Objections to Complementarianism
Introduction
Over the last few weeks, we have been laboring to learn what Scripture has to say about the essence of manhood and womanhood, to see what it says about what roles man and woman should play in the home, the church, and the world, and to talk about how we ought to carry out those teachings in our own lives.
Next week and the week after, we’re planning to wrap up the course by letting you ask questions to a panel of men and women who have thought carefully about this and are trying to live it out in their own lives.  But before we do that, it would be good for us to address a number of common objections to this understanding of manhood and womanhood we’ve been advocating.  So today we look at 10 objections to complementarianism—the belief that God created man and woman as equal in value but with certain distinctions in roles, in other words, that they “complement” one another.

We’ll divide these 10 objections into two major categories—biblical objections, that is, based on particular biblical texts, and 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

1.  You have been talking about a woman’s responsibility to submit to her husband, especially in Ephesians 5:22.  But in 5:21, Paul says that all Christians are to “submit to one another.”  Don’t you believe in mutual submission?  And doesn’t that rid us of any idea that the man is the head?

Of course we believe that 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, however, is whether that kind of characteristic Christian love and humility flattens all other distinctions in role.  We think it does not, especially since Paul goes on right after that verse to explain headship and submission roles in three different relationships—man/wife, parent/child, and master/servant.  As a matter of context and exegesis, the general submission talked about in 5:21 sets up the more specific discussions that follow – it does not set them aside.
A husband submits to his wife in the sense verse 21 requires, not by obeying her but by loving her and even laying down his wife for her good.
2.  Many scholars argue that the word translated “head” in Ephesians 5:23 really means “source,” and does not carry connotations of headship or authority at all.
It’s true that some scholars argue this, but the scholars we trust uniformly think it is obvious from the text that this interpretation is wrong.  However you finally translate it, kephale does carry connotations of authority and headship, not just “source-ness.”  We say this for two reasons:

a.  Notice first that Paul uses kephale in verse 23 to explain why he says that a wife must submit to her husband.  “Wives, submit to your own husbands . . . for the husband is the head of the wife.”  If “head” (kephale) there carries no connotations of headship or authority, but only source, then Paul is making a ridiculous argument—the conclusion would not at all follow from the reason.  In order reasonably to draw the conclusion that a wife should submit because her husband is her kephale, kephale must imply headship and authority.
b.  The text also says that Christ is the kephale of the church, and that the church therefore submits to him.  More than any other argument, this makes it clear that kephale must carry a meaning of headship and authority (or Christ is not the head of the church), and therefore it is correct to translate it “head.” 
3.  Doesn’t Galatians 3:28 remove gender as a basis for distinction of roles in the church?

[Read]  No, not if you understand the passage correctly.  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, in the justification of sinners by faith apart from works, 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 is not 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?  And isn’t she even mentioned before her husband? Doesn’t that show that the early church did not exclude women from the teaching office of the church?

It is true that Priscilla was active, along with her husband Aquila, in explaining “the way of God” more accurately to Apollos.  And it is true that her name is mentioned before Aquila’s.  But it is unwarranted to conclude from that that Priscilla was an elder in the church of Corinth.  First of all, this was very clearly a private meeting, not a meeting of the church.  One cannot, therefore, make an argument about the office of eldership from this passage.  It’s apples and oranges.  For that matter, nothing we have said in this course would preclude a woman from taking part in this kind of interaction. 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.  We’re not attempting to create a cold and artificial set of rules about what a woman can and can’t do in personal interactions like this.  What is important is to preserve the personal dynamics that would honor the headship of the husband without squelching the wisdom and insight of the wife.
Second, the fact that Priscilla’s name is mentioned first is pressed way too far by people who disagree with this vision of complementarianism.  After all, it’s only a guess to say that her name being mentioned first signifies some kind of leadership.  Luke may have mentioned her first because he wanted to honor the woman by putting her name first.  She may have been a well-known, wealthy widow who later married Aquila, or she may have held some prominent role in Corinth.  Or it may mean nothing at all.  We simply don’t know, but it is clearly unwarranted to import so much meaning into the mention of her name first that it functions to overturn the thrust of all the other texts of Scripture that we’ve studied on this topic.
5.  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.  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.  Also, the redemptive thrust of the Bible does not at all aim at abolishing male headship and female submission, but rather at redeeming them, transforming them for their original purposes in the created order.  Also, and maybe most clearly, the Bible contains no condemnations of loving headship and gives no encouragements to abandon it.  
6. Doesn’t Jesus treat women in a liberating way, and thereby explode our hierarchical notions of manhood and womanhood?
In a way, yes.  Jesus’ ministry had revolutionary implications for the way sinful men and women treat each other.  Everything Jesus taught and did was an attack on the sinful pride that make men and women want to belittle each other, and it also explicitly removed self-exaltation from leadership and servility from submission.  So Jesus did upend many wrong-headed customs of his time that belittled women.  He was accompanied by women; he taught women and encouraged them to learn; he forgave women; and women were the first witnesses to the resurrection.  
But Jesus never says or does anything that criticizes or overturns God’s good created order.  It simply does not follow that because women bore witness to the apostles about the resurrection, Jesus therefore opposed the loving headship of men or the limitation of eldership to men.  Jesus honored women as persons worthy of the highest respect under God, but he in no way overturned the distinctions in roles ordained through the created order.  The only way to get to that conclusion is to begin with the assumption that he wanted to overturn the created order – that he himself created – and then read that assumption into the various texts that come up on these issues.
7.  Doesn’t Deborah’s leadership of God’s people in the book of Judges undercut the idea that men only should lead God’s people now as pastors and elders?
No.  Deborah’s position was essentially head of state – a position of civil leadership rather than spiritual or theological leadership.  Even if those types of leadership tended to be a bit conflated in OT society, they were not the same.  That point is illustrated most clearly by the fact that the Jewish priesthood was intact and functioning during Deborah’s reign, and only men (in fact, only certain men) could serve in that office.  The office of OT priest is a much closer analogy to the office of elder than was Deborah’s position.

Questions?  Other objections?

General Objections
8.  When you say a woman shouldn’t follow her husband into sin, what’s left of headship? Who is to say what act of his leadership is sinful enough to justify her refusal to follow him?

The elders of CHBC are not under any illusion that life is without ambiguities, and we haven’t taught in this class that there shouldn’t be any questions left about how all this plays out – thus the next two weeks of panels.  Nor are we saying, for that matter, that leadership is about unilateral decision-making.  In a good marriage, leadership involves taking responsibility to establish a pattern or interaction that honors both husband and wife as sources of wisdom for a well-ordered family life.  Headship does bear primary responsibility for the moral design and planning in the home, but the development of that design and plan must and will include the wife. 
None of that overall dynamic is nullified by the possibility of sin.  Leadership structures—whether in society, in the church, or in the home—don’t become meaningless just because bad decisions can be made in them.  As Christians, we must learn to evaluate decisions and respond to them, but we do not overturn the entire structure of leadership when a bad decision is made.  Besides, it’s not as if we have no way of deciding which decisions are right and which are wrong, and must therefore distrust them all.  We have the Scriptures, and both husband and wife are subject to them.  Therefore, if a wife feels that her husband is making a wrong decision, she may always appeal to him on the basis of Scripture.  If there’s still disagreement, they (or even she alone) can appeal to others for help, to the elders for example.  Life will have ambiguities and difficulties, and leadership structures always contain in themselves the possibility – even the likelihood – of error.  But that is no reason to throw out the leadership structures; it is reason to be careful with them, but not to discard them.
9.  Does stressing husbandly headship encourage domestic abuse?

No.  To say so is to misunderstand completely how the Bible portrays godly headship.  The headship we are talking about here is not a “lording it over” others, as Jesus calls it.  It is Christlike, sacrificial, loving leadership that always keeps the good of the wife in view and regards her as a joint heir of God’s blessings (1 Peter 3:7).  Also, it must always be remembered that 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.  When a husband remembers this, he will be less likely to wrongly see himself in a domineering role over his wife.  Will there be domestic abuse – both physical and emotional – in a fallen, sinful world?  Yes.  Will some abusers attempt to justify their abuse by grossly misapplying the idea of biblical headship?  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.
10.  If God has genuinely called a woman to be a pastor, who are you to say she cannot be one?

The simple answer here is that we do not believe that God calls women to be pastors (denying the premise).  That is not because we think we have some ability to read the minds of women who claim otherwise.  It is simply to say that we believe 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 will not call a woman to be an elder/pastor.  

The people of God, Old and New Testament, have known from the beginning that a person’s subjective sense of call or claim to have such a calling is not by itself an adequate basis for saying that such a call has really happened.  Certainly it is true that a subjective sense of call can be one important part of a person’s deciding to pursue vocational ministry.  But that is never all that is involved.  There is also the church’s objective testing of that call, and one important part of that is to see if anything in that call violates Scripture.  So if someone came to this church and said he was certain that God was calling him to baptize babies, the church would determine that—regardless of how strongly the person felt that God was calling him to do this thing—the reality is that God was doing nothing of the sort, because such a thing does not square with Scripture.  The same would be true for a woman who felt deeply that God was calling her to pastoral ministry.

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 limits Scripture draws and then enter into conversations, prayer, and thought about where, within those limits, she could be deployed for ministry.
Questions?  Other objections?
Conclusion

Next week, panel.
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