘new wine’ of the Gospel into the old wine-skins of ‘condemnation.’”47

Turning to Scripture as their highest authority, the early evangelicals exposed interpretative errors that devalued females and justified their marginalization and abuse.




CRUCICENTRISM

Passionate about Calvary, the early evangelicals published extensively on the cross and preached on Galatians 2:20 more than any other Christian movement.48 Their high Christology forged an egalitarian worldview, insisting that Calvary created a new humanity in which Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female are grafted into God’s family, made one in Christ, and called to equal service in the church. Their crucicentrism gave theological teeth to their egalitarian worldview, which challenged spiritual and social barriers for slaves and women.

Jessie Penn-Lewis (1861–1927), a prominent Welsh revivalist, writer, and international speaker, popularized early evangelical crucicentrism. For Penn-Lewis, Christians were united to Christ on Calvary and joined as equal members of Christ’s body, where hostilities that had formerly separated and marginalized believers were overcome by the sanctifying power of the cross. Penn-Lewis wrote: “Christ upon the Cross of Calvary broke down the middle wall of partition between man and man, as well as between man and God. He died that in Him there might be a new creation, one new man, [in which] all divisions caused by sin cease in Him.”49 Penn-Lewis’s cross theology cast vision for personal and corporate holiness that challenged racial and gender bias in the church and beyond.




EVANGELICALS TODAY

Women opened new global centers of Christian faith in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but as their churches and organizations became institutionalized, women were pressed out of leadership.50 Further, following the fundamentalist-modernist controversy in the mid-twentieth century, mission organizations, Bible institutes, and denominations moved women into support roles to distinguish themselves from a growing secularization of feminism.51 Early evangelical biblicism, which supported abolition, suffrage, and pressing humanitarian work worldwide, gave way to an anti-intellectualism that judged social activism and women’s leadership as liberal. Responding to the threat of liberalism, Bible institutes such as Northwestern Bible Training School terminated courses on “archaeology, history, and the ancient languages.” Willam Bell Riley, founder of the World Christian Fundamentals Association, helped lead fundamentalists toward the “plain reading of the Scriptures.”52

As a result, fundamentalists abandoned their leadership in these and other fields. They also lost respected positions in the academy and culture, as noted in Charles Malik’s inaugural address at Wheaton’s Billy Graham Center in 1980.53 According to Malik, it would take many decades to recover the intellectual and cultural leadership surrendered by fundamentalists and evangelicals after 1950. Since then, evangelicals have not only become estranged from the theological priorities that drove social activism and women’s leadership in an earlier generation, but also alienated from their own history and theology.54 Because of this, after 1950, evangelical women could preach, teach, plant churches, and train men on mission fields, but never in their sending churches in the West.55

After World War II, evangelicals celebrated women’s work in domestic spheres, a stereotype explored in Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) and declared biblical by Charles Ryrie’s The Place of Woman.56 In response, writers affiliated with the Evangelical Women’s Caucus (incorporated in 1975) supported the biblical foundations for women’s leadership in harmony with earlier evangelical traditions, such as those evident in the writings of pastor Lee Anna Starr (1853–1937). Patricia Gundry challenged the misrepresentation of post-1970s egalitarians as theologically and socially liberal. Her 1977 book, Woman Be Free!: The Clear Message of Scripture, resulted in her husband’s dismissal from Moody Bible Institute, representing the divide among evangelicals concerning the biblical basis for women’s leadership.57

By 1984, two volumes were pivotal in demonstrating how egalitarians honor the authority of Scripture but arrive at different conclusions from complementarians—Women, Authority and the Bible and No Time for Silence.58 In 1986, the Evangelical Theological Society convention considered the theme “Men and Women in Biblical and Theological Perspective,” sponsoring the largest conversation on gender among evangelicals in history.59 Each camp formed an organization in 1987 to host events, publish resources, and advocate in churches, denominations, and educational institutions, and at events such as Evangelical Theological Society meetings. The Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood defended male authority in the church and home in John Piper and Wayne Grudem’s Recovering Biblical Manhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism. CBE International promoted the shared authority of men and women in books such as I Suffer Not a Woman: Rethinking 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in Light of Ancient Evidence, by Richard and Catherine Kroeger.60

In the publications that followed, the meaning of words such as head (Greek kephalē) and authority (Greek authentein) were debated, as were themes in systematic theology such as whether the Trinity supports male headship.61 Sociologists explored the impact of nature and culture on gender.62 The topic of abuse gained attention as evangelicals considered the consequences of male authority in Women, Abuse and the Bible by Catherine Kroeger and James Beck.63 The topic of homosexuality surfaced in 1998.64 Accused of slippery-slope hermeneutics, egalitarians responded with theologically provocative works, while ontological gender essentialism deepened among complementarians with Bruce Ware’s advocacy for hierarchy in the Trinity as the basis for male authority and Piper’s “masculine feel” Christianity.65

In 2003, a third way was published by Steven Tracy, for whom male headship should reflect Christ’s sacrifice and service.66 Michelle Lee-Barnewall also proposed an alternative position in 2016. While Tracy is concerned for abused women, Lee-Barnewall never mentions the topic. She too understands headship as self-sacrifice, which, in her view, initiates unity, love, and oneness not only between husband and wife but also in Christ’s body, the church. Further, Lee-Barnewall critiques post-1970s egalitarianism’s focus on rights and equality as out of step with first-wave feminists whose aim was serving others.67 But is this the case? Consider that in 1970, women’s full-time annual income was 59 percent of men’s.68 The median income for women (including part-time workers and stay-at-home women) was only 33 percent of the median income for men, and women of color were paid even less.69 Most women also shouldered a second shift at home. Prior to the 1994 Violence Against Women Act, domestic-violence data was almost nonexistent. Thanks to the activism of second-wave feminists and post-1970s egalitarians, violence against women declined 48.2 percent between 1994 and 2000.70 To address these and other injustices, post-1970s egalitarians published the Chicago Declaration of Evangelical Social Concern of 1975 and inaugurated an advocacy organization, Evangelicals for Social Action, in 1978, led by Ron Sider. Gretchen Gaebelein Hull served on Evangelicals for Social Action’s board and was also a founding board member of CBE International.

While complementarians rarely address abuse biblically or socially, it remains paramount for egalitarians. Since 1994, CBE International has addressed abuse at events, in research and publications beside its partners, and through nongovernmental-organization projects. Male headship construed as control and dominance leads not only to marital dissatisfaction but also to violence; hence egalitarians (first-wave and post-70s) interpret headship as mutual submission (Eph 5:21) and Christian service as shared authority (Gen 1:26-29).71

The tension between third-way proponents and post-’70s egalitarians persists. Just as third-way proslavery Christians attempted to address the abuses of slavery, insisting the system was God-approved, third-wave complementarians oppose the abuses of patriarchy but wish to retain forms of male headship. In contrast, egalitarians (first-wave and post-’70s) oppose slavery and Christian patriarchy as biblically and socially flawed. As Richard Hays observes, the New Testament calls those with

power and privilege to surrender it for the sake of the weak. . . . It is husbands (not wives) who are called to emulate Christ’s example of giving themselves up in obedience for the sake of the other (Eph. 5:25). . . . [Interpreting this] as though it somehow warranted a husband’s domination or physical abuse of his wife can only be regarded as a bizarre—indeed, blasphemous—misreading. . . . The followers of Jesus—men and women alike—must read the New Testament as a call to renounce violence and coercion.72


Post-1970s egalitarians focused on political and legal rights as a means of serving women who were abused physically and also economically. In this way, post-1970s egalitarians today are perfectly in step with the first wave, who also advanced suffrage and laws against rape and trafficking in order to protect the vulnerable of their day.




CONCLUSION

Throughout history, women were the hands and feet of Jesus in the desert, amphitheaters, abbeys, brothels, prisons, and hospitals. Planting churches, launching movements, denominations, mission, and humanitarian organizations, women mastered biblical languages and produced more accurate Bible translations. As gospel activists on every continent, they led spiritual and social reform in the church and beyond. Their life and work constituted an egalitarian worldview to challenge theology and practices that devalued and marginalized the dignity and gifts of humankind created in God’s image. Scripture calls us to remember our leaders and those who have spoken God’s word to us. In honoring their legacy, we strengthen our own faith and work as well. May we always remember women leaders and celebrate “the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith” (Heb 13:7 NIV).
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THE CREATION ACCOUNTS IN GENESIS 1–3 constitute the theological foundation for the relationship between men and women.1 These chapters are significant in their own right but are also an essential basis for the interpretation of later passages, especially a number of passages in the New Testament. There seem to be two narratives, and indeed Genesis 1:1–2:3 and Genesis 2:4-25 have differing focuses, genres, and functions; however, they are closely related to each other and together form a complete account.2 Unlike the expositional letters of Paul, Genesis conveys theology through story. Narrative does not rely exclusively on “propositional statements of truth” in the modern sense; however, the stories convey many significant principles that arise from the events, plot, characterization, and dialogue.3


GENESIS 1:1–2:3: AN OVERVIEW OF THE CREATION OF HUMANITY

The nature of humanity. The first narrative, Genesis 1:1–2:3, gives a broad overview of the creation of the physical world and its biological life. The creative activity of Yahweh is celebrated as he forms and fills the earth, bringing order from disorder (e.g., bringing light to darkness, gathering dry land together), setting boundaries (e.g., separating the waters from the waters, day from night), naming (e.g., calling the dry land earth, and the gathered waters seas), and establishing functions (e.g., the two great lights to govern the day and the night, humanity to have dominion over the animals).4

Human beings are created in Genesis 1:26-27: “Let us make humanity in our image.”5 This passage clearly shows that when ’adam, “humanity,” is created, both men and women are equally created in the image and likeness of God. It is important to note that the Hebrew lexis ’adam is most often a nongendered/collective term for a specific human or humanity in general, male and/or female, unless its meaning is restricted by context.6 In older books and translations, the gendered term man was used to indicate humanity in general, but this term obscures the Hebrew meaning and is no longer accepted in most contemporary contexts.7 I prefer to use the transliterated term ’adam (humanity, a gender-inclusive term) instead of man in this section. This avoids confusion with both the later term ’ish, which means “man” in contrast to woman (’ishah) and which emphasizes sexual distinctions, and the specific individual ha’adam (“the man” or “Adam”) described in Genesis 2.8 Here, in Genesis 1:26, God creates ’adam and then says, “And let them have dominion” using a plural verb; thus, ’adam does not refer here to a specific single male but to humanity, both male and female, collectively.9 However, in passages such as Genesis 2:25, where “The man and his wife were both naked,” ha’adam is used in a context that indicates a reference to a specifically male person, in that case, “the man/Adam” and his wife.

According to Genesis 1:27: “So God created humanity in his image, in the image of God he created him [third-person masculine singular suffix], male [zakar] and female [neqebah] he created them [third-person masculine plural suffix].” Some translate: “in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them,” referring to humanity in general rather than specific individual humans.10 Since the third-person masculine plural suffix “him” can be a collective singular and may include both men and women (i.e., “in the image of God he created humanity”), this translation is appropriate. The change in the number of the suffix may be suggestive, however, of a two-stage process where the female was created second, as detailed in Genesis 2. In any case, the parallelism here makes it clear once again that both male and female are created equally in the image of Yahweh. It is significant that this information is reiterated in Genesis 5:1-2, after the fall of humanity: “In the day God created humanity, he made them in the likeness of God. Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them ‘humanity’ in the day they were created.” This repetition seems to imply that not even judgment has altered the significance of the status of both men and women in the eyes of God.

The function of humanity. Humanity’s creation in the imago Dei makes a powerful statement about the nature and worth of both men and women; however, this truth has functional implications.11 The significance of being created in God’s image has been taken by interpreters variously throughout history to imply humanity’s physical appearance, will, intellect, or relationality, among other traits.12 Some claim that being “male and female” constitutes being in the image of God, but this is not a valid reading. Phyllis Bird effectively argues that the sexuate nature of humanity is not part of the divine image but relates to the blessing and instruction to multiply and fill the earth in Genesis 1:28.13 Sexual distinction thus constitutes part of humanity’s creatureliness in distinction to God.14 Middleton has shown definitively that the implications of being created in Yahweh’s image are functional: “the imago dei refers to human rule, that is, the exercise of power on God’s behalf in creation.”15 Humans—both male and female, since both are created in his image—are to act as regents of Yahweh, carrying out his purposes for creation as his representatives.16

The specification of ha’adam as zakar uneqebah, “male and female,” in Genesis 1:27 explicitly defines the division of humanity into two biological sexes.17 It is important to note, however, that the terms zakar and neqebah are biological descriptions, not social/cultural categories.18 Therefore, the specification does not indicate any social or functional superiority or inferiority of either male or female, since both have dominion over creation before the fall. This is detailed in Genesis 1:28 immediately after the identification of “them” as male (zakar) and female (neqebah): “God blessed them [plural], and God said to them [plural], ‘Be fruitful [plural] and multiply [plural], and fill [plural] the earth and subdue [plural] it; and have dominion [plural] over . . . every living thing.’” The pronouns and imperative verbs are all plural, and therefore include both the man and the woman, who are given the same functions.19 There is no indication that any of these activities is restricted to either the man or the woman, including “to have dominion,” which derives from the Hebrew root rdh: “have dominion (over), rule (over), be in charge of.”20

It is clear that there is nothing in the first creation narrative to indicate that the subordination of women, whether in regard to their nature or function, was part of Yahweh’s original intention for humanity.




GENESIS 2:4-25: A DETAILED VIEW OF THE CREATION OF HUMANITY

The meaning of ha’adam in Genesis 2:4-25. The second creation account is not necessarily in strict temporal sequence with the first; it overlaps the first, extends it, and unpacks events in more detail, especially in regard to the creation of humanity. The Hebrew term ha’adam is identical to that used in Genesis 1:1–2:4. Since its definition is determined by context, it is not meaningful to understand ha’adam as “male/man” in terms of male/female opposition before the creation of the woman, when there is no female to whom the male/man is in juxtaposition. However, since in the current narrative there is a close-up focus on a specific ha’adam leading up to the creation of a specific woman, and the deliberate placing of male and female in juxtaposition to each other, the use of the translation of ha’adam as “man” or “the man” in this section is justified.21

This ha’adam is treated literarily in Genesis 2 as an individual—whether as a literal individual human or as a representative or archetypical human—not as general/collective humanity.22 Unfortunately, in the English language “man” also translates the specifically male Hebrew term ’ish, which is used of humans. To avoid confusion with ’ish, the Hebrew will be included in brackets after the English word man where necessary to distinguish the terms.

Ha’adam in the Garden. In this section the narrative alludes back to the creation of the physical earth, and Yahweh plants a garden in Eden, to the east (Gen 2:8).23 The reader is told that originally there was no human (’adam) to till the ground (Gen 2:5). Therefore Yahweh forms a specific human, a man (ha’adam), and places him in the garden “to till it and to watch over it” (Gen 2:15).24 On placing him there, God gives a command to this man (ha’adam), forbidding the consumption of fruit from the tree in the middle of the garden, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil: “And the Lord God commanded the man [ha’adam], ‘You may freely eat [second-person masculine singular] of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat [second-person masculine singular], for in the day that you [second-person masculine singular suffix] eat of it you shall die [second-person masculine singular].’” Note that the forms here are second-person masculine singular; this is significant since the specific woman, Eve, has not yet been formed.25

A “helper corresponding to him”: The beginning of biological sex. In Genesis 2:18 Yahweh points out that it is “not good” for the man (ha’adam) to be alone (Gen 2:18). This does not imply that this individual human was “not good” or did not bear God’s image, but that being alone was not good. There is a need for a partner—the man (ha’adam) is incomplete—although the actual reason for the need is not specified here. It may be for companionship or shared responsibility, or it may be because the man (ha’adam) is unable to reproduce alone; this is suggested by the call to “be fruitful and multiply” in Genesis 1:28 immediately after the first mention of male (zakar) and female (neqebah).26 Therefore, Yahweh makes him an ‘ezer kenegdo, a “help(er) corresponding to him” (Gen 2:18, 20). The use of the term helper does not imply subordination or inferiority, since Yahweh himself often “helps” or provides “help” (e.g., Gen 49:25; Ex 18:4; Deut 33:7; Ps 20:3; 21:1-2; 115:9-11; 146:5). In fact, in life it is often the older, more skilled, or wiser person who helps the younger, less skilled, or more naive. The phrase kenegdo is best translated as “corresponding to him,” a term that implies competence and equality, rather than subordination or inferiority.27 In his article “Woman, a Power Equal to Man,” R. David Freedman notes that the term ‘ezer may well derive from a related root, originally spelled with a ghayyin, whose spelling became conflated with a similar Semitic root spelled with an ayin.28 Although the meanings remained separate, the roots became homonyms or “homomorphs.”29 The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament and The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew recognize this possibility in their inclusion of a third root, ‘ezer III, glossed as “strength,” “might,” or “valor.” This supports a translation of “a strength/power equivalent to him,” equally able to carry out the creation mandate assigned to humanity.

That the woman is formed after the man (ha’adam) does not imply subordination or inferiority either, since there are numerous examples in Scripture of a younger child being given preference (e.g., Joseph, Gen 37:5-11; Jacob, Gen 25:22-23; David, 1 Sam 16:1-13; Gideon, Judg 6:11-16).30 The term firstborn is often associated with the concept of preeminence, however, and this that may be relevant in regard to some New Testament passages (e.g., Ex 13:1; Deut 21:15-17; Num 3:13; 1 Chron 5:1-2; see also Rom 8:28; Col 1:15).31 The term traditionally translated as the man’s (ha’adam) “rib,” from which the woman is formed, is tsela‘ (Gen 2:21, 22), which has often been interpreted as implying subordination. However, this is more of an architectural than anatomical word, as in Exodus 26:26-27, where it indicates the sides of the tabernacle; Exodus 25:14, the sides of the ark; and Exodus 38:7, the sides of the altar. It is better translated “side” (see, e.g., Ex 25:12; 26:20), which implies equality rather than subordination.32

The woman is physically taken out of the man (ha’adam; Gen 2:21), but the narrative makes clear that she has a distinct consciousness and identity; she is a newly formed person.33 Here in Genesis 2:23, the use of ’ish and ’ishah—“this one shall be called woman [’ishah], for out of man [’ish] this one was taken”—is the first actual evidence in the second narrative of meaningful sexual distinction; however, in many translations both ’adam and ’ish are confusingly translated “man.”34 That the woman is taken out of the man (ha’adam) by God will become relevant later in reference to Genesis 3:20. Although something (“one of his sides,” Gen 2:21) is removed from the man, the narrative is clear that the identity—consciousness and personality—of the man before and after the creation of Eve is continuous. He is referred to as ’ish in Genesis 2:23 to focus on his new identity as male in contrast to the femaleness of Eve (see also Gen 2:24; 3:6, 16). He is still, however, sometimes referred to as ha’adam (e.g., Gen 2:25; 3:8, ha’adam we’ishto, “the man and his wife”) where the context constrains the more general semantic range of ha’adam as it was used in Genesis 1. In cases such as Genesis 3:22, 24, however, it is unconstrained and may refer to humanity/the human. This usage contributes to the sense of continuity between the specific individual ha’adam of Genesis 2:5-20 and the specific individual ha’adam in Genesis 2:21–3:24 after the woman is formed from him. This individual is also called Adam (’adam) as early as Genesis 2:20 (NASB 1995, NIV, ESV, NET, NLT), in Genesis 3:17 in most translations, and in Genesis 4:25 in other translations (NRSV, LEB), where the context suggests a personal name.

I suggested above that the man (ha’adam) is unable to reproduce by himself and that this is one reason it is not good for the man to be alone; he needs the help of Yahweh, who forms Eve from the man’s side. That is, the man needs the woman to reproduce, in order that together they can become co-creators with God of all subsequent humanity, fulfilling the mandate to be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, subdue it, and have dominion (Gen 1:28). Marriage in Genesis 2:24 is described as the man (’ish) and the woman (’ishah) returning to “one flesh” again, a re-union and completion of their shared humanity after the separation of the woman from the man. It also emphasizes the similarity and equality between men and women. Indeed, that the man (ha’adam) calls the woman “bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23) implies equality and similarity, not subordination or inferiority. Genesis 2 ends with the positive statement, “And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (Gen 2:25). The picture is one of innocence, harmony, and purity—but unfortunately, it does not last.




GENESIS 3:1-24: THE FALL AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

Genesis 3:1-7: Gender and the fall. Two issues need to be addressed in this section. The first is that of false teaching. The narrative of what is commonly termed “the fall” begins with a description of the serpent, and it is important to note that the creature is not depicted as evil personified. The reader is told that it “was more ‘arum than any beast of the field” (Gen 3:1). The Hebrew term ‘arum means crafty, prudent, subtle, or shrewd.35 The serpent does not appear to the woman, as in some old paintings, as a perverse, evil creature—Satan personified, with horns, no less—but as a concerned, wise, logical teacher, eager to help and advise Eve.36 It is also important to note that the woman is at this point innocent; she has had no exposure to evil, and no experience of manipulation or deception. It is not as if she knowingly and willingly cooperates with the devil himself, as some understand Satan today. She encounters what appears to be a subtle, appealing teacher; however, the serpent is a false teacher of false doctrine.

At first, Eve responds appropriately, correcting the serpent’s erroneous assumption that all the trees are forbidden to the humans. She is well aware that the tree in the middle of the garden is the prohibited tree. The woman seems somewhat confused, however, since she thinks they must not eat or touch the fruit (Gen 3:3). It is unclear where she picked up this idea; she may have made up the extra information herself, exaggerating the situation, or she may have been told this. Since the man (ha’adam) is the only other human that the narrative mentions, perhaps she has been insufficiently taught by her husband.37 Although these reasons are admittedly speculative, recall that Eve had not yet been formed when Yahweh gave the instructions to Adam. However it happened, her theology is now demonstrably inadequate.

The serpent immediately challenges her, not by correcting her actual error, but by denying that eating the fruit of the forbidden tree would cause them to die, as Yahweh clearly said it would in Genesis 2:17, before Eve was formed. The false teacher proceeds in Genesis 3:4-6 to give the woman apparently good reasons to eat the fruit: their eyes will be opened, and they will be like God, knowing good and evil (Gen 3:5).38 There is no evidence that Eve is pressured to defy God by committing acts that she fully knows are evil; it is more probable that she is misled by false teaching that sounds good and convincing. Nevertheless, Eve disobeys God; her own speech shows that she knows that she and her husband are not to eat from the tree in the middle of the garden. She is guilty, and excuses cannot exonerate her, even if in part they explain her motivation.

The woman is gullible; however, there is no evidence that she is more gullible or more easily deceived than the man, her husband (’ish), for he is actually present with her during the conversation (Gen 3:6). The text specifically tells the reader that she took the fruit, ate, and gave it “to her husband with her.” Why he does not object, or intervene to clarify the situation to his wife, or stop her, is unknown. Either he also is convinced by the serpent’s argument, or he sees through the serpent’s reasoning but for some reason chooses not to get involved. He too eats the fruit of the forbidden tree, and there is no evidence that he was forced.

The second issue that needs to be addressed is what the Old Testament refers to as sinning with a “high hand.” That the man (’ish) is with the woman is also suggested by the use of plural verbs and pronouns by the serpent: “You [masculine plural] shall not eat” (Gen 3:1), “you [masculine plural] will not die” (Gen 3:4), “you [masculine plural] eat,” “your [masculine plural] eyes,” “you [masculine plural] will be like God” (Gen 3:5). The man (ha’adam) had his instructions directly from Yahweh before the woman was formed (Gen 2:15-17), yet he does not try to correct the woman or contradict the serpent. In terms of relative culpability, an argument could be made that the woman’s sin is inadvertent sin. Even if not—since she does know, after all, that they are not to eat—she appears less guilty than the man, who sins defiantly.

Numbers 15:22-31 explains the difference between inadvertent and defiant sin. Inadvertent or unwitting sin (from the root shgh, “to stray, do wrong unintentionally”) could be atoned for by making an offering, and the offender could be forgiven, for it was a shegagah, an “error, inadvertent sin, in which one is conscious of one’s act but not of its consequences.”39 It is not premeditated (see Josh 20:3). Defiant sin, however, which is referred to in the text as acting “with a high hand,” beyad ramah, as if one is shaking one’s fist in the face of God, is very different. Defiant sinners were reviling or blaspheming Yahweh and were to be completely cut off from their people; there was no atonement available.

There is some evidence that Eve was not fully aware of the consequences of her action—that she acted without full knowledge—although she did nevertheless sin. Adam, however, was fully informed by Yahweh himself about the ban on the tree and is without excuse. As 1 Timothy 2:14 states, “Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.” Some commentators read this as an exoneration of Adam, but it is actually a condemnation, since it does not offer Adam the extenuation that Eve is given.

Adam and Eve had dwelled in Eden “naked and unashamed,” in innocence, harmony, and purity, but now the serpent’s predictions come at least partly true. Their eyes are opened to the true nature of the serpent and the consequences of their actions, and they do know good and evil in an experiential way; however, they now face death.

Genesis 3:8-24: The impact of the fall on male-female relations. Again, two issues need to be addressed in this section. The first is that of the consequences of sin. That God addresses the man (ha’adam) first in Genesis 3:9 need not be an example of his greater responsibility or superior status as representative of the family. It could equally well be because he is more culpable, or because he was the first to have received the prohibition. In Genesis 3:12, however, the man (ha’adam) evades responsibility and passes on the guilt to the woman and, with considerable chutzpah, to Yahweh himself. His accusation of Eve is not fully justified; the woman is not solely to blame, since Adam heard the instructions directly from Yahweh and should not have eaten the fruit, regardless of what Eve and the serpent said. There is no record that he was forced to eat; he did so willingly. In Genesis 3:13, the woman admits that the serpent tricked her. This is partly an admission of responsibility for allowing herself to be tricked, but also partly an attempt to mitigate her own guilt. Note that the woman is given the results of her sin, but her specific sin is not mentioned. In Genesis 3:17, however, the man’s/Adam’s specific sin is detailed and stressed.40

The consequences of the sins of the couple are, in part, a destruction of the previously harmonious relationship between men and women, husband and wife; what was characterized by mutuality is now characterized by male domination: “Your desire will be for your husband [’ish] and he shall rule over you” (Gen 3:16).41 In Genesis 3:16, the consequence for the woman is an intensification of “her pain/toil [‘itsabon] in childbearing,” probably implying an increase in risk during childbirth, for it was a dangerous event for women until very recently and still is in many places today. The consequence for the man (Gen 3:17-19) is the cursing of the ground and increased toil (‘itsabon), as well as death: ultimately a return to the ground from which he was taken. Although the first birth apparently occurred after the fall (Gen 4:1), this situation is not the result of the fall, since humans were told to reproduce and multiply before sin entered the situation (Gen 1:28).42 Both Adam and Eve (now treated as specific individuals) are driven out of the garden and suffer separation from the presence of God. The tree of life is also forbidden to them.

The second issue to be addressed in this section is the naming of Eve. Although being the firstborn does not imply dominance, the sequencing of creation in Genesis is relevant to an understanding of New Testament references, including 1 Corinthians 11:3 (see further below), which will be dealt with in other chapters of this book.43 Yahweh was the source of life for the man (ha’adam). It is significant that the man was the source of life for Eve, since she was “birthed” from the man by Yahweh as a distinctly female human. Genesis 3:20 states that “the man called his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all living.” Consequently, Eve is the source of life for all subsequent humans, both male and female. Humanity is now to fulfill its mandate to reproduce and fill the earth (1 Cor 11:11-12).

That the man (ha’adam) names the woman, as he previously did the animals, however, is also not a sign of the man’s superiority or dominance. Naming in the Old Testament is an act of discerning a trait or function or ability that already exists in the person being named, not a sign of authority over that person.44 An example is Hagar’s naming of God el ro’i, “God who sees me” (Gen 16:13); another is the name of Gideon’s son, Abimelech, which in Hebrew means “my father is king” (Judg 8:31). Eve’s name is revealed in Genesis 3:20: “Now the man called his wife’s name Eve [hawwah], because she was the mother of all the living.”45 Her Hebrew name is related to the verb “to live,” hayah.46




GENESIS 1–3 AND THE NEW TESTAMENT

The narrative of the creation and fall in Genesis 1–3 forms the foundation of a number of New Testament texts dealing with headship, such as Romans 5; 1 Corinthians 15; and Ephesians 5:31.47 Although these passages will be dealt with more fully in other chapters, a few points are worth mentioning here. For example, in 1 Corinthians 11:8-12, gender reciprocity is assumed:

Indeed, man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for the sake of woman, but woman for the sake of man. For this reason, a woman ought to have authority over her head/freedom of choice in regard to her head, because of the angels. Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man independent of woman. For just as woman came from man, so man comes through woman; but all things come from God. (NRSV modified)


In the Old Testament, woman/Eve was originally made from the man (ha’adam)/Adam by God.48 This was “for the sake of man,” who was unable to fulfill his purpose—to reproduce and fill the earth—alone. This remains true in the New Testament even after the fall and the redemption offered in Christ. Woman is the source of life and produces both male and female children. Just as Eve was taken from Adam, so male and female children are taken from woman. Nevertheless, male and female are not independent of each other; both are necessary for life and for service to God. This is significant in the understanding of headship in the New Testament.49




GENESIS 1–3 AS A BASIS FOR 1 TIMOTHY 2

A particularly clear intertextual link occurs with the book of 1 Timothy. Although this passage will be dealt with in depth by a New Testament scholar in chapter eleven, a few comments are relevant here due to the direct reference to the Genesis 1–3 narrative:

Let a woman learn undisturbed with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to usurp authority over a man; she is to be undisturbed. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with self-control. (1 Tim 2:11-15 NRSV modified)


Although women in that time and culture could be well educated, many were less literate and educated in matters of religion, and therefore more likely to hold wrong ideas.50 This was certainly the case in Ephesus, where the prevalence of “profane myths and old wives’ tales” (1 Tim 4:7 NRSV) needed to be addressed by the author of 1 Timothy.51 Indeed, the primary issue in 1 Timothy is false teaching.52 The women, exercising their new freedom in Christ, were outspokenly causing an issue by questioning or challenging the more informed men. Paul instructs them to submit, not to men as men, but to Yahweh and to the sound teaching of those who at the time and in that place were better informed, that is, men. The Greek en hēsychia, often translated “in silence” or “quietly” and implying that the women should not speak or cause disruption, is more legitimately translated as “undisturbed,” meaning that the women should not be disrupted by the intervention of others who might try to prevent them from learning.53 The solution to this aspect of the problem of false teaching was to allow women to learn, undisturbed by those who would prevent them.54 The striking thing in this passage is that women, contrary to much of the culture of the time, are actually encouraged to learn.

The link to Genesis 3 in 1 Timothy 2:13-15 is relevant to the argument here because the issue in Genesis was that Eve was also inadequately informed and had mistaken theology, as discussed above. Her apparently confused understanding of God’s instructions, passed on to her by Adam, resulted in her being deceived by the false—but appealing—teaching of the serpent. She passed the fruit on to her husband, and Adam—who was also there listening to the serpent’s argument—ate, although he did not have the same excuse. He had heard the instructions directly from Yahweh himself, but did not even interrupt with a question, let alone a challenge or correction.55 According to William Mounce in his commentary on the verse, such explanations do not take into account the statement that Adam was not deceived, the “emphatic teaching of Adam’s prior creation,” or the parallelism of 1 Timothy 2:13 and 1 Timothy 2:14, or that of 1 Timothy 2:14a with 1 Timothy 2:14b.56 However, these factors are all accounted for in this interpretation: “Adam heard the command directly; Eve did not since she was not yet created // Adam was not deceived (defiant sin); Eve was deceived (inadvertent sin).”

The issue here is not whether someone is a man or a woman, but inadequate teaching. The point is not that women should be excluded from teaching or having authority, but that anyone who is inadequately taught and is inappropriately usurping authority over those who have had a better education and possess better understanding should not teach others, at least temporarily until their understanding has improved.57 In Paul’s day, in Ephesus, it was primarily women who were in this situation, but in our culture it may be equally men or women, and men and women may be equally educated. Therefore, there is no longer any reason to deny women the full role of teaching and preaching in the church.

The following statement that the woman “will be preserved through childbearing” does not mean that having children will result in the salvation of women’s souls. It may well, however, indicate a corrective of the women’s reliance on Artemis, a goddess associated with midwifery, for protection during childbirth—part of their false understanding.58 These misconceptions were likely influenced by the dominating presence of the temple of Artemis in Ephesus. After all, the primary cause of death for women in this culture was childbirth.59 What the statement does mean is that, in spite of the dangers inherent in childbearing that often resulted in death, women who trust in God, not Artemis, can be assured that God is able to preserve them through it in this life, and ultimately to eternal life.60 This statement is actually about the undoing of part of Eve’s punishment in Genesis 3:16—“I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children”—for those women who persevere in faith, love, holiness, and self-control: the Christian virtues.




CONCLUSION

In Genesis, before the fall, there was mutuality, equality, and harmony between men and women. Incorrect understanding and false teaching were influences contributing to the sin of Adam and Eve, although deliberate disobedience was certainly a major factor. The fall destroyed the mutuality and harmony between men and women, resulting in millennia of male domination in both the church and in marriage. In Christ, that consequence is undone, and the mutuality and harmony of marriage is potentially restored . . . if the church allows it. With appropriate teaching—combined with faith, love, holiness, and self-control—both men and women can now be full participants in the ministry of the church.
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BECAUSE THE LAW OF MOSES REFLECTS a male-centered social environment, many view its statements regarding women as morally offensive. For example, critics argue that women frequently appear in the Pentateuch as dependent on, or even inferior to, men, and that legal rulings either ignore women or are negative toward them. Women are normally subject to the authority of a father, husband, or brother, except when widowed or divorced. Further, a woman’s legal rights are usually stated in terms of her relation to a man—or lack thereof. Even though such laws do not compose a large portion of the Pentateuch, they remain troubling to many readers today.

Two general errors occur in attempting to deal with this situation: either the Old Testament law is ignored as antiquated, or cherry-picked laws are applied mechanically with little sensitivity to context. In an effort to seek understanding of these passages in the broader context of the Bible’s teaching regarding men and women, this chapter has a threefold emphasis. First, it will give an overview of the nature of Old Testament law, giving examples that reflect its purpose and function, and clarifying the differences between it and modern law codes. Second, it will give examples of the positive, regulatory character of the law, given that it was designed (in part) to expose and restrain sinful behavior. In other words, the law not only showed us our need for redemption but also functioned as a guardian and disciplinarian until that redemption was more fully realized.1 Its function was character building in response to, and in imitation of, Yahweh’s own gracious character.2

Third, this chapter will demonstrate a redemptive movement, of which the law is but one stage.3 This process begins with (1) God’s good creation, which was (2) marred by humanity’s sin, which in turn was (3) regulated by the Mosaic law, a structure that was (4) fulfilled in the gospel. Thus, just as the law took humanity beyond the judgments of Genesis 3:14-19, the New Testament believer is called to go beyond the law to the fullness of the gospel. This process is confirmed by comments of Jesus (Mt 5:17-48; 19:1-20) and Paul (Gal 3:19, 23; 4:4). Jesus explains the implications already inherent in the law, yet adds his own clarification of what the Old Testament law was always intended to be and do. Likewise, Paul argues that the law was added because of transgressions, guarding those under its care, while serving as their disciplinarian or guardian until the set time had fully come when a Redeemer would appear, born of a woman, born under the law, and giving humanity an actual embodiment of the character of God for Christians to emulate. The law is honored yet understood as part of a redemptive process that leads to something more fully realized in the New Testament.


THE NATURE OF OLD TESTAMENT LAW

It is important to understand the nature of Old Testament law and how it differs from a modern understanding of a law code. Some Christians today try to enforce Old Testament laws in contemporary society. However, many of the individual laws, if enforced literally, would seem inappropriate (Deut 21:11: do not wear cloth made of mixed wool and linen), immoral (Lev 25:44: you may keep slaves), or even illegal (Lev 20:9: a rebellious son should be put to death). Consequently, other Christians deem Old Testament laws to be outdated or superseded by the New Testament and ignore them, arguing that the law has been replaced by grace; however, this distorts the character of the gracious God depicted in the Old Testament.

The traditional translation of torah, Torah—the five books of Moses or the Pentateuch—as “law” can be somewhat misleading, implying that it consists entirely of a rigid legal code. The better translation is “instruction,” “decisions,” or “teaching.”4 Traditionally, the Torah is considered to contain 613 individual laws touching on almost every aspect of the Israelites’ lives. Many of these are gathered into collections commonly referred to as law codes: the Ten Words (Ex 20:1-17; Deut 5:1-21), the Holiness Code (Lev 17–26), the Covenant Code (Ex 20:19–23:33), and the Deuteronomic Code (12–26).5 These, however, are not law codes in the modern sense and are not intended to be definitive, comprehensive, and centralized. In fact, the Old Testament law was never intended as a template for God’s ideal society, but rather guidelines for how an imperfect Israel was to live within an ancient, flawed society that was, among other things, polytheistic, patriarchal, and authoritarian. As John Walton argues, the law “does not endorse those systems; it addresses the people who live in those systems. There is no ideal social system because all systems are populated by fallen people.”6 Jesus himself implies this when he comments on Moses’ law concerning divorce: “‘It was because your hearts were hard that Moses wrote you this law,’ Jesus replied. ‘But at the beginning of creation God “made them male and female”’” (Mk 10:5-6 NIV). Therefore, the laws are not intended to be absolute, timeless, universal regulations.

M. Daniel Carroll R., for example, notes that even within the Old Testament, laws showed evidence of change from one time to another and from one situation to another.7 Exodus 21:2, in the context of the giving of the law at Sinai, states, “If you buy a Hebrew servant, he is to serve you for six years. But in the seventh year, he shall go free, without paying anything” (NIV). In Deuteronomy 15:12, however, a generation later on the border of the Promised Land, the law reads, “If any of your people—Hebrew men or women—sell themselves to you and serve you six years, in the seventh year you must let them go free” (NIV). Although we cannot know what motivated the inclusion of women in the regulation in its new context, it suggests both a fluidity in the law and a more explicit focus on the value of women.8

This understanding of Old Testament law can be illustrated by a very brief and selective overview of the work of key scholars. A seminal article by Albrecht Alt in 1934 attempted to clarify the role of law by distinguishing “apodictic” law from “casuistic” law.9 Apodictic laws, he said, were unconditional, absolute, and timeless; casuistic laws were the application of those general principles to individual situations, and they might vary due to time and place. Although the specific criteria for Alt’s categories have been rightly criticized, there seems to be considerable truth in his claims.10 Whereas apodictic law consists of overarching general statements, casuistic law details specific applications and might serve a similar purpose as modern legal precedent, that is, a collection of specific legal cases intended to guide people in reaching appropriate legal decisions in analogous situations. Edward Campbell calls the Old Testament law “a collection of precedents which have arisen from specific experiences preserved as references for settling similar cases, especially the difficult ones.” They are not intended to be exhaustive, but “illustrative and didactic.”11

According to Joshua Berman, the misunderstanding of Old Testament law as a comprehensive and universal legal code originated as recently as the late nineteenth century, when a statutory approach replaced the former common-law approach to jurisprudence.12 In statutory law, the laws themselves are codified in text, the law emanates from a sovereign or official legislative body, and the law is a finite and complete system. Should there be situations for which the individual laws do not provide explicit guidance, the judges were nevertheless to extrapolate from the existing laws in rendering decisions. In the earlier system of common law, however,

adjudication is a process whereby the judge concludes the correct judgment based on the mores and spirit of the community and its customs. Law gradually develops through the distillation and continual restatement of legal doctrine through the decisions of courts. When a judge decides a particular case, he or she is empowered to reconstruct the general thrust of the law in consultation with previous judicial formulations. Critically, the judicial decision itself does not create binding law. No particular formulation of the law is final. As a system of legal thought, the common law is consciously and inherently incomplete, fluid, and vague.13


Legal texts, in this approach, did not become a final, immutable law code, but acted as a resource, a body of precedents, or a “system of reasoning” for judges to consider.14 Denise Réaume describes these approaches as the “top down” (statutory) and “bottom up” (common law) methods, and makes interesting suggestions as to how the common-law system may work better even today in the area of discrimination law.15 This common-law system changed, however, in the ninteenth century when small, formerly homogenous communities with common values were replaced by larger, more diverse and mobile societies. In this situation, the law codes provided a means of political and social unification. The Torah, however, follows the common-law approach, which includes sources of law such as narrative, poetry, and sayings as well as typical laws.16 From a common-law perspective, the so-called contradictions in the various law codes would not be contradictions at all, but rather alternatives to consider, supplements to previous texts, or adaptations of law to changing circumstances.

As noted above, statutory law emanates from a sovereign, whereas common law emanates from the mores of the community.17 This does not imply, however, that biblical law is merely a product of ancient community values or of humanistic ideals, as common law might be in modern secular societies. Israel was a theocracy, and, as Waldemar Janzen notes, “Theology and ethics cannot be separated from each other in the Old Testament.” The ethics of the Old Testament are inseparably embedded in its narrative of Yahweh’s covenant relationship with Israel. Janzen also points out that in the Old Testament stories there is “a deeper dimension than even the maintenance of justice, namely, subjection to the sovereign leading of God.”18

Thus, Old Testament laws are not freestanding legal statements or documents; they are contained within, and depend on, a narrative framework. As Janzen notes:

A very different understanding of such laws emerges when one sees them . . . as shorthand formulations of ethical values and imperatives emerging from a particular story—Israel’s story—and as continuing to be defined by that story. Then they can no longer be seen as self-contained universal maxims, nor can they be loosened from the story in which they are embedded.19


Mark Boda explains further: “These legal codes are carefully placed within a covenantal and redemptive framework. . . . Yahweh declares that the Torah is to guide their covenantal response to his redemptive act in delivering them from slavery in Egypt. This redemptive act was not just a deliverance from Egypt but a deliverance to himself ([Ex] 19:4).”20 The ultimate purpose of the law was not simply to regulate external behavior but to form human character in the likeness of Yahweh’s character (see Gen 1:26-27; Rom 8:29; Phil 3:10).21 Carroll points out that “ethical attitudes and behavior, in other words, are not generated in a vacuum. They should be motivated by gratitude to God and the desire to reflect his character in the world.”22 This is reinforced in the New Testament, where Jesus emphasizes that the law was intended to incorporate underlying attitudes as well as external expression, as when he expands the law against adultery to include everyone who looks on a woman with lust (Mt 5:27).

In recent years, this understanding of the law as embedded in narrative and contributive to character has challenged a mechanical, legalistic application of individual rules to external behavior. One change has been the shift in focus from specific regulations to the overarching principles they reflect. The term principle must be used with care, however, for it is often used for abstract morals or self-interpreting truths such as compassion, justice, or faithfulness. This is a reductionist approach unless the principles are fully understood as shorthand for the contextualized stories themselves.23 Walter Kaiser is one scholar who emphasizes principles; he argues that the specificity of biblical law is no obstacle to its universal application, and concludes that “while there are fewer general principles than there are specific commands, this should not affect the eventual usefulness of most, if not all, of the injunctions.”24 In his approach to interpretation, he recommends moving up the “ladder of abstraction,” which bridges the ancient and modern contexts until a general principle has been determined.25 This can then be applied to new situations. The abstraction must never replace the narrative, however, and Kaiser’s principalizing methodology has been critiqued. For example, Daniel Doriani points out that “principalizing treats the particularity and cultural embeddedness of Scripture more as a problem to be overcome than as something essential to the givenness of the Bible.”26

The search for general principles certainly makes the application of Old Testament law to contemporary society much easier, but it can also raise significant concerns. The focus on abstract principles has even led to the search for one supreme, overarching principle that, it is argued, guides all Christian behavior and eliminates the need for laws; one such widely accepted principle is love. Unfortunately, love as an abstract idea is subject to a variety of individual interpretations, and it can be used to justify a lax approach to godliness in which love makes anything justifiable. The biblical image of love, however, is not one of self-indulgent emotion but of self-sacrificing commitment. Only when the principle remains embedded in the narrative does this become clear.27

Janzen prefers to speak of paradigms; he defines a paradigm as a “personally and holistically conceived image of a model (e.g., a wise person, good king) that imprints itself immediately and non-conceptually on the characters and actions of those who hold it.”28 Christopher Wright uses a similar methodology, and John Rogerson speaks of the value of “example rather than precept.”29 Gordon Wenham argues that the Scriptures “are not demanding a minimalist conformity to the demands of the law in their storytelling, rather, they have an ideal of godly behavior that they hoped their heroes and heroines would typify.”30 Thus, as 1 Corinthians 10:11 states, “These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the culmination of the ages has come” (NIV). These approaches have the advantage of keeping the particular laws contextualized and relevant to specific life situations. In no way does the paradigm approach minimize the value of the Old Testament laws, encouraging an ambiguous form of situation ethics in which we can apply the laws selectively or not at all. This application of principles or paradigms to specific cultural and historical situations does not relativize the law; it merely makes the law relevant. Due to the radically different cultural situation of the church today, distanced by thousands of miles and years from the ancient Near Eastern context, some particular applications of law are no longer meaningful, and some must be reinterpreted in order to achieve a similar result in their present context.

This is not an issue unique to contemporary Western culture. A key example of contextualized law occurs within the Old Testament itself in the book of Ruth. The law in Deuteronomy 23:3-4, 6 clearly states,

No Ammonite or Moabite or any of their descendants may enter the assembly of the LORD, not even in the tenth generation. For they did not come to meet you with bread and water on your way when you came out of Egypt, and they hired Balaam son of Beor from Pethor in Aram Naharaim to pronounce a curse on you. . . . Do not seek a treaty of friendship with them as long as you live. (NIV)


Nevertheless, Boaz generously promotes the welfare of Ruth, a Moabite woman, and admits her into the Israelite community by marrying her. The many efforts to explain this “contradiction” only serve to emphasize it: some say the law only refers to the offspring of such unions, or that it is a “divinely given exception,” or that the term qahal, “assembly,” refers only to cultic contexts, or that it only applied to the male line, among other explanations.31 However, if one understands that specific laws were not intended to be contextless, timeless, universal, and absolute, the problem is resolved. In Deuteronomy 23:4, Moses tells Israel that the Moabites are condemned because they refused to aid Israel and cursed them. Ruth, on the other hand, has taken refuge under the wings of Yahweh, the God of Israel (Ruth 2:12). She has demonstrated loyalty and support to Naomi, an Israelite woman, in her journey, and brought blessing to Boaz as well.32 As Boaz states, “The LORD bless you, my daughter. . . . This kindness [hesed] is greater than that which you showed earlier” (Ruth 3:10 NIV). He refers to her respectfully as a strong or worthy (hayil) woman. Ruth the Moabite’s context and behavior were different, and therefore the law did not apply. Again, this does not relativize the law; it merely makes the law relevant.

There are other examples of the application of law in the same narrative. Boaz refers to the law of the “guardian-redeemer” (Ruth 3:13 NIV), but the obligations of this go’el covered issues such as property inheritance, redeeming slaves, and legal restitution of crimes, not marriage (Lev 25:25-55; Num 5:8; 35:12, 19-27; etc.). The levirate law, on the other hand, did involve marriage to a widow, but it applied to the husband’s brother, not distant relatives (Deut 25:5-10).33 Various property laws also enter the mix. Thus, Boaz seems to be breaking or reinterpreting numerous laws; nevertheless, in the context of the narrative, no one would doubt that his behavior toward a destitute and widowed alien woman is commended.

Boaz does not mechanically follow abstract laws and principles in his interaction with Ruth; he embodies the values of compassion to the homeless, the widows, and the marginalized that he has internalized from Yahweh himself:

For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner residing among you, giving them food and clothing. And you are to love those who are foreigners, for you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt. (Deut 10:17-19 NIV)


As discussed above, ethical attitudes result in ethical behavior, and both should be undertaken in grateful response to the God who has graciously redeemed us. Bruce Birch notes that ethics

arises in response to the experience of the presence and activity of God. To have experienced the deliverance from bondage in Egypt may have some effects in imitating divine behavior (e.g., in providing for the freedom of slaves), but its far greater moral impact is in engendering responses of humility and praise for the gift of God’s grace and in fostering reflection on what it means to live as God’s delivered people in the world.34


This is the ultimate purpose of the Old Testament law, and it is confirmed in the New Testament. We are not to be mechanically legalistic; rather, we are to be conformed to the image of Christ, the ultimate embodiment of the will and character of God (Rom 8:29; Col 1:15; 3:10) through his indwelling Spirit (Rom 8:5-11; Gal 4:1-7).




THE LAW AS GUARDIAN AND DISCIPLINARIAN

This section will take a closer look at a few representative laws concerning women within the Old Testament corpus in order to show that these laws dealt with the reality of a less-than-ideal patriarchal society while offering protections to women and controlling sin.35

Adultery in the Old Testament and other ancient societies appears as a sin or crime against the adulteress’s husband (Ex 20:14; Deut 5:18) but not against the adulterer’s wife/wives. Consequences were less severe for a married man having sexual relations with an unmarried/unbetrothed woman than with a married/betrothed woman. The concern here seems to be the identity of the father and the protection of the male line. Old Testament law implicitly assumes, without endorsing, the premise of polygamy, namely, that a wife does not have exclusive sexual rights to her husband, though a husband has exclusive sexual rights to his wife/wives.36 However, the Old Testament narratives do suggest that this can lead to strife among wives and preferential treatment by husbands, such as with Rachel and Leah (Gen 30) and Hannah (1 Sam 1). Nevertheless, in ancient Near Eastern culture, polygamy could actually serve to protect women who would be at risk without a father or husband, and ensured the continuation of the family line, as in the case of levirate responsibility.

Both men and women were held accountable under the law, though in different ways. For example, in Numbers 5:11-31 a man suspects his wife of infidelity and subjects her to a trial by ordeal in which she drinks “bitter water.” If found guilty, she will never again bear children; otherwise she is vindicated. This law permits the husband to put his wife through the ordeal, but only within a legal framework, preventing him from taking the matter into his own hands without a trial. Thus, although Torah does not reverse the judgment of male dominance (Gen 3:16) in this case, it guards and protects the woman within the situation.37

Deuteronomy deals with the situation in which a married or betrothed woman has sex with another man “in a town” (Deut 22:23 NIV). If caught, they both must die. The man and the woman bear the responsibility together because the act was consensual; she could have cried out and been heard “in a town” but did not. However, if the same case occurs “out in the country” (Deut 22:25-29 NIV), where the woman could not be heard if she cried out, a presumption of innocence is given to the woman. If she is married or betrothed, her assailant must die, while she incurs no penalty. If she is an unbetrothed virgin, the man must pay the bride price (a valuable marriage present) to her parents and marry her without the option of divorce in the future. Thus, he is required to support her, since her lack of virginity would make it unlikely that another suitable marriage could be arranged.

Moses neither instituted nor encouraged divorce, although the law recognizes and allows for its existence. Yet Moses did not allow a husband to divorce his wife for just any reason; thus, the law gives women a greater sense of dignity and emphasizes the Lawgiver’s concern for justice on their behalf.38 Moreover, the law limited the practice of divorce and precluded some of its abuses, thus protecting women from irresponsible accusations by their husbands and the resultant social risk, defending the honor of the household, and ensuring the ceremonial purity of the land.39

Deuteronomy 25:5-10 involves the situation where a woman’s husband has died without their having had children, discussed above in relation to Ruth. In this case the law required the husband’s brother to marry the widow and father a child on his behalf in order to establish a memorial for the man and his family, protect the widow, and guard the orderly succession of property.40 Although the man remains the primary actor, concern for the widow leads to a limitation of his authority and prerogatives.41 The duty of the man is emphasized, and the desire of the woman to remarry and have a child in memory of her deceased husband is assumed.

Because widows occupied a vulnerable position in Israel, legislation is solicitous on their behalf (Ex 22:22-24; Deut 14:29; 24:17).42 In fact, if the brother of the deceased is reluctant to marry the widow, she becomes “the plaintiff in the local court,” carrying out “the symbolic legal acts against the obstinate levir.”43 In addition, the solidarity of the family guarantees the continuation of the tribe, as well as that of the nation in the land.44

In summary, the law’s guardianship and discipline are discernible for both women and men in the regulations regarding marriage, despite the patriarchal influence of the ancient culture. The intention of the Torah was “neither to create nor to perpetuate patriarchy.”45 The law’s limitation on male authority was an improvement of woman’s status at that time, though the situation remained less than ideal. The Mosaic law does not endorse patriarchy, yet works within this framework and regulates it, providing a degree of care and protection for women and limiting the rights of men.46 Eckart Otto may judge the law’s success in overcoming “the patrilineal and patriarchal pattern” of Hebrew society as being “too little and by no means enough.”47 But for women living at that time, it was at the least beneficial. It meant the difference between an ordered society and a chaotic anarchy with unrestrained male dominance.




MOVING FROM LAW TO GOSPEL

It would be wrong to confuse the Mosaic law with an exhaustive statement of God’s will for humanity or to assume that mere compliance with it could satisfy the righteousness God requires.48 When Jesus declared that he came to fulfill the law without abolishing it (Mt 5:17), he called his disciples to move beyond what had become a legalistic and external understanding of Torah observance to an attitude and way of life that embodied the will and character of God. He defended and illustrated this call with six antithetical rulings regarding adultery, divorce, murder, swearing falsely and keeping a vow, retaliation, and hatred (Mt 5:21-48).49 Jesus’ teaching suggests that one must move beyond a mechanical application of the law. His response to the question on divorce (Mt 19:1-12) and his treatment of the same subject in the legal rulings found in Matthew 5:21-48 (specifically Mt 5:27-32) serve as an example of this point.

Divorce was not instituted or encouraged by the law of Moses, although the Torah recognized and tolerated its existence, accommodating humanity’s hardness of heart by providing for the orderly dissolution of a marriage when it was the lesser of the evils.50 This is why Jesus could both underscore the sanctity of marriage and allow for divorce (though only in extreme cases such as adultery; Mt 5:31-32; 19:3-9). In his letters, Paul also emphasizes the sanctity of marriage. However, based on Exodus 21:10-11, divorce was allowed in the case of emotional and physical neglect, which in its extreme forms constituted abuse.51

But consider also the words of Malachi and Ezra (the latter being a “teacher well versed in the Law of Moses”; Ezra 7:6 NIV). While Malachi was criticizing the returned Judeans for divorcing their Jewish wives (“You have been unfaithful to her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant”; Mal 2:14 NIV), Ezra was commanding them to divorce their foreign wives (“You have been unfaithful; you have married foreign women, adding to Israel’s guilt. . . . Separate yourselves”; Ezra 10:10-11 NIV). Both easy divorce and pagan religion threatened family purity within the covenant community; neither reflected an ideal situation.

However, Jesus goes beyond mere regulation of behavior by calling his disciples not only to avoid adultery but also to address the lustful desires that lead to the act (Mt 5:27-30). Passionately, and in contrast to the outward regulatory character of the law, Jesus places the intent of the heart in sharper focus (a concept already inherent in the giving of the law; see Deut 30:11-14). Viewing others as opportunities for one’s own gratification deeply offends the love that respects and delights in their otherness. The point is that love (in contrast to lust) transcends the law without dismissing it.52

In Matthew 19:1-12 the rationale for Jesus’ treatment of the law becomes even clearer, revealing an approach similar to that discussed by the apostle Paul, who declares that the law was “added because of transgressions” and guarded us until the Messiah had come (Gal 3:19 NIV; see Gal 3:23; 4:4-5). Jesus states that Moses allowed divorce because of the people’s “hardness of heart,” even though “it was not this way from the beginning” (Mt 19:8 NIV). However, Jesus’ position on divorce reveals the progression: creation→judgment→law→gospel. The way it was “from the beginning” (creation) is contrasted with “hardness of heart” (sin and the resultant judgment). One of the functions of the law was to regulate human behavior while facing the harsh reality of the fallen state, which included a dominating, patriarchal culture. Finally, the fulfillment of the law in the redemptive era of the Messiah goes beyond the law by focusing on the attitude of the heart. In this, however, the law was neither changed nor abolished (i.e., it was still a good thing to be orderly about divorce when it occurred). Rather, the emphasis shifted from a negative restriction to a positive initiative, carrying forward the divine intention that was present from the beginning: that men and women should be mutually supportive and function equally as caretakers of God’s good creation as they follow God’s instruction to “be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground” (Gen 1:28 NIV).53




CONCLUSION

The situation in which women found themselves under the Old Testament law was less than perfect. Clearly, they continued to suffer under the heavy hand of male dominance as a result of the fall and judgment. Nevertheless, laws—including and in addition to those discussed above—regulated to a certain extent the severity of their plight. Adultery was forbidden to both men and women. A woman accused of sexual promiscuity or infidelity by her husband had the benefit of a trial. A man who raped a woman was held responsible for his actions. Divorce and remarriage were discouraged. Widowed women were to be cared for by near relatives. Punishment of women was proportionate to their offenses. Women could participate in the covenant life of the community, including festivals and the making of vows. Thus, it can be argued that the law neither created nor perpetuated patriarchy but rather reflected a progressive and protective attitude toward women. It was beneficial to women in its time, bringing order to the society in which they lived.

However, the gospel transcended a legalistic application of the law and emphasized more than the mere restriction of sinful behavior, as illustrated in Jesus’ treatment of the laws regarding adultery, divorce, murder, swearing falsely, keeping a vow, and traditional understandings of retaliation and hatred. It demonstrated the next step in the progression from creation marred by sin (and resultant judgment), by temporary way of the law, to the redemption inaugurated by the Messiah in the gospel. However, to a degree even the New Testament situation is incomplete: creation still waits for the full redemption found in the contrast of our here and now with the “then and there” of New Testament eschatology.

Jesus treated women with dignity and respect. Women, as part of the priesthood of believers, were permitted to learn (1 Tim 2:11), teach (Acts 18:26), lead in worship (1 Cor 11:4-16), and even serve as apostles (Junia, Rom 16:7). Husbands were called to mutually love and serve their wives, who, along with their children and slaves, were no longer to be treated as property (Eph 5:21-28). Thus, believers have the joyful privilege of implementing this redemptive message while living in hope of the full redemption that is to come at the Messiah’s return.
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ONE CAN READILY FIND STUDIES of women leaders in the Bible. Yet three research tools are now in hand that make revisiting the topic both prudent and worthwhile. First, there are recently published Qumran papyri and Greco-Roman inscriptions that challenge considerably the common stereotype of women in both Jewish and Greco-Roman circles as little more than chattel.1 Second, there are current sociohistorical studies that show that there were more women leaders in antiquity, particularly in formerly male-dominated arenas, than has commonly been acknowledged.2 Third, Greek computer databases permit a more informed and accurate understanding of women’s roles in Scripture than was attainable previously.3


WOMEN LEADERS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

Few today contest the fact that women appear in a variety of ministry roles in the Old Testament. The key questions are, Were these leadership roles? Did the community of faith affirm women in such positions? The biblical record yields a yes on both accounts.

From early on, women were affirmed as leaders. Miriam is a good example. She is portrayed in the Exodus narratives as a leader in and of her own right, and is accorded a level of respect similar to that of Aaron and Moses. The congregation of Israel viewed her role as essential to its mission, refusing to move ahead on one occasion until she was restored to leadership after her criticism of Moses (Num 12:15).

Her impact can be gauged by the affirmation she received from subsequent generations. Tradition commends her as a prophet sent by God to join her brothers in leading Israel out of Egypt and redeeming them from the land of slavery. Her memory is celebrated by the community of faith for the leadership she provided at this crucial juncture in Israel’s history (Mic 6:4; cf. Ex 15:20).

Women proved to be capable leaders during Israel’s subsequent history. During the period of the judges, Deborah particularly comes to mind. She assumed a variety of leadership roles, including prophet (Judg 4:4, 6-7), judge (Judg 4:5), and mother of Israel (Judg 5:7).4 In the role of prophet, her leadership was accepted without dispute as from “the LORD, the God of Israel,” indicated by Barak’s response to her summons (Judg 4:6).5 This is due, in part, to cultural familiarity. Archaeological finds show that female prophets, both professional and lay, were well known in antiquity.6

Deborah’s stature as a judge is confirmed by the types of cases she handled. Intertribal disputes too difficult for the local judges fell to her (Deut 17:8).7 She held court in the hill country of Ephraim between Ramah and Bethel, where men and women alike came to her to have their disputes settled (Judg 4:4-5; a similar itinerant route to that of the prophet Samuel; see 1 Sam 7:16).8

Deborah’s ability as a commander in chief is also clear. When the tribes were incapable of standing together against their oppressors, Deborah not only united them but led them to victory. This is underscored by the placement of her name ahead of that of Israel’s general: “Deborah and Barak . . . sang [a victory song] on that day” (Judg 5:1).

Deborah’s overall leadership skills are highlighted in several ways. Her gender is placed first for emphasis: “Now Deborah, a woman prophet” (Judg 4:4 Bible in Basic English). Her judicial role is expressed in the participial form (“judging Israel”), thereby emphasizing her ongoing activity (Judg 4:4). Her posture (“she used to sit under the palm,” Judg 4:5) is that of an official exercising her duties. As a judge, she made a profound difference. Before her tenure “the roads were abandoned; travelers took to winding paths. Village life in Israel ceased” (Judg 5:6-7 NIV 1984). With Deborah’s ascendancy came a return of security in the countryside.

In her honor, the site was named “the palm of Deborah” (Judg 4:5), and the title “mother in Israel” was bestowed on her (Judg 5:7). The phrase “in Israel” commends her as a national leader. “Mother in Israel” is comparable today to an honorary doctorate bestowed in recognition of national leadership contributions.9

Similarly, the prophet Huldah provided leadership during the time that prophets of the stature of Jeremiah (Jer 1:2), Zephaniah (Zeph 1:1), Nahum (Nah 3:8-10), and Habakkuk (Hab 1:6) were active. Huldah was related by marriage to a court official, which placed her at the center of public affairs (along with Zephaniah). Her renown as a religious counselor was such that when King Josiah commanded his advisers to “go, inquire of the LORD . . . concerning the words of this book that has been found [the book of the law],” they sought out Huldah (2 Kings 22:13).

The size and prestige of the embassy that sought her counsel indicates something about not only the seriousness of the situation but also Huldah’s professional stature: the high priest (Hilkiah), the father of a future governor (Ahikam), the son of a prophet (Achbor), the secretary of state (Shaphan), and the king’s officer (Asaiah). Huldah’s counsel was immediately heeded, and sweeping religious reforms resulted (2 Kings 22:8-20; 23:1-25).

Some speculate that the king’s advisers picked Huldah because she was a political insider. Yet the prophet Zephaniah was more closely identified with the ruling class as a descendant of King Hezekiah (715–686 BC; Zeph 1:1). More likely Huldah was approached because of her track record of prophetic leadership and expert counsel. The narrator calls attention to the fact that the whole people of God (including “the prophets”) pledged themselves afresh to the covenant as a result of her counsel (2 Kings 23:1-3). Indeed, Huldah’s role in Josiah’s reforms may have helped elevate all the true prophets to their rightful place in Judah’s religious community.

It is sometimes remarked that God permitted women to lead at times when Israel lacked adequate male leadership. But the examples of Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah, who ministered in the context of other renowned male figures (Moses, Barak, Josiah, Jeremiah, etc.), demonstrate the opposite. Others plead exceptional circumstances. They argue that Israel’s nomadic existence during the wilderness years and a leadership vacuum after years of slavery in Egypt called for exceptional measures. The period of the judges, they point out, was a unique time when everyone did whatever was deemed right in their own eyes. Yet if there was any time when wise spiritual counsel was in evidence, strong leadership was in place, and the nation was on an even keel, it was during King Josiah’s reign—and Huldah’s tenure. The prophet Jeremiah speaks highly of Josiah (Jer 22:15-16), as does the author of 2 Kings 22:2.

Why, though, were there so few women leaders? The lack of a comprehensive history of the period makes it difficult to know actual percentages. Matter-of-fact references to female prophets may indicate that women such as Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah were only the tip of the leadership iceberg. There are a number of unnamed women that suggest as much: the female prophet whom Isaiah is instructed to marry (Is 8:3), the female prophets Ezekiel speaks against (Ezek 13:17- 23), and Noadiah, mentioned by Nehemiah (Neh 6:14). Some, like their male counterparts, were lured by fame and fortune. The prophet Ezekiel pronounced judgment against both the sons of Israel and the daughters of Judah, who prophesied “out of their own imagination” (Ezek 13:2, 17; cf. Jer 28:1-17).

There were women who served as advisers to heads of state. One example is the “wise woman” from Tekoa during David’s reign who advised the king regarding Absalom (2 Sam 14:1-33). Another example is the “wise woman” of Abel-beth-maacah who saved her city from destruction at the hand of David’s troops by giving expert counsel (2 Sam 20:16-22). Such would not have been the case had these women not had significant standing and authority within their local setting.10

Women leaders are also well attested in the political arena. City records and inscriptions give ample evidence of their civic-mindedness. Women’s names appear in connection with the underwriting of temples, theaters, gymnasiums, public baths, and other civic projects.11 From time to time women even served as heads of state. Athaliah ruled Judah 842–836 BC, albeit unwisely (2 Kings 11:1-3; 2 Chron 22:10-12); Salome Alexandra, honored queen of the Hasmonean dynasty, reigned 76–67 BC; and Cleopatra was the effective ruler of Egypt from 51 to 31 BC.

Though there appear to have been more men than women in the political spotlight, it was not due to a lack of intelligence, temperament, or political savvy. Nor is there any notion in the Old Testament that women leaders were inappropriate. The only exception is the Levitical priesthood, where purity laws precluded Jewish women’s serving in certain ceremonial roles due to uncleanness related to childbirth and menstruation. Men too were excluded, but for different reasons (e.g., not being a Levite, sexual uncleanness, or physical defect). Other roles, however, show women and men serving side by side. Women were involved in building and furnishing the tabernacle (Ex 35:22-26) and standing watch at its entrance (Ex 38:8; 1 Sam 2:22).12 They played musical instruments in public processions (Ps 68:25), danced and sang at communal and national festivals (Judg 21:19-23), and chanted at victory celebrations (1 Sam 18:7). Women brought offerings, performed rituals prescribed for purification and pardon, performed vows (Lev 12:1-8; 13:29-39; 15:19-29; 1 Sam 1:11, 24-28), and were recipients of divine communication (Judg 13:2-7; 8-20).13 There is also every indication that women and men worshiped and ministered side by side. Together they sang in the choir (2 Chron 35:25; Ezra 2:65; Neh 7:67) and offered sacrifices (1 Sam 1:24-25).




WOMEN LEADERS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

Women leaders come to the fore with the advent of the apostolic period. Several factors explain this. One is the Spirit’s empowerment of both women and men for ministry. The outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost was an equal-opportunity event. The women among Jesus’ disciples were enabled for witness just as the men were (Acts 1:8, 14-15; 2:17-18). The result was a major paradigm shift from the male priesthood of the Jewish cult to the charismatic worship format and gender-inclusive leadership of the early church.14 “When you assemble,” Paul states, “each one has a psalm, has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation” (1 Cor 14:26 NASB).

Another factor was the involvement of women in leadership positions in Greco-Roman religion and politics.15 Recent sociohistorical studies have shown that official religion in the Roman Empire was gender inclusive and that women leaders were a known phenomenon. For example, while Paul was planting the Ephesian church, Iuliane served as high priestess of the imperial cult in Magnesia, a city fifteen miles southeast of Ephesus.16 Also, because religion and society were inseparable, to lead in one arena was often to lead in the other. Mendora, for example, served at one time or another during Paul’s tenure as magistrate, priestess, and chief financial officer of Sillyon, a town in Pisidia, Asia.17

Women in the Roman church. The more Romanized the area, the more visible were women leaders. Since Paul’s missionary efforts focused on the urban areas of the Roman Empire, it should come as no surprise that most of the women named as church leaders in the New Testament surface in his letters.

This is especially true of his letter to the Roman church. The letter carrier was a woman (Rom 16:1-2), and at least five of the nine women Paul greets were ministry colleagues (“coworkers”; Rom 16:3, 6-7, 12). English translations stemming from the 1940s to the 1980s tend to obscure this fact. A hierarchical, noninclusive understanding of leadership during this period is partly to blame: women cannot be leaders, so the language of leadership must be eliminated. Phoebe becomes a “servant” and Paul’s “helper” (instead of a church deacon and Paul’s patron; Rom 16:1-2), and the esteemed apostle Junia becomes the masculine “Junias” (Rom 16:7).18

Junia is especially to be noted. Among the leaders recognized at Rome, she receives highest marks. Paul greets her and a coworker named Andronicus as “my fellow Jews who have been in prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles” (Rom 16:7 NIV). Andronicus and Junia could have been among “all the apostles” (beyond the Twelve) or among the five hundred to whom Christ appeared (1 Cor 15:6-7).19 But the facts better fit their having been among the visitors from Rome who responded to Peter’s preaching at Pentecost (Acts 2). Both were Jewish, both had Greek (Hellenized) names, and both preceded Paul “in Christ” (Rom 16:7). This would place them most naturally during the early years of the church’s outreach in Jerusalem (Acts 2−7).

Some try to circumvent the attribution of apostleship to a woman by changing the gender. The majority of English translations done from the 1940s to the early 1970s translate Iounian as the masculine name Junias.20 On the other hand, older translations (e.g., Wycliffe Bible, Tyndale New Testament, Geneva Bible, KJV, Weymouth), more recent revisions (NKJV, NRSV, NAB, REB, NIV), and newer translations (e.g., God’s Word, NLT, Holman Christian Standard, NET, ESV) render Iounian as the feminine Junia. They do so for good reasons. The masculine name Junias does not occur in any inscription, letterhead, piece of writing, epitaph, or literary work of the New Testament period. The feminine Junia, however, appears widely and frequently. Perhaps the best-known Junia is the half-sister of famed Roman general Brutus.21 The name Junia also appears in first-century inscriptions from such familiar New Testament locales as Ephesus, Didyma, Lydia, Troas and Bithynia.22 Junia is found as well on tombstones—especially in and around Rome.23

Others attempt to get around Paul’s apostolic acknowledgment by translating the Greek prepositional phrase as “esteemed by” or “in the sight of the apostles” rather than “outstanding among the apostles.” To do this, however, is to introduce a strange thought for Paul. In Paul’s writings there are “us apostles” (1 Cor 4:9), Christ’s apostles (1 Thess 2:6-7), “his [God’s] holy apostles” (Eph 3:5), “the other apostles” (1 Cor 9:5), those “who were already apostles” (Gal 1:17), and “any other apostle” (Gal 1:19). There are also the “pillars” (Gal 2:9) and the “super-apostles” (2 Cor 12:11), but not “the apostles.” The terminology appears in the kerygma that preceded Paul. Paul states in 1 Corinthians 15:3-7 that he was faithful in transmitting to his converts and church plants “as of first importance” what he himself had received—“that he [Christ] appeared . . . to all the apostles.” But “the apostles” is not native to Paul’s own thinking or speaking.

To say that Junia was “esteemed by” or “prominent in the sight of the apostles” is to ignore early Greek translations and commentaries. For example, the Vulgate, the standard Latin translation of the Western church, has “Junia . . . notable among the apostles” (nobiles in apostolis). John Chrysostom, bishop of Constantinople in the fourth century, states, “To be even amongst these of note, just consider what a great enconium this is! . . . Oh how great is the devotion of this woman [Junia] that she should be even counted worthy of the appellation of apostle!”24

More recently the translation “outstanding among the apostles” has been challenged on the basis of usage outside the Bible. It is argued that every known instance of the adjective episēmos with the preposition en and the personal dative bears the exclusive sense of “well-known to” rather than the inclusive “notable among.”25 The first implies that Junia was outside the group of apostles but esteemed by them; the second implies that she was honored as one of them.

But all considerations support the latter. For one, episēmos is the adjective “notable” and not the passive verb “well known to.”26 Two, it is a compound of epi (upon) and sēma (mark), yielding the literal sense “having a mark, inscription,” “bearing the marks of,” and the metaphorical sense “remarkable, notable.”27 This would make Junia a “distinguished” or “remarkable” member of (not simply known to) the apostles. Three, overwhelming usage of the preposition en and the personal dative (inside and outside the New Testament) bears the local meaning “in/among.”28 While dative personal nouns often designate the recipients (to/for), this is not the case for the preposition en. In fact, the standard grammars and lexicons lack salient examples of it bearing the sense “to.”29 On the other hand, episēmos en with either a personal or impersonal object in each case yields the meaning “notable among,” not “well known to.”


Additions to Esther 16:22 (NRSV): “Therefore, you shall observe this with all good cheer as a notable day among your commemorative festivals.”

 

Josephus, Jewish Wars 2.418: “So the men of power . . . sent ambassadors; some to Florus . . . and others to Agrippa, eminent among whom were Saul, Antipas, and Costobarus.”

 

Lucian, On Salaried Posts 28: “So you must raise your thirsty voice like a stranded frog, taking pains to be conspicuous among those who praise [the mistress’ page].”

 

Lucian, Dialogues of the Dead 438: “We had quite a crowd with us on our way down, most distinguished among whom were our rich countryman Ismenodorus [and others].”



Thus the clearest reading of this reference to Junia yields an example of a woman not only functioning as an apostle in the New Testament church but being highly esteemed as such by Paul and his apostolic colleagues. This flies in the face of arguments that Jesus excluded women from the Twelve because their gender precluded their functioning as apostles.30

Women in the Philippian church. Euodia and Syntyche are singled out as leaders of the Philippian church. That Paul does this is significant. It is not his practice to name names in letters to his churches. In part, the public nature of his letters precluded it. They were written to be read aloud and concerned matters that affected the whole church (Col 4:16). When Paul does mention someone by name, it is with decided intentionality.

Paul’s initial evangelistic foray in Philippi took place among a group of Jewish women during Sabbath prayers (Acts 16:13-15). Some, such as Euodia and Syntyche, then partnered with Paul in the preaching of the gospel, as well as in leading the congregation. Paul’s public appeal to a “loyal companion” to “help these women” to “be of the same mind in the Lord” says something about their stature within the Christian community (Phil 4:2-3).

Euodia’s and Syntyche’s differences were not of a petty or personal nature. Paul speaks to the issue of conflict in the church, spending significant time exhorting the church to stand firm in “one spirit” (Phil 1:27), to be of the “same mind” (Phil 2:2, 5; 3:15), “striving side by side” for “the faith of the gospel” and in no way intimidated by their opponents (Phil 1:27-28). Much of this same language is used of Euodia and Syntyche. They too are called to be of “the same mind,” having “struggled beside” Paul in “the work of the gospel” (Phil 4:2-3). Their role so clearly involves leadership that their disagreement put the unity of the church in jeopardy.

There is no hint that these or any other women should not be in leadership roles. If this had been so, Paul would have said as much. He is not shy to do so elsewhere (e.g., 1 Tim 1:19-20). Nor is the disagreement an indication that women are not well suited for leadership. Paul himself sharply disagreed with a colleague on at least one occasion (Acts 15:36-41). At issue is simply two leaders not seeing things the same way in the context of outside opposition to the church.

Women in the Cenchreaen church. Phoebe is commended as “a deacon of the church at Cenchreae” (Rom 16:1). Some translations obscure this fact by rendering diakonos as “servant” (e.g., NKJV, NASU, NIV). To do so is to miss the official character of Paul’s commendation. Phoebe was Paul’s designated letter carrier to the Roman church (Rom 16:2).

A church’s welcome was based on the presentation of credentials. This is why Paul routinely provided credentials for his letter carriers (e.g., 2 Cor 8:16-24; Eph 6:21-22; Phil 2:25-30; Col 4:7-9). Since Phoebe was a virtual unknown, strong credentials would have been critical in her case. “Servant” would hardly have sufficed in the imperial capital. “A deacon of the church in Cenchreae” is what was needed (NIV, NRSV; cf. NLT, NEB, CEV).

Here we do well to take our cue from the early church fathers. “Deacon” is how they universally understood Phoebe’s role. Origen cites Romans 16:7 as an example of the fact that “even women are instituted deacons in the church.” John Chrysostom understands diakonos to be a term of “rank.”31

Paul instructs the Roman church to “receive [Phoebe] in the Lord” and to “give her any help she may need” (Rom 16:2). Elsewhere this is technical language for an itinerant missionary (e.g., 1 Cor 16:10-11; 2 Cor 7:15). In Phoebe’s case it indicates that Paul entrusted her with a mission beyond carrying his letter. This was certainly within the scope of a deacon’s job description. Ignatius, bishop of Rome at the turn of the century, twice refers to a deacon of one church serving as an ambassador to another church.32

Women in the Lycus Valley churches. Priscilla and Aquila are twice greeted by Paul as “co-workers” (Rom 16:3-5; 2 Tim 4:19). It is a common misconception within evangelical circles that Greco-Roman women rarely left their house and that when they did go out they did not speak to members of the opposite sex. There was no stratum of Roman society where this was the case. Even the wives of Roman artisans worked side by side with their husbands (Acts 18:3). Priscilla and Aquila were no exception. They are recognized throughout the New Testament as a team.

The language Paul uses of both Priscilla and Aquila points to the equivalent of today’s church planter, a role very much like his own. They are Paul’s “co-workers in Christ Jesus,” “they risked their lives” for him, and “all the churches of the Gentiles are grateful to them” (Rom 16:3-4).

What is unusual is the order of their names. As in our “Mr. and Mrs.” nomenclature, the Roman husband’s name typically appeared first. When New Testament writers refer to their occupation of tentmakers and to “their house,” the order is “Aquila and Priscilla” (Acts 18:2; 1 Cor 16:19). But when ministry is in view, the order is “Priscilla and Aquila” (Acts 18:18; Rom 16:3; cf. 2 Tim 4:19). This is also the case with the instruction of Apollos (Acts 18:26), suggesting that Priscilla possessed the dominant ministry and leadership skills of the duo.33

Women were also among the ranks of deacons in the Ephesian church: “Women [deacons], likewise, are to be worthy of respect, not slanderers, temperate, and trustworthy in everything” (1 Tim 3:11, my translation). That Paul is speaking of women in a recognized leadership role is apparent not only from the listing of credentials but also from the fact that these credentials are duplicates of those listed for male deacons in 1 Timothy 3:8-10. Also, the Greek word order of 1 Timothy 3:8, 11 is identical: “[Male] deacons likewise [diakonous hōsautōs] must be serious, not double-tongued, not indulging in much wine. . . . Women likewise [gynaikas hōsautōs] must be serious, not slanderers, but temperate” (1 Tim 3:8, 11).

It is commonly assumed that despite the meaning of authentein, the prohibition “I do not permit a woman to teach” is absolute because authority resides in the act of teaching (or in the person who teaches) and women cannot exercise authority in the church. It is also assumed that by the time of the Pastorals teaching was something “official” and what “elders” did, and women were not permitted to hold office or be an elder.

There are several difficulties with this line of argument. For one, it is anachronistic. Teaching in the New Testament period was an activity and not an office. All are called to “go . . . and make disciples of all nations, baptizing . . . and teaching them to obey everything that [Christ] commanded” (Mt 28:19-20). It was also a spiritual gift that was given to women and men alike. Teaching is found in all of the Pauline lists of gifts and was an integral part of every facet of church life (Rom 12:6-8; 1 Cor 12:28-31; Eph 4:11). When the church at Corinth gathered in worship, it was presumed that there would be those with a “word of knowledge” (1 Cor 12:8 NASB) and that each would have a psalm, a teaching, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation (1 Cor 14:26). Both men and women publicly prayed and prophesied during worship (1 Cor 11:5). Prophecy, Paul states, instructs the congregations (1 Cor 14:19; katēchēsō) and results in “all learning” (pante manthanōsin; 1 Cor 14:31, my translation). Indeed, the whole congregation at Colossae was called to “teach and admonish one another” (Col 3:16).

Some counter with the claim that teaching in the Pastorals involved teaching doctrine, which women could not do. The flaw here lies in translating the Greek phrase tē hygiainousē didaskalia as “sound doctrine” instead of “sound teaching” (1 Tim 1:10; 4:6; cf. 1 Tim 6:1, 3; 2 Tim 4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1). Doctrine as a system of thought (i.e., dogma) is foreign to Paul’s letters. In contrast, Paul urges Timothy to avoid “profane myths and old wives’ tales” (1 Tim 4:7), to practice godliness (1 Tim 4:7-8), to honor God as the one true Savior of all people (1 Tim 4:9-11), and to encourage slaves to treat their earthly masters with full respect (1 Tim 6:1-2). He is teaching Christian living—not doctrine. Teaching was subject to evaluation just like any other gift. This is why Paul instructed Timothy to publicly rebuke anyone who departed from “the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Tim 6:3; see 1 Tim 5:20).

Others claim that the leadership qualifications of an overseer in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 exclude women. An “overseer” (the Greek is episkopēs, “overseer,” and not presbyteros, “elder”) was to be “faithful to his wife” and “apt to teach.”34

Although “faithful to his wife” is commonly thought to make the role of overseer an exclusively male one, the standard is not exclusively so. It is also a qualification of widowed women leaders (faithful to her husband; 1 Tim 5:9). It is true that qualifications are the same for male and female deacons except when related to family. Qualifications for male deacons include being faithful to his wife (1 Tim 5:12), while qualifications for female deacons omit it (1 Tim 3:11).35 A reasonable explanation is that Paul adds qualifications that simply do not apply to women. It could be that women deacons were drawn from the ranks of the unmarried (in which case there would be no need to list qualifications having to do with marital status and providing for one’s family). First Corinthians 7 certainly attests to the presence of virgins in the congregation. Another possibility is that marital faithfulness was a greater challenge for men in that society. In a Greek city such as Ephesus, where men were still by and large the initiators in matters of divorce and philandering, Paul could have considered a husband’s faithfulness to be a critical part of his Christian witness. He certainly highlights this need in his list of qualifications for overseers: “[An overseer] must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap” (1 Tim 3:7 NIV). “Disgrace” and “the devil’s trap” are suggestive of marital unfaithfulness.

It is also important to note that it is “apt to teach” and not “gifted to teach.” Aptitude is different from gifting. Paul is not saying that one must possess a teaching gift to be an overseer. It is competency that is in view—able to teach. The need for overseers to be competent to teach makes particular sense in the context of false teaching, especially because “they [false teachers] are turning whole families away from the truth” (Titus 1:11 NLT).

It is further claimed that tou idiou oikou kalōs prohistamenon, translated by the NIV as “he must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him. . . . (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?),” excludes women as overseers. However, the Greek terms prohistamenon and epimelēsetai have to do with providing assistance or guidance. This is clear from the language that follows: “If a man cannot prohistamenon his own household, how can he care for [epimelēsetai] God’s church?” This is also clear from New Testament usage elsewhere. In Romans 12 prohistēmi is grouped with the spiritual gifts of generous giving and showing mercy, and suggests a translation such as “offering practical assistance to those in need” (Rom 12:8). In Romans 16:1 it is used of Phoebe’s provision of patronage and protection of both Paul and the broader Christian community. The same goes for epimelēsetai. Epimelemai elsewhere involves providing for the need at hand. The Samaritan took the battered man to an inn, where he cared for him (Lk 10:34-35). While he was under house arrest, Paul’s friends provided what he needed (Acts 27:3). It is common to construe the overseer’s role in an authoritarian and hierarchical way. But there is a world of difference between the parent who protects and cares well for his family and the one who rules and manages his household.

Not to be overlooked is the fact that both men and women served as church leaders. In spelling out qualifications for both male and female deacons, there is an acknowledgment that the church at Ephesus had women in at least one of its key leadership positions. Nor was Ephesus the exception. Paul makes mention of female deacons in Philippi and Cenchreae. Phoebe is commended by Paul as a “deacon in the church at Cenchreae” (Rom 16:1), and Euodia and Syntyche are spoken of in language that places them in the ranks of the Philippian church leadership of “overseers and deacons” (Phil 1:1 NIV).

Postapostolic writers understood Paul to be speaking of women deacons. Clement of Alexandria (second to third century), for instance, says, “For we know what the honorable Paul in one of his letters to Timothy prescribed regarding women deacons.” And John Chrysostom (fourth century) talks of women who held the rank of deacon in the apostolic church.36

Among the Lycus Valley churches, Nympha surfaces as another woman leader. Paul greets her at the close of Colossians: “Give my greetings to the brothers and sisters in Laodicea, and to Nympha and the church in her house” (Col 4:15). While the reference is brief, the implications are noteworthy. Patronage of a house church was an authoritative role. The householder in Greco-Roman times was automatically in charge of any group that met in his or her domicile. Households in the first century included not only the immediate family and relatives but also slaves, freedmen and freedwomen, hired workers, and even tenants and partners in a trade or craft. This meant that the female head of household had to have good administrative and management skills (see oikodespotein, “to rule one’s household,” in 1 Tim 5:14). Paul thus places great emphasis on a person’s track record as a family leader, as it is a definite indicator of church-leadership potential (1 Tim 3:4-5; 5:14).

Women in the Caesarean church. Luke commends Philip’s four daughters as prophets in the Caesarean church (Acts 21:9). They belong to a tradition of women prophets stretching back to Mosaic times. In fact, if there was one gift that women consistently possessed and exercised throughout the history of God’s people, it is this one. (Anna also continued this tradition in New Testament times; Lk 2:36-38.)

Luke’s reference to Philip’s daughters is brief. No further commentary was necessary, because women prophets were likely well established as church leaders. Postapostolic authors confirm this. Papias tells how he heard a wonderful story from the lips of Philip’s prophetic daughters. Proclus (third-century leader of the Phrygian Montanists) places their later prophetic ministry in Hierapolis, Asia. Eusebius ranks them “among the first stage in the apostolic succession.”37

Philip’s daughters were not lone exceptions. A woman named Ammia in the Philadelphian church is also said to have prophesied during New Testament times. In fact, second-century Montanists Priscilla and Maximilla used women such as Ammia to justify their own prophetic office.38

Some argue that early church prophecy was merely an impromptu movement of the Spirit and not a recognized leadership role in the church. Yet Luke makes it clear that the prophet was just such, when he identifies the leaders of the church at Antioch as “prophets and teachers” (Acts 13:1). Nor was prophecy, as some would claim, an activity valued less than other forms of ministry. This is evident from Paul’s identification of prophetic speaking with “revelation” (apokalyphthē; 1 Cor 14:29-30) and his naming apostles and prophets together as the “foundation” of the church when speaking of it metaphorically (Eph 2:20). Paul even goes further and puts apostles and prophets in a category by themselves. It is to “[God’s] holy apostles and prophets” that “the mystery of Christ . . . has now been revealed . . . by the Spirit” (Eph 3:4-5). In a very real sense, therefore, the New Testament prophet carries on the “Thus saith the LORD” task of the Old Testament prophet.




CONCLUSION

Recent studies have focused appropriately on Paul’s language for male and female leaders. The uniform conclusion is that Paul uses exactly the same language of colleagues in ministry whether they are male or female. The men are described as fellow prisoners, fellow workers, and hard workers who risked their necks for Paul and labored side by side with him in the gospel (Rom 16:3, 7, 9, 21; 1 Cor 3:9; 4:12; 16:16-17; 2 Cor 8:23; Phil 2:25; 4:3; Col 4:10-11; 1 Thess 3:2; 5:12; Philem 1, 24). The women are equally described as fellow prisoners, fellow workers, and hard workers who risked their necks for Paul and labored side by side with him in the gospel (Rom 16:3-4, 6, 12; Phil 4:2-3).

Parallel language reveals the same pattern in Greco-Roman society. Epigraphical data shows that terms such as magistrate, chief officer, prophet, priest/priestess, patron/protectress, overseer, and the like are used equally of women and men in the religious cults and civic associations of the day.

What is too often overlooked is that women as well as men are named without qualification or geographical boundaries, and in commensurate numbers for each leadership role. Junia was “outstanding among the apostles” at Rome (Rom 16:7 NIV). Phoebe was a deacon of the Cenchreaen church (Rom 16:1-2). Syntyche and Euodia were leaders of the Philippian church and evangelists alongside Paul himself (Phil 4:3; cf. Phil 1:1). Philip’s four daughters were prophets at Caesarea (Acts 21:9). Priscilla was a church planter alongside Paul (Rom 16:3-4) and a teacher at Ephesus who expounded “the way of God” to a man in exactly the same way Paul expounded the gospel to men and women in Rome (exethento, from ektithēmi; Acts 18:26; cf. Acts 28:23). Under Roman law, Nympha had legal responsibility for and hence authority over the church that met in her house (Col 4:15).

These are facts hardly open to debate—although some remain eager and willing to attempt to circumvent them. To do so, however, one must dismiss the evidence of women leaders in the culture at large, deny the impact of the union of religion and life on the church, or impose on the biblical women the image of a cloistered, domestic female that did not exist in the Greco-Roman world of antiquity. If anything, the matter-of-fact mention and listing of women in ministry permits us to conclude there was a substantially wider and well-established early Christian praxis of women leaders.39

There is no indication that men and women functioned within any hierarchical leadership framework in the New Testament church. Indeed, that Paul calls women “laborers” and “fellow workers” means that what is said of other leaders must apply also to them. Paul urges the Corinthian church to “submit to such people [who have devoted themselves to the service of God’s people] and to everyone who joins in the work and labors at it” (1 Cor 16:16 NIV). And he asks the Thessalonians “to acknowledge those who work hard among you, who care for you in the Lord and admonish you. Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work” (1 Thess 5:12-13 NIV). It follows that Paul would presume such respect and esteem should also be shown toward the women who work and labor in the Lord—proclaiming, admonishing, teaching, and leading.40
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IN 1667 QUAKER MARGARET Fell declared that “women’s speaking” was “justified, proved and allowed of by the Scriptures” because “women were the first that preached the tidings of the Resurrection of Jesus, and were sent by Christ’s own command, before He ascended to the Father, John 20:17.”1 In this she was echoing John Chrysostom’s (fourth-century) sentiments that women carried on the race that “apostles and evangelists ran.” About Andronicus and Junia, Chrysostom wrote: “Indeed to be apostles at all is a great thing. But to be even amongst these of note, just consider what a great encomium this is! But they were of note owing to their works, to their achievements. Oh! How great is the devotion of this woman, that she should be even counted worthy of the appellation of apostle!”2 Christian writers have long marveled at the impact of Jesus’ words and deeds on the status of women, even when they have differed on the roles women and men were to have in the later church.

The purpose of this chapter is to look at the data in the Gospels once again, because even though many scholars view positively Jesus’ affirmations of women, some are reluctant to see this as bearing on women’s possible leadership roles in the church.3 After an overview of what is generally accepted by all, that Jesus both affirmed and elevated women, I will examine more closely how Jesus’ actions affect the priorities in women’s lives. The chapter will conclude with a reexamination of the key point of disagreement: the significance of Jesus’ choosing twelve males to form the so-called inner circle of his disciples.


JESUS AFFIRMS WOMEN

Recognizing that Jesus both affirmed and elevated the status of women has now become commonplace on both sides of the women-in-leadership divide. Among those opposed to women in senior leadership roles in the church, Michael Wilkins states that

Jesus restored and affirmed the worth and dignity of women. . . . [He] did not make a distinction between women and men in this ministry of restoration. . . . Women were called to be Jesus’ disciples. . . . As disciples of Jesus, women have restored to them the full dignity that was theirs in the creation, when men and women were both created in the image of God. . . . Women received instruction and nurture as Jesus’ disciples.


He adds, “Jesus restored and affirmed women to his ministry team” as “colaborers with men.”4

Wilkins follows the positive tone set earlier by James Borland: “Christ placed a high value on women” by “recognizing their intrinsic value as persons,” by “ministering to women,” and by “according them dignity in his ministry.”5 Wayne House agrees: “Jesus treated women with kindness and respect and considered them equal before God,” and he assumed women were “of equal intelligence, equal spiritual discernment, and equal religious acumen.”6 Samuele Bacchiocchi further reiterates this perspective. Jesus was unique in contrast to first-century Judaism. He viewed women as “persons for whom He had come . . . not in terms of sex, age or marital status.” He appreciated their “intelligence and faith,” accepted women as “treasured members of the human family,” admitted them “into His fellowship,” and took “time to teach them the truths of the Kingdom of God.”7

The ways Jesus affirmed women can be summarized under four broad categories. First, Jesus’ conversations with women indicate his esteem for them. Jesus openly conversed with women despite the ancient Jewish practice of discouraging men from speaking with women in public.8 For example, in John’s Gospel Jesus has a deep theological discussion with a man, Nicodemus (Jn 3:1-21), followed by a deep theological discussion with a woman, a Samaritan, at Jacob’s well (Jn 4:4-42). She is the first person to whom Jesus discloses that he is the Messiah (Jn 4:25-26), and she becomes an evangelist to her people (Jn 4:28-29, 39-42). Later in the same Gospel, Martha affirms the key doctrines about Jesus: Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into the world” (Jn 11:27 NIV).9

Second, Jesus’ teachings are favorable to women. Jesus is firm that marriage entails commitment between one man and one woman for life, whereas rabbinic teaching allowed polygamy and divorce for many reasons other than adultery.10 As well, women, like men, were to place obedience to God as most important (Mt 12:46-50; Mk 3:31-35; Lk 8:19-21; 11:27-28).

Third, women form an important part of Jesus’ ministry, helping usher in the time of God’s rule. Five women are included in his messianic pedigree: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba, and of course Mary (Mt 1:3-16). Many women serve as positive models of faith. Mary’s role, as a virgin who conceived by the Holy Spirit, is highlighted. She is presented as a thinker of great faith (Mt 1:18; Lk 1:26-56; 2:19, 34-35, 51). A Canaanite woman is also extolled for her great faith (Mt 15:28; cf. Lk 4:25-26), similar to the way a Roman soldier is praised (Mt 8:10). Likewise, a restored immoral woman who is allowed to touch Jesus is commended for her faith, greater than that of the rude Simon and his Pharisee friends (Lk 7:36-50).11 A healed woman is called “a daughter of Abraham” (Lk 13:16) in the same way as a male tax collector is called a restored “son of Abraham” (Lk 19:9-10); thus, both women and men are included in the newly formed people of God that Christ himself both represents and gathers. And Mary of Bethany is commended for her insight into Jesus’ coming crucifixion—insight that went far beyond that of the Twelve (Jn 12:1-8).

Besides these, Luke singles out Elizabeth, who names John (Lk 1:60); the prophet Anna (Lk 2:36-38); the named women who are among his disciples (Lk 8:1-3); an only daughter whom Jesus heals (Lk 8:40-42, 49-56); a woman with constant bleeding who, by touching Jesus’ cloak, makes him “unclean” (Lk 8:43-48); Martha and Mary (Lk 10:38-42); the women who mourn his impending death (Lk 23:27-28); and the women who come to anoint the buried Jesus but instead are the first to hear and tell of the resurrection (Lk 23:55−24:12).

Fourth, Jesus’ teachings and comments often take into consideration a woman’s perspective. He uses female images for himself—a hen desiring to gather her chicks under her wings (Mt 23:37; Lk 13:34). Similarly, God’s care for the lost, exemplified in Jesus’ eating with sinners, is pictured not only as a father with lost sons (Lk 15:11-32) but also as a woman with a lost coin (Lk 15:8-9). Humanity is described as those “born of women” (Mt 11:11). Both father and mother are to be honored (Mk 7:10-11).

In his analogies Jesus uses household activities common to women, such as sewing (Lk 5:36) and cooking (Lk 6:38; 13:21). Household service is a key to understanding genuine obedience to God: feeding and clothing the hungry, the stranger, the ill, the inmate, and the wounded (Mt 25:37-39, 42-43; Lk 10:34). The church becomes a loving family (Mt 23:8; Jn 19:25-27). Jesus shows special concern for pregnant and nursing women and widows (Mt 24:19; Mk 12:40; 13:17; Lk 7:12-17; 18:3; 20:47; 21:2-4, 23; 23:29; Jn 16:21). Pressure against Christ’s followers will come from both male and female relatives (Mt 10:35-37; 19:29; Mk 10:29-30; Lk 12:53; 14:26; 18:29; 21:16). And of course, marriage has a significant place in representing God’s reign (Mt 25:1; Mk 2:19; Lk 5:34-35; Jn 2:1).

Thus, most scholars would agree that Jesus’ teachings and actions are favorable to women and that women are an important part of his ministry. Nonetheless, advocates of male-only leadership do not always develop the implications of Jesus’ actions toward women—actions that stood in remarkable contrast to his own culture and society.




JESUS’ ACTIONS AFFECT WOMEN’S PRIORITIES

Rather than simply reassert, as many continue to do, that “the woman’s place is in the home”—as though that were a biblical (and not merely cultural) viewpoint—one needs to ask such questions as: Why were first-century Jewish women discouraged from having formal higher education in biblical law? Why were women not required to pursue religious training at all or given merit if they did study? Why was no one required or encouraged to teach them?12 Why were women not admitted into Jewish schools? Why even in the synagogue service were they not encouraged to study fully? Of course, they could attend worship services, but they were not welcome to the place of further study (“the place of men”) or were required to sit at the back of the worship area.

These restrictions for women were made for two reasons: (1) women were primarily to be homemakers, and (2) they were to be protected against unchastity. Philo of Alexandria, a slightly older contemporary of Jesus, described what was considered the ideal for Jewish women in the Diaspora:

Market-places and council-halls and law-courts and gatherings and meetings, where a large number of people are assembled, and open-air life with full scope for discussion and action—all these are suitable to men in both war and peace. The women are best suited to the indoor life which never strays from the house, within which the middle door is taken by the maidens as their boundary, and the outer door by those who have reached full womanhood. Organized communities are of two sorts, the greater which we call cities and the smaller which we call households. Both of these have their governors; the government of the greater is assigned to men under the name of statesmanship, that of the lesser, known as household management, to women.13


Similarly, rabbinic laws were constructed to ensure that women were not encouraged to leave their homes. As in Philo, the location of women seems to be the underlying concern.14 Indeed, Jewish law consistently assumed the necessity for women to be centered on their household. If women spent time in study of the law, it was feared, their care of the household would suffer.

Wives were required to sustain a household’s economy, unless they had servants to direct. For instance, in the Mishnah a wife is required to grind flour, bake bread, wash clothes, cook food, nurse her child, make ready her husband’s bed, oversee Sabbath celebrations, and spin wool.15 Women were so integrally associated with the house and homemaking that Rabbi Judah said that “his house” (in Lev 16:6) is a synonym for “his wife.”16 Rabbi Jose, commenting on Yoma 1:1, proudly adds: “Never have I called my wife by that word [‘my wife’], but always ‘my home.’” Even a woman’s body came to be perceived as constructed for homemaking. Rabbi Hisda thus interprets Genesis 2:22, wherein God takes Adam’s rib and “builds (it) into a woman”: “This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, built Eve in the shape of a storehouse. As a storehouse is [made] wide below and narrow above so that it may contain the produce, so was [the womb of] a woman [made] wide below and narrow above so that it may contain the embryo.”17

However, this emphasis on women’s remaining in the household as much as economically possible does not flow from any clear teaching in the Old Testament. (According to Deut 31:12 and Josh 8:35, all people—Hebrew men, women, children, and foreigners—were exhorted to attend regularly the reading of the law.) Rather, it reflects an inculturation from the larger pagan society that goes far back in time. For instance, Xenophon (fourth century BC) creates an ideal gentleman, Ischomachus, who explains to his wife that God

from the first adapted the woman’s nature, I think, to the indoor and man’s to the outdoor tasks and cares. For he made the man’s body and mind more capable of enduring cold and heat, and journeys and campaigns; and therefore imposed on him the outdoor tasks. To the woman, since he has made her body less capable of such endurance, I take it that God has assigned the indoor tasks. And knowing that he had created in the woman and had imposed on her the nourishment of the infants, he meted out to her a larger portion of affection for new-born babes than to the man. And since he imposed on the woman the protection of the stores also, knowing that for protection a fearful disposition is no disadvantage, God meted out a larger share of fear to the woman than to the man; and knowing that he who deals with the outdoor tasks will have to be their defender against any wrong-doer, he meted out to him again a larger share of courage. . . . Thus, to the woman it is more honorable to stay indoors than to abide in the fields, but to the man it is unseemly rather to stay indoors than to attend to the work outside.18


Jesus, in contrast, does not treat women primarily as homemakers. A woman calls out in Jesus’ hearing: “Blessed is the mother who gave you birth and nursed you!” Here we see this principle of woman primarily as mother voiced before Jesus. And what is his reply? “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it!” (Lk 11:27-28 NIV). What Jesus states here explicitly, he models earlier in his actions. Thus, when Mary sits as a pupil in rabbinic fashion before Jesus (Lk 10:38-42) while Martha follows the cultural mandate to serve as homemaker, Jesus declares that Mary is the one who has selected the good share—to sit at a rabbi’s feet in learning. She has made the right choice, and he will not allow anyone to take learning away from those who sit at his feet.19

Despite all this, many evangelicals today still see homemaking as women’s primary role. For instance, Thomas Schreiner writes that childbearing “represents the fulfillment of the woman’s domestic role as a mother in distinction from the man. Childbearing, then, is probably selected by synecdoche [in 1 Tim 2:15] as representing the appropriate role for women.”20 James Hurley agrees: “Women in general (and most women in [Paul’s] day) will be kept safe from seizing men’s roles by participating in marital life (symbolized by childbirth).” Similarly, Dorothy Patterson asserts: “Keeping the home is God’s assignment to the wife.”21

I am by no means suggesting that bearing and rearing children are not essential and honorable tasks. Rather, obeying and learning from God have a higher priority for men as well as for women. Moreover, rearing children is a significant ministry for men as well as women. Godly overseers and deacons need to govern well their own household before becoming church leaders (1 Tim 3:4-5, 12), just as godly widows do (1 Tim 5:10). Indeed, how can they say they love God if they do not love, and therefore care for, their neighbors and family (e.g., 1 Jn 4:8)?




JESUS’ APOSTLES AFFIRM THE JEWISH FOUNDATION OF HIS COVENANT

Despite noting Jesus’ affirmation of women as people, many supporters of male-only leadership today use the same “evidence” to restrict women’s roles as did the influential fourth-century Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, which declares: “We do not permit our ‘women to teach in the Church,’ but only to pray and hear those that teach; for our Master and Lord, Jesus Himself, when He sent us the twelve to make disciples of the people and of the nations, did nowhere send out women to preach, although He did not want such.”22

This argument has several levels. First, it assumes that gender is the abiding precedent but does not extend this precedent to race or political state; thereby it selectively eliminates “male and female” from the basis for equality in Christ established in Galatians 3:28. The same argumentative strategy could be used to exclude all Gentiles from leadership. Second, it assumes that what the biblical model does not establish it thereby prohibits. Yet although the biblical model establishes that men can be apostles, it does not establish that women cannot be. The hermeneutical presupposition of the Constitutions, and that of some contemporary evangelicals, seems to be that the Bible’s teaching is limited to whatever is explicitly stated. In effect, if the text does not specifically say you may do something, then you may not. Thus House, for example, states: “The biblical record says nothing at all about Christ considering a woman’s role in ministry leadership or spiritual headship indistinguishable from a man’s. There is no evidence that any woman was commissioned as one of the seventy-two or the Twelve.”23 Silence on this matter means that women may not be ordained as overseers.

What makes this hermeneutical stance more valid than its opposite, except assertion pure and simple? Why not take a less limited view of the text? If the text does not actually prohibit something, either explicitly or in principle, one may well choose to do it—especially given the way Jesus explicitly affirms women. Nowhere does Jesus ever say—or even imply in anything he says—that only men can be leaders in the church. Similarly, neither of the two ecumenical councils at Nicaea and Chalcedon (AD 325 and 451) limits church leadership to men.24

Wilkins takes the male-only argument a step further by mapping out concentric circles to locate the various followers of Jesus: the “large number of disciples who believed in Jesus”; the Seventy-Two who were “sent out on a preaching tour” (Lk 10:1-17); the women (not included in the Seventy[-Two]) who “traveled with Jesus and the Twelve to support Jesus’ missionary tour (Luke 8:1-3)”; the Twelve, “who were called to be trained as apostles”; and the inner circle of “Peter, James, John, and sometimes Andrew (e.g., Mark 13:3).” Under this scenario, women can be among the disciples “who have believed on Jesus” and are “called into ministry with and to Him.” But their absence from the two inner circles means that they were not among those being trained “to be the leadership of the church.”25

In order to evaluate this recent reconstruction of the Constitutions’ argument, we need to reconsider what may appear obvious but is often neglected: the emphasis in Jesus’ own teachings. He does not teach that we will advance God’s reign by maintaining male-female distinctions in leadership. For example, in Mark’s Gospel we learn that Jesus has authority on earth to forgive (Mk 2:10, 17) and is Lord of the Sabbath (Mk 2:27; 3:3-5); his family is composed of those who do God’s will (Mk 3:31-35); he is merciful and compassionate (Mk 5:19; 6:34), the Messiah, the crucified one, God’s beloved Son who will return (Mk 8:29, 31; 9:7, 31; 14:61-62). Explicit teachings such as these, which have the same meaning for both men and women, are the focus of the Gospels. Jesus’ teachings do not focus on gender or race for Christian leaders.

In the same vein, the authority given to the apostles by Jesus is not over other people but rather over demons or unclean spirits (to drive them out) and over illness and death—that is, against nonhuman enemies of God’s reign (Mt 10:1, 8; Mk 3:14-15; 6:7-30; Lk 9:1).26 Thus Jesus’ apostles were to be distinct from false apostles who, like Gentile leaders, took authority to dominate others (Mk 10:42-45; 2 Cor 11:20-21). When some argue today that only men are to have authority in the church, they appear still to be arguing in this pagan vein of who is the greatest (Mk 9:34)—in this case, men or women. When the truly “greatest” welcomes the little child in Jesus’ name, leadership no longer is a question of power but rather of service.27 These instructions to the Twelve are important for all Christians, especially leaders, setting forth the Christlike character traits they should have. Leaders are to be like Jesus, who came to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many, not like the Gentiles who “lord it over” others (Mk 10:42-45).28

Furthermore, apostleship is not synonymous with church leadership as such. At a very early stage in the church, apostles and elders were distinguishable categories (Acts 15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23; 16:4). A little later (1 Cor 12:28), along with apostle, Paul lists other gifts such as prophet (one who confronts and builds up the church; see 1 Cor 14:4), teacher (one who leads by instructing), and leadership (kybernēsis = “guidance”). Moreover, apostle is never linked directly to overseer (e.g., 1 Tim 3:1).

So why did Jesus choose twelve Jewish men as the first apostles? First, he chose twelve Jews to serve as a synecdoche, representing the twelve tribes of Israel (Mt 19:28; Lk 22:30; Rev 21:12). Jesus’ call to ministry was focused on reaching Israel (Mt 10:5-6; 15:24; Lk 7:9; Jn 1:11; Rom 15:8; 13:1) because the earlier covenant was made with Israel (e.g., Gen 35:10-12; 1 Kings 18:31).29 Jesus’ choice of the Twelve indicates the importance of the new covenant’s being founded on the old covenant. That is why, at the end of the New Testament, the two covenant peoples are symbolically joined in the new Jerusalem, on whose twelve foundations are the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb and whose twelve gates bear the names of the twelve tribes of Israel (Rev 21:12-14). Gentile inclusion in God’s household rests on the earlier witness of Jewish apostles and prophets (Eph 2:20). Many of the original twelve focused their ministries in Jerusalem and to the Jews (Acts 8:1, 14; cf. Gal 1:17; 2:8).

The Twelve, who represent the twelve tribes, do so because they also represent the twelve patriarchs.30 Thus the Twelve could not have been other than Jewish free males. If there had been Gentiles or women or slaves among them, the deliberate reconstitution of Israel in Jesus himself, signaled by the Father at his baptism (Mt 3:13-17), simply would not have worked.31 As an integral part of the ministry of Jesus, the Twelve represented not only the twelve patriarchs/tribes of Israel but also the newly constituted Israel under the new covenant in Christ. Consequently, the Twelve cannot serve as precedents for Gentile leadership, which is what prevails in the church today.32

Nevertheless, the first set of twelve apostles had certain other defining criteria in common with the rest of the apostles. First, an apostle by definition is a messenger, someone sent off with orders. What makes Christ’s apostles distinct from other apostles is that they were sent by and represented Jesus himself (Mt 10:5; Mk 3:14). Paul also was sent by Christ (Acts 26:16-18) and preached a gospel not of human origin (Gal 1:11-12). By way of contrast, Epaphroditus was an apostle/messenger sent off from and representing the church at Philippi to Paul (Phil 2:25), and the “brothers” who carried the monetary gift to Corinth were “representatives [messengers] of the churches” (2 Cor 8:23 NIV).

Second, the first apostles had to have been with Jesus. Indeed, the first reason for his appointing the Twelve is for them to “be with” him (Mk 3:14; cf. Lk 8:1; Acts 1:21-22). Being with Jesus was a key component of their training.

Third, an apostle is an eyewitness of the resurrected Christ. When Paul exclaims to the Corinthians, “Am I not an apostle?” he first follows that rhetorical question with the defense, “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Cor 9:1 NIV). Having seen the risen Lord is crucial in the Gospels (Mt 28:18-20; Jn 20:21-22), in Acts (Acts 1:21-22; 4:33), and in the letters (1 Cor 15:5-8; Gal 1:11-12). As eyewitnesses to the resurrection, apostles are listed first among God’s gifts to the church (1 Cor 12:28-29).33

Fourth, an apostle is commissioned to preach God’s reign: “As you go, proclaim this message: ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near’” (Mt 10:7; Mk 3:14; Lk 9:2 NIV). Preaching (kēryssō) is never an action prohibited to women.

Thus, apostolos in the Gospels clearly includes the twelve who were chosen from a larger group of disciples for the first commission (Mt 10:1-2; Lk 6:13). After Jesus’ death and resurrection, apostle was broadened to refer to other disciples who had been with Jesus and now were sent off as witnesses to the resurrection. And in the new-covenant era the apostolic witness includes both women and men.

This larger group of apostles explicitly includes Paul (Rom 1:1; 1 Cor 1:1; 2 Cor 1:1; Eph 1:1; Col 1:1; 1 Tim 1:1; 2:7; 2 Tim 1:1; Titus 1:1), Barnabas (Acts 14:4, 14), James (Gal 1:1, 12-19), and Andronicus and Junia (Rom 16:7).34 Paul and James the brother of Jesus are included in the list of apostles because they were eyewitnesses to the Messiah’s resurrection (1 Cor 15:7-8). Then how might Junia, Barnabas, and Andronicus have been included? They may have been among the “more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters” who witnessed the risen Lord (1 Cor 15:6-7 NIV).35 Or, being part of the larger group of “all the apostles,” perhaps they had been among the Seventy-Two (Lk 10:1).36 Clement of Rome calls Apollos an apostle.37 Eusebius suggests that Barnabas, Sosthenes, Matthias, and Justus were part of the Seventy-Two and that the more than five hundred witnesses and James the Lord’s brother were apostles as well. Eusebius explains that these other apostles were “patterned on the Twelve.”38

This understanding of the New Testament data means that the female disciples, like the males, had spent time with Jesus and were sent out to preach God’s reign. They were with Jesus, learning from his teachings to seek God’s reign, selling their possessions, and giving all to the Lord’s ministry, as they were taught by Jesus (Lk 12:31-34; 18:22). The women from Galilee may not have been part of the Twelve, but they certainly were part of an inner circle that was trained in all ways as the twelve men were. They had been with Jesus since Galilee (Mt 4:23; 27:55; Mk 15:40-41; Lk 23:49, 55). The angels remind the women that in Galilee Jesus told them he would suffer, be crucified, and be raised (Lk 24:6-8), which suggests they were present in Matthew 17:22; Mark 9:31; and Luke 9:18-22. Mark tells us Jesus wanted to be separated from the crowds because “he was teaching his disciples” (Mk 9:31 NIV). These women would have heard Jesus’ teaching to “deny themselves and take up their cross daily” (Lk 9:23 NIV); thus they denied themselves by giving generously to Jesus’ mission (Lk 8:2-3; Mt 27:55). They recognized, accepted, and honored the forthcoming suffering of the Messiah by anointing Jesus before the crucifixion and being present at the crucifixion (Mt 26:6-13; 27:61; Mk 14:3-9; Lk 23:55; Jn 11:2; 12:3-8). Mary anointed Jesus’ feet, having understood that the Messiah would be crucified (Jn 12:3-7), a lesson Peter did not understand until later (Mt 16:21-23; Lk 24:33- 49; cf. 1 Pet 2:19-24).

The women did not understand everything perfectly. They too were surprised by the empty tomb, the angelic messengers, and the resurrected Messiah (Mk 16:8). Nevertheless, as the eleven male disciples were in Jerusalem to hear Jesus’ final revelations, so too very likely were some early women disciples (Mk 8:31-33; Lk 24:33).39

As witnesses of the resurrection, women were sent by Jesus to proclaim the good news. Jesus sends Mary Magdalene to “go” to “my brothers [and sisters] and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father’” (Jn 20:17 NIV).40 Similarly, in the Synoptic accounts the angel first tells the women (Mary Magdalene, the “other Mary,” Salome), “Go quickly and tell [Jesus’] disciples: ‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him’” (Mt 28:7 NIV; cf. Mk 16:1, 7; Lk 24:1-10). Then Jesus himself appears to the two Marys and commissions them: “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers [and sisters] to go to Galilee; there they will see me” (Mt 28:10 NIV).

Jesus certainly broke convention by choosing women as the first witnesses for the greatest event of all time, the resurrection, even though women were not considered valid witnesses in court. Roman law treated women as “weak” and “light-minded.”41 First-century Jewish thinkers repeat this perspective. For instance, Philo declares that “the judgments of women as a rule are weaker.” Josephus proclaims that Jewish law states, “Let no evidence be accepted” from women because of their “levity and temerity.” Rabbinic law stated that women did not have to testify; they were ineligible to declare the new year and to speak for ownerless property. Women as witnesses were in the same class as dice players, usurers, pigeon flyers, traffickers in seventh-year produce, and slaves.42 Generally, rabbinic tradition disqualified women as witnesses.43 Even some of the male disciples reflected such views when they did not at first believe the women who gave witness to the resurrection (Lk 24:11).

In contrast, for Jesus faith is the key determiner of one’s place in the new covenant—as it originally was of the old covenant. Thus, women functioned as witnesses or apostles who had been with Jesus, were eyewitnesses of the resurrection, and were sent by Jesus to proclaim the good news.44 As apostles sent by God, the twelve Jewish men looked back to the old covenant, whereas the multinumbered women and men looked forward, beyond the resurrection, to the new covenant.
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