
OBJECTIONS TO COMPLEMENTARIANISM[footnoteRef:2] [2: Class Intro: Throughout our class on BM&W, we’ve seen how men and women are equally created in the image of God, and yet with distinct complementary roles. Yet to suggest any distinctions between sexes today smacks of discrimination, repression, even abuse. So how do we think and respond the to the chorus of critiques that often arise? What about Deborah? What about domestic abuse? That’s the topic for today, objections to complemenatrianism. ] 


Introduction

Over the last 10 weeks we have been staring at the important topic of Manhood and Womanhood as it is taught throughout the Bible. This is a difficult subject, because our world is full of misunderstanding about God’s gift of gender. While feminism has led to some wonderful benefits for women, such as suffrage, education and property rights, it has also labeled the Bible’s view of manhood and womanhood as “irredeemably patriarchal.” Our post-feminist age increasingly sees gender as something that is NOT given and good, but artificial, malleable. 

While we love and respect our neighbors who understand gender differently, this class has sought to present the Biblical view. We’ve looked at our theological foundation from the creation account in Genesis 1-2, where we find that both men AND women were created in the image God. Therefore, by their very being or essence, men and women are created equal in value, worth, dignity, and importance. Also found within the creation account, God has created men and women with equal value but have been divinely given unique and distinct roles to live out. These roles are then to overflow into every aspect of men and women’s lives, being carried out in a certain disposition that is appropriate to the differing relationships they find themselves in (Ex: applicable to singles, married couples, the local church, and the workplace). This view is called “complementarianism” because it says that men and women’s different roles complement one another. We are gloriously equal, yet beautifully distinct. 

But not everyone agrees. So in today’s class we’ll consider a series of objections to the Bible’s teaching, broken into two major categories—biblical objections, that is, based on particular biblical texts, and then more general objections. Not all of these concepts and responses are new to us in this course, but sometimes it’s useful to crystallize our thinking into concise responses both for our own purposes and for purposes of responding to others. So here we go.

Biblical Objections (When a Scripture reference is given, open your Bibles to it)

#1.  In Eph 5:21, Paul says that all Christians are to “submit to one another.”  Doesn’t the Bible teach mutual submission?  And doesn’t that rid us of any idea that the man is the head? [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Used to have a discussion on kephale in Eph 5. …. It’s true that some scholars used to argue this, and some still do.  The problem is this.  The Greek word kephale sometimes means “source” when used of impersonal objects.  But the predominate, if not exclusive meaning as it relates to personal objects is “authority over.”  Lexically, “source” simply isn’t a viable reading. But even ignoring the lexical argument, just looking at context we see it can’t mean “source.”  For example in Eph 5.23 “the husband is the head (or source?) of the wife, as Christ is also the head (source?) of the church” is followed in the very next verse with “as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.”  Clearly Paul is linking submission of wives to their husbands with the husband being the head of the wife.  The issue has to do with good and right leadership and authority structures.  Same is true in 1 Cor 11. ] 


Christians should submit to one another, just as Paul says.  It is in fact characteristic of Christians that they consider others better than themselves (Phil. 2:3), and that they serve one another.  The question here is whether that kind of characteristic of Christian love and humility flattens or negates all other distinctions in role.  

Well first, I don’t think it does, and clearly neither does Paul. (The main reason is context!)  “Submitting” is a participle, which means it is a description of what Paul teaches will characterize the wise, Spirit-filled believer (v.15, 18) And V.21 serves somewhat like a heading that introduces the following section 5:22 – 6:9). Then Paul goes on to explain headship and submission in three different relationships—husband/wife (vv.22-33), parent/child (6.1-4), and master/servant (6.5-9).  As a matter of context and exegesis, the general submission talked about in 5:21 sets up the more specific discussions that follow – it doesn’t set them aside.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Though of course Paul in Philemon will indicate that slavery is not meant to be a permanent institution. Slavery comes not from creation, but from the fall, whereas marriage is a creation ordinance.] 


So a better way to understand Ephesians 5:21 means “submitting to others according to the authority and order established by God.”

#2.  In 1 Tim 2.12 isn’t Paul prohibiting women from usurping authority, or exercising it in a harmful or abusive way? Wouldn’t this then permit women to exercise authority positively, or at least under the delegated authority of the elders?

The first part of this question relates to the meaning of the Greek verb translated as “exercise authority.”  Namely, is Paul forbidding women the right use of authority, or merely forbidding a sinful, harmful use of authority?  People who argue the latter (forbidding a usurping, wrongful authority) say the text prohibits such abusive authority, but leaves open to women the right use of authority.  And it’s become more pertinent in recent days because the updated NIV 2011 no longer reads “I do not permit a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man,” but “I do not permit a woman to teach or assume authority over a man.”  So the updated NIV suggests that only assumed (usurping?) authority is what Paul’s prohibiting.  

At first glance, this seems like a difficult question, because this Greek word is used only once in the NT, and it’s right here. What you then have to do is look to extra-biblical literature, and see if that sheds any light.  I’ll spare you all the laborious details. What’s become clear over the past few years after extensive words studies is that there is not one instance of the verb[footnoteRef:5] being used negatively at or around the time of the NT. Not one.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Other cognates (such as the noun) are not helpful, for they come from a different root, with a different meaning.  See Baldwin’s chapter in Kostenberger & Schriener’s work Women in the Church. ]  [6:  To find any such usage, you have to go out to around 390 AD, or later.  Given how the meaning of words change over time, it would be utterly foolish to conclude what a word sometimes means 400+ years later, defines what it meant centuries before.  Take the word “peruse.”  Most use it today and mean by it they gave the document “a causal glance,” a “quick skim.”  The word actually means “to examine thoroughly” or  “search carefully.”  But because modern usage, the word is changing it’s meaning.  So if you came across a sentence 200 years ago that read, “I pursued the king’s edict declaring war on his subjects,” it obviously doesn't mean, I “casually skimmed it” but I “thoroughly poured over it!”] 


But the bigger issue is this.  The Greek conjunction “or” when used in the Bible, or in Greek literature outside the Bible, always connects verbs of like connotation.  It either connects two negative ideas “where thieves break in or steal” (Mt 6.20), or two positive ideas.  But it never joins a positive idea with a negative idea.  And nobody debates that the “to teach” is a positive command, as it is employed through 1 & 2 Timothy.  So if teaching is positive, then “authority” must also be positive. So there goes the “usurping authority” or “abusive, domineering authority” reading. 

What about women teaching under the delegated authority of male elders? Where a woman can’t hold the office of elder, but she can preach underneath the instruction of her elder? It’s simply very clear in context that Paul is not speaking to the office (that comes later in chapter 3), but to the function of teaching and exercising authority. The fact that the teaching is “delegated” doesn’t somehow evacuate Paul’s commands here in 1Tim 2.12.[footnoteRef:7] Especially because, as you keep reading, he grounds his argument in creation, which is always binding and trans-cultural.  It speaks to God’s creative norm, not something we can set aside for personal convenience, or tweak to let off a little pressure, like a cultural release valve.   [7:  The only way to get around this is to argue that “teach and exercise authority” is a hendiadys (one concept communicated by two words, literally hen (one) dia (through) dyos (two)) meaning “authoritative teaching.”  In other words, a woman can do everything a non-ordained elder can do (i.e. Keller, even JD Grear it seems).  But later in 1Tim 3.2, 4-5, and 5.17 Paul distinguished teaching from authority.  They’re related, overlapping ideas, but yet clearly distinct ideas.  See Kostenberger in Women in the Church as well.  Additionally, hendiadys are usually side by side, and here, they are separated by 5 words in Greek.  ] 


Can women teach? Yes, they can be exceptional teachers! Should they teach?  Absolutely. We desperately need women teachers in all kinds of contexts.

In fact, we already covered several verses in the Scriptures that explicitly or implicitly teach this:

· Titus 2:3-4 > Older women are to “teach what is good, and so train the young women to love their husbands and children”
· Proverbs 31:26 > the virtuous woman is described as, “She opens her mouth with wisdom, and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue”
· Proverbs 1:8 > The son is commanded “Hear, my son, your father’s instruction, and forsake not your mother’s teaching”
· Ephesians 4:15 > Paul instructs ALL believers (men and women) to “speak the truth in love” to one another for their spiritual maturity

But should they teach mixed settings in the publicly assembly of the church?  Not according to Paul (see 1 Timothy 3:15).  And nor for a moment does that make them any less valuable or worthwhile as a result. 

 Doesn’t Galatians 3:28 remove gender as a basis for distinction of roles in the church?

[Read]  “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

It’s true that Gal 3:28 is dispensing with gender distinctions—but only in a very specific context.  Galatians 3:28 affirms the full equality of male and female in Christ, as the text says.  That phrase “in Christ” refers to the covenantal union of all believers in the Lord.  Paul is saying that in the context of salvation, which Gal 3 is all about, the justification of sinners is by faith apart from works. And the great divisions that ran through society are erased.  Jew and Gentile, slave and free, man and woman are not saved in different ways, nor do they inherit different promises from God.  No matter what one’s ethnicity, sex or social standing, salvation is by faith alone in Christ alone.

But Paul isn’t wiping out distinctions altogether.  After all, he can still speak to Jews and Gentiles as Jews and Gentiles, and to slaves and masters as slaves as masters—and to men and women as men and women.

4. Didn’t Priscilla teach Apollos in Acts 18:26?  Doesn’t that show that the early church did not exclude women from the teaching office of the church?

Of course Priscilla helped teach Apollos. From our study in 1Tim 2, Titus 2, women are to learn themselves and to instruct others, contra the Jewish and Greco-Roman practices of the time.  Nothing in our understanding of Scripture says that when a husband and wife visit an unbeliever (or a confused believer, or anyone else), the wife must be silent.  In situations like that, there’s no reason a woman shouldn’t participate in that conversation and instruction. 

But it’s wrong to conclude that Priscilla’s private tutoring of Apollos with her husband means that women therefore now should hold the public office of elder.  Acts 18 simply isn’t dealing with the office of elder/pastor.  For that we go to 1 Tim 3, Titus 1, and 1Tim 2 - these texts and others teach that the teaching office of elder/pastor is given by God – and only to those men who are qualified for it.

 Don’t you think that all these texts we’ve studied are simply a temporary compromise with the cultural status quo, while the main thrust of Scripture is toward the leveling of gender roles? 

It’s true that Scripture does sometimes seek to regulate undesirable relationships without condoning them as permanent ideals.  So for example, Jesus said to the Pharisees, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard.  But it was not this way from the beginning.” (Matt. 19:8)  The same can be said about Paul’s instruction to slaves to obey their masters, even though Paul longed for every slave to be received by his master “no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.” (Philemon 16); 

Having said that, we can’t understand gender roles to be in this same category.  Why?  This is because, for one thing, the role distinctions we’ve been talking about are rooted in the created order, before the introduction of sin.  So the redemptive thrust of the Bible does not at all aim at abolishing male headship and female submission, but rather at redeeming them. (repeat) Also, and maybe most clearly, the Bible contains no condemnations of loving headship nor does it give any encouragements to abandon it.  

*We’ll stop there for a moment for any questions/comments you might have*

6.  What about Deborah’s leadership in the book of Judges?  Doesn’t that undermine the complementarian understanding of gender roles?

This is an important question, for complementation critics regularly point to Deborah as the counter-example. 

First, we should affirm that women play significant religious, and even at times leadership roles in the Bible.  But consider two things.  First, most examples of female leadership appear in roles other than those of the highest human religious authority.  While there are prophetesses in the Old and New Testaments, there are not any women priests, women heads of tribes, women kings (2 Kings 11 - Athaliah wrongly usurped the throne), women apostles, or women elders. The Bible provides a clear pattern of male leadership.

Second, Deborah, who was both a prophetesses and judge, is the notable exception (cf. Judges 4-5).   However, the events recorded in the book of Judges are not illustrating God’s ideal for his people.  Judges is a tragic cycle of one mistake after another. In fact, the book of judges could be outlined by a verse found within the ok: “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 17:6b; 21:25b) Given the awful spiritual state of Israel, Deborah’s judgeship is recorded not as an endorsement of female leadership, but rather just how far from God’s design and purposes Israel had strayed.  Properly read in context, Deborah’s role as judge serves as God’s indictment of Israel.  The fact that Barak (a man) would see the glory of battle go to a woman (Deborah) for his unwillingness to faithfully follow God, just underscores this point.  

We should in no way despise or ignore Deborah.  We should rather be thankful for her and for all the ways she followed God faithfully when Israel abandoned him.    Remember the issue has never been can a woman lead, or teach, etc.  The issue is not ability but oughtness.  It’s simply difficult to accept the case of Deborah as normative in light of the overwhelming evidence to the contrary.  

General Objections

7.  Does stressing male headship encourage domestic abuse?

Some of you might have seen that the 2015 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service went to the Charleston Post and Courier for their story on domestic abuse.[footnoteRef:8]  For years, South Carolina has been the most deadly state for domestic violence against women. So what’s at the root cause of all this?  According to this Pulitzer Prize winning series, it’s deeply held religious beliefs about the sanctity of marriage and women’s place in the home.” A woman’s place in the home.   [8: http://www.postandcourier.com/tilldeath/partone.html] 


This should upset us on multiple levels. First, at the mere thought that any man would use Christ as a club against women. To justify domestic violence in the name of Christianity is absolutely appalling, it undermines one’s profession to be a Christian, and God will pour out his fierce wrath on men who unrepentantly misuse their authority to harm others. God cares deeply about those who are most vulnerable, most susceptible to abuse, because He cares deeply how authority is carried out on people.

But unfortunately articles and blogs get the publicity and spread the faulty assumption that this is somehow the Biblical model of male-female relationships. The Bible nowhere justifies a man abusing a woman in any way, be it physical, verbal, or emotional. And the Bible in the name of complementarianism nowhere calls a woman to submit to such abuse.  

We should never confuse complementarianism with any form of traditionalism that leads toward chauvinism or oppressive forms of patriarchy. (2x)

Headship does not make a husband an absolute lord over his wife. A wife’s submission is a thoughtful and derivative submission, subject to and defined by her submission to Christ.  She’s not a doormat, and the husband’s not an autocrat wielding absolute authority.  His authority is also a derivative and delegated authority under the Lordship of Christ.  When a husband remembers this, he will be less likely to wrongly see himself in a domineering role over his wife.  

It ought to be the case that women feel most prized in complementarian churches, where they are loved uniquely as women, and prized uniquely as women.  Where their distinct attributes and contributions are cherished and exalted, not ignored or suppressed.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Will there be domestic abuse – both physical and emotional – in a fallen, sinful world?  Tragically yes.  Will some abusers attempt to justify their abuse by grossly misapplying the idea of biblical headship?  Even more tragically, Yes.  Is domestic abuse – or the misuse of God’s word to justify it –  ever legitimate in God’s eyes or in the eyes of any true church?  Absolutely not.  Is the sinful misuse of a truly biblical idea a reason to discard the idea itself from the Christian life?  No.] 


8.  If God has genuinely called a woman to be a pastor, who are you to say she can’t be one?

The simple answer here is that we don’t believe that God calls women to be pastors. That’s because God always, without exception, acts consistently with his Word. So if the Bible teaches that God wills for men alone to bear the primary teaching and governing responsibilities in the church—that is, the office and function of elder/pastor—then we do not think that God will ever act contrary to that. That is, he won’t call a woman to be an elder/pastor.  

It may be that many women who feel a call to such ministry are indeed being called to ministry—just not to pastoral ministry.  As we’ve discussed, there are numerous ministries, even vocational ones, in which women should be encouraged and welcomed.  Thus, when a woman senses such a subjective sense of call to ministry, the best course of action would be to recognize the boundaries Scripture draws and then enter into conversations, prayer, and thought about where, within those limits, she could be deployed for ministry.

9.  It’s just not fair.

At the end of the day, I think many of our common objections to complementarianism falls into this category.  In our age of “equal rights,” to deny access to any position or reserve any duty for one gender alone is seen as sexist and down right unfair.  So even in the military, where active combat has been viewed as the unique obligation of men for thousands of years, a Pentagon directive required by 2016 that all positions (including active combat and special forces) are to be made open to both men and women.  In our “rights” culture, to make functional distinctions on the basis of sex is the unpardonable sin.  For the assumption is that it inevitably leads others into a state of inferiority, or makes them second class citizens.  

But to that we must remember that authority structures do not entail greater human value or essential superiority of those in charge, or minimize the human value or imply essential inferiority of those under their charge.  

That’s the fundamental error of our cultural presuppositions.  That for two people to be equal, they must be able to do the same thing.  The assumption that we can’t have differentiation and hierarchy without also having inferiority of dignity and worth.  

The Bible simply rejects this assumption.  Here Christians go to the Trinity, where Christ is said to submit himself to his Father’s will, to do only what the Father has commanded, and yet he at the same time is no less God, and no less worthy of our worship.  

Men and women experience their full humanity when they function in the manner God intended in his creation of them.  We are most free as humans when we affirm the legitimate authority structures God intended, and honor them.  Fairness is to recognize this in humility, and see these structures as not as cruel or unfair, but to seem them as expressions of God’s kindness to us.

This matters!

Gender is central to our personhood and how God made us.  It effects
· how we act as husband and wife
· how we parent
· how we live together as members of a local church
· our witness to the world
· how we treat the authority of Scripture. The gymnastics required to get from “I do not permit a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man” to “I do permit…” is devastating to the functional authority of Scripture in the life of the local church.  And our denominational landscape is littered with tragic examples of what happens when we twist the scripture like this (PCUSA, Episcopalian, Methodist, etc.).

Lastly, women, if you struggle to see value in your labors, how God can use you, remember the history of our church.  Remember Celestia Farris, chief washer woman at the Bureau of Engraving, is the one who started the Capitol Hill Sunday School Society that a few years later became this church!
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