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Evangelicals, committed to the permanent subordination of women, invariably claim that 
what they teach is what the Bible teaches. The truth is that what they teach is one 
interpretation of the Bible on this issue. Every attempt to give meaning to the words on 
the pages of our Bibles (or any other book) is an interpretative exercise. We only can 
have good, bad or indifferent interpretations of texts. There are in fact three well 
supported interpretations of what the Bible teaches on the status and ministry of women. 
What we have to decide is which one of these interpretations makes most sense of 
everything said in the Bible and of the key texts. 
 
(i) The historical interpretation of what the Bible says on women, circa 200 AD to 
1950 
For long centuries Christian theologians (Tertullian, Chrysostom, Augustine, Aquinas, 
Luther, Calvin and the Puritans) interpreted the Bible to be teaching that God had made 
men “superior,” women “inferior.” There were no dissenting voices. They developed their 
doctrine of the sexes by reading the Bible through the grid of the cultural norms of their 
day. They interpreted the Bible as follows: 
 
1. Man and woman are created by God but woman is created as man's subordinate 
helper. He is first/superior and she is second/inferior (Genesis 1 and 2). From the time of 
Augustine, it was generally thought that women do not fully bear the image of God (key 
text 1 Corinthians 11:7). Calvin said woman was created to be "a kind of appendage to 
man." 
 
2. Woman is responsible for the fall and sin (Genesis 3). She is the "devil's gateway" 
(Tertullian). For this reason she is more susceptible to sin and error. She needs the 
leadership of the more morally upright man. 
 
3. The coming of Christ changes nothing. Women remain inferior to men. 
4. Women should not hold leadership positions in any sphere. On 1 Timothy 2:12 Calvin 
said, "The rule of women is an unnatural monstrosity." Man is first/superior, women 
second/inferior in everysphere of life. 
 
5. In public life women should keep silent, especially in church (1Corinthian 14:34, 
1Timothy 2:11-12). In some church traditions, the absolute silence of women was 
demanded; in most they were allowed to sing hymns and say "amen" to the prayers. 
What is implied in speaking of women as "inferior" is their ontological or personal 
inferiority. They lack something only given to man. Aquinas speaks of woman as a 
"defective male.” 
 
Comment 
This understanding of what the Bible teaches on the sexes exactly reflected the cultural 
presuppositions of the theologians who gave these interpretations of the Bible. Because 
women were limited to the home sphere and excluded from education it was natural to 
think of them as inferior. Three theological problems with this approach are: 
 
1. Genesis 1:27-28 says man and woman alike are made in the image and likeness of 
God. 



2. Paul in Romans and Corinthians makes Adam responsible for the Fall (Romans 5:12 
ff, and1 Corinthians 15:21). 
 
3. In this schema Christ does not bring anything new. 
 
The post 60’s revolution 
 
In the late sixties a social revolution erupted > the emancipation of women. Under the 
impact of this revolution all Christians have reformulated their theology of the sexes. It is 
hard to imagine that a theologian today would publicly argue that women are inherently 
inferior to men and more prone to sin and error. As a consequence, evangelicals have 
developed two novel competing and opposing theologies of the sexes. Both reject the 
central tenets of the historic position, yet their conclusions are very different. They both 
endorse the complementarity of the sexes but one sets men over women in a 
permanently fixed hierarchical order (the hierarchical-complementary position), the other 
places them side by side as social equals (the egalitarian-complementary position). 

 
(ii) The contemporary hierarchical interpretation of what the Bible says on women 
 
In response to this huge social change, conservative evangelicals committed to 
upholding male leadership in the church and the home, which they think is God-given, 
developed a totally new reading of what the Bible says about women. They called this at 
first the “traditional” or "historic" position and later, more euphemistically, the 
"complementarian" position. However, this interpretation of the Bible is completely novel. 
It is a break with what Christians for at least eighteen centuries had claimed the 
scriptures taught. In this post 70’s reading of the Bible, the key texts are interpreted as 
follows. 
 
1. Man and woman are both made in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:27). 
Genesis chapter 2 explains how they are differentiated. The man is made by God as the 
leader of the woman, indicated by the fact man is made first. He names the animals and 
she is made as his helper. The narrative of the fall in chapter 3 tells how the woman, 
who was to obey the man as her “head,” usurped her subordinate “role” and acted 
independently. As a result, man’s godly leadership of her becomes a burden and her 
distinctive womanly “role” is marred by painful consequences (Genesis 3:16). 
 
2. Jesus treated women well, as all Christian men should treat women well, but he made 
it clear that only men could be leaders among God's people, as his appointment of 
twelve male apostles illustrates. 
 
3. Paul teaches that the man is the "head" of the woman (1Corinthians 11:3) and the 
husband the "head" of the wife (Ephesians 5:23). Paul and Peter also exhort women to 
be subordinate to their husbands (Ephesians 5:22, Colossians 3:18, 1Peter 3:1). This is 
based on the unchanging created order. These texts clearly show that different “roles” 
have been given to men and women. The “role” of “headship” (in plain speak, 
leadership) is given to men alone. 
 
4. Because the headship role has been given to men and men alone, husbands should 
lead in the home and men should lead in the church. Women in particular should not 
teach men (1 Corinthians 14:34-35, 1 Timothy 2:11-12). 
 



5. What the Bible says on the leadership of men in the home and the church is based on 
one of the constitutive creation orders given before sin entered the world. This means 
that before the fall, God gave to men and women “different roles”; the man is to 
command, the woman to obey. This teaching is universally binding and transcultural. 
The coming of Christ in no way annuls this creation order - it is the ideal. 
 
6. None of the passing comments in the New Testament about women in ministry are of 
any great significance. All the cases cited speak only of women in subordinate 
ministries. Prophecy is totally distinct from teaching. It is not an authoritative 
proclamation, so the mention of women prophesying does not suggest a tension with 
1Timothy 2:11 that forbids women to teach. 
 
7. The doctrine of the Trinity indicates that just as the Father rules over the Son, so men 
are to rule over women. The Trinity shows that personal equality and subordination in 
“role” can be reconciled. A subordinate “role” does not imply the inferiority of the Son of 
God or that of women. 
 
8. To reject this Biblical teaching on “the role differentiation” of men and women is to 
reject the authority of the Bible. Those who argue for the equality of the sexes have 
assumed the non-Christian values of our age. 
 
In this developed theology of the sexes, the biblical word "subordination" is avoided 
wherever possible and it is denied emphatically that this position implies any inferiority in 
women. When the word subordination is used, we are told all that is demanded is 
functional or role subordination; women’s inherent equality with men before God is not 
being questioned. 
 
Comment 
This interpretation of the Bible’s teaching on the sexes is novel in concept and wording; 
only the outcome is much the same. Never before in the history of the church has 
anyone suggested this is what the Bible teaches. It directly contradicts the historic or 
traditional interpretation of the Bible which concludes that men are “superior,” women 
“inferior” and that women are more prone to sin and deception. Also contrary to 
historic position this post 1970’s view interprets the Bible’s teaching on sexual 
differentiation in terms of “role differentiation,” not one’s sexual identity given by God 
(Genesis 1:27-28), the story of the Fall (Genesis 3) as the sin of “role reversal”, not 
disobedience to God’s command and the fact that woman is created chronologically 
second as indicating the existence of a permanently binding social order that gives pre-
eminence to men. Let me spell some of this out in more detail. 
 
1. Women are subordinated by a prescriptive social order given in creation.  
In the historic argument, there is no mention of a constitutive and prescriptive order of 
creation. Women are “inferior” because they were created second (chronological order). 
The whole idea that there are “orders of creation,” social norms given by God, was first 
suggested in the 19th century. In this construct “orders of creation” covered the whole 
creation and were binding on all people, believers or otherwise (i.e. marriage and the 
state). They were contrasted with “orders of redemption” that applied only to Christians 
in the church and the home. How then can modern hierarchalists restrict women’s 
subordination only to the home and the church, if they are claiming women are 
subordinated in a supposed order of creation? Are they not being inconsistent in 
applying their own theology? No answer is ever given to this question. 



 
However, we must also ask, what in scripture suggests that in creation God established 
an unchanging and unchangeable social order in which men rule over women? If 
anything, the Bible suggests that in making men and women in his image, God gave 
them both incredible potential for leadership and change. In the Old Testament and in 
the history of the world, we see human beings changing social orders as history unfolds. 
How society is structured is always a human construct and as such, humans can change 
it, given the will to do so. There is no such thing as a God-given and unchanging social 
order. This idea is always brought forward by those in power in order to resist change. 
As far as the New Testament is concerned, the coming of Christ inaugurated a “new 
creation,” which transcends the old or first creation (cf. 2Corinthians 5:17) 
 
2. Women are equal with men: they simply have different roles. 
In the pre-1970’s theological texts and commentaries, the word “role” or “function” is not 
mentioned. Women are in themselves “inferior” to men. Can you have permanently fixed 
roles that do not imply inferiority? If the roles are based on gifting or training and they 
can change, equality is not called into question, but if the roles are fixed and gender 
specific, then the perception of inferiority would seem inevitable. What is in fact being 
implied is that women are the subordinate sex. Their subordinate status is what defines 
who they are. 
 
The idea that men and women are differentiated primarily by roles is unbiblical. God 
creates us as men and women (Genesis 1:27). Our sexual identity is not determined by 
what we do (lead or not lead) but by who we are. This is, I am sorry to say, a fallacy. 
Hierarchalists are not arguing that men and women have different “roles” in the 
dictionary meaning of this word, so as to suggest women do certain things like cook 
and sew and men do other things. Only one issue is always in mind: who leads and who 
obeys in the home and the church. The true issue is gender relations (who exercises 
power) rather than gender roles (who should do the cooking, mow the lawns, pay the 
bills etc.) 
 
Possibly the greatest problem this position raises is that it is unjust. It demeans women. 
They are excluded from sharing responsibility for the life of their church and their home 
simply because they are women - and it is claimed this is God’s idea. Modern 
hermeneutics has raised the question of the morality of any interpretation. Who benefits 
and who is discriminated against by a particular interpretation? 
 
 
(iii) The contemporary egalitarian interpretation of what the Bible says 
on the sexes 
A second, novel interpretation of what the Bible teaches on the sexes also emerged in 
the post 70’s period. Those who take this position argue that the historic or traditional 
interpretation of the Bible was in error. The Bible makes the equal consideration of 
women and men the God-given ideal. Comments about the subordination of women in 
scripture, like those on slavery, are practical advice to women living in a patriarchal 
culture that do not apply in our egalitarian culture. They read and interpret the Bible in 
this manner: 
 
1. In creation, God made man and woman equal in dignity and status, giving them both 
authority to rule over the world (Genesis 1:28). Genesis chapter 2 teaches that men and 
women complement each other in their differentiation. The solitary "Adam" who is help-



less and incomplete only truly becomes man differentiated from woman when man and 
woman stand side by side. This second creation story underlines the equality and 
differentiation of the sexes, not their hierarchical ordering. There is no subordination of 
the woman before the fall. 
 
2. The subordination of woman is grounded in the Fall (Genesis 3:16). Only as a 
consequence of sin does woman find herself subordinated to man. 
 
3. Jesus in His teaching and actions insisted on the equal dignity of men and women. 
Not once does He imply that women are subordinate to men, and He says and does 
much to imply the opposite. The Gospels depict Jesus as breaking with the old Jewish 
order and laws in very profound ways. He was new wine. The twelve apostles are all 
men because they are the counterpart of the twelve male patriarchs and their main work 
was to be "witnesses" - something forbidden to women in first century Jewish society. 
 
4. Paul's teaching on the body of Christ allows for no devaluing of the ministry of women. 
Men and women may minister in the congregation as the Spirit empowers (Romans 
12:3-8, 1Corinthians 12 to 14, Ephesians 4:11-12). These theological statements about 
ministry should not be minimised or discounted. The Spirit, Paul insists, is gender 
indiscriminate in bestowing his grace gifts that produce ministry in the church. 
 
5. In 1Corinthians 11:3ff Paul speaks positively about men and women leading the 
gathered church in prayer and prophecy, the two most important ministries in that 
church. In 1Corinthians 12: 28 Paul makes prophecy “second” only to apostleship and 
lists teaching “third.” In 1Corinthians 11, Paul’s main concern is with sexual 
differentiation. Sexual differentiation does not imply subordination and never has. 
 
6. In Ephesians 5:23 Paul calls the husband the "head" – in this instance using the word 
in the sense of "boss" – of the wife, but then he redefines what this headship implies. It 
is not leadership as this world knows but the leadership exemplified by Jesus in the 
incarnation. It is that of a servant who is willing to serve even to the point of giving one’s 
life for the other. In Ephesians 5 Paul is seeking to transform patriarchy. When first read 
at Ephesus, this passage would have offended the men present, not the women as it 
does today. Not one word is said in this passage about who makes the final decision on 
matters of importance. 
 
7. The exhortations to wives to be subordinate parallel the exhortations to slaves to be 
subordinate. Both are practical advice to people in the first century, not timeless  
precepts. None of these exhortations is based on appeals to the creation order. 
 
8. The call to silence in 1Corinthians 14: 34-35 is textually doubtful (see Fee and Payne), 
but if it is genuine, it only asks wives to desist from asking questions in church. The 
Timothy passage (1 Timothy 2:11-12) is the most difficult, but when set in the context of 
the debate about false teaching it would seem to be only forbidding certain women from 
teaching because they were involved in heresy. The use of the exceptional verb 
authentein suggests an exceptional situation. The two supporting comments drawn from 
the creation stories speak to the situation envisaged. Women are not to claim they 
should be “first,” because remember Adam was created first and they are not to think 
they are above error because remember it was the woman who first fell into error. We 
see Paul arguing in a similar way in 1Corinthians 11:2-16 when demanding that women 



cover their hair. Here, too, he appeals to the creation stories, but virtually no one thinks 
women need to cover their heads in church today. 
 
9. This reading of 1 Timothy 2 makes sense of Paul's many positive comments about the 
ministry of women. He speaks of a woman apostle (Romans 16:7), of women house-
church leaders (Colossians 4:15 etc), of women prophets who spoke the word of God 
with authority (1Corinthians 11:4) and it seems he allowed women as a general rule to 
teach. They must have been doing this at Ephesus for some ten years before he asked 
them to desist in 1Timothy 2:11-12. The gifted women leaders Paul commends surely 
taught in the little house-churches of the first century. When these comments on the 
ministry of women are given the full weight they deserve, we see that Paul’s inclusive 
theology of Spirit-given ministry is matched by his normal practice. 
 
10. The thought that women are permanently subordinate because of a once given, 
permanently binding, transcultural order of creation is not taught in Genesis, and even if 
it were, the New Testament teaches that the new creation in Christ transcends the old 
creation (2Corinthians 5:17, Galatians 3:28). All that is mentioned in 1Timothy 2:13 is 
that "woman was created second." Calvin points out that this is not a very strong 
argument for women’s subordination and I would agree. It states a fact. It prescribes 
nothing. 
 
11. Rather than the doctrine of the Trinity supporting the subordination of women, it 
disallows it. The orthodox doctrine of the Trinity allows for no subordination in being or 
role for any of the persons in the eternal Trinity. See the Athanasian Creed. (Only in the 
incarnation does Jesus voluntarily subordinate himself to the Father.) In the historic 
debate on the differentiation of the three persons, their distinctiveness is based not on 
their differing roles but on their differing relations. (The Son is the Son of the Father, the 
Father is the Father of the Son etc.) They work or function as one. In this paradigm men 
and women complement one another by standing side by side. This position is to be 
contrasted with the hierarchical complementarian position where the man always stands 
over the woman. In other words we are all complementarians despite our profound 
differences over what this involves. 
 
 
Comment 
This reading of the Bible reflects the hermeneutical premise that a profound change in 
culture will often impact (not determine) how the Bible is interpreted. Today we no longer 
accept as an axiom that women are inferior, more prone to sin and error, and not 
equipped for leadership. With our new "spectacles" on, we see things in the Bible 
hitherto not seen and question old interpretations which it seems were determined by 
a patriarchal world view. 
 
This position has the ability to make sense of the diverse teaching in scripture on the 
status and ministry of women. It allows for a harmonious reading of the Bible. What is 
more, it is just and fair. Men and women, differentiated by God, are both accorded the 
dignity and freedom demanded by their equal Godlike status given in creation. I suggest 
this is the best interpretation of what the Bible says on women and the one all Christians 
today should embrace. 

 


