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What’s at Stake: “It’s Hermeneutics!”1

Margaret Köstenberger 
Wake Forest, North Carolina

Hermeneutics is the unfinished item on 
our agenda of theological prolegomena. 
It must be seriously and comprehensively 
addressed by all evangelical theologians 
and biblical scholars in the immediate 
future. Without a hermeneutical consen-
sus, any hope for a consensus in theology 
and ethics is mere wishful thinking. We 
evangelicals rightly make a great deal of 
the normative nature of the biblical text. 
Our views must be judged in the light 
of Scripture. But our agreement on this 
point has real significance only to the 
extent that we “correctly handle the word 
of truth.”

— Stanley N. Gundry, “Evangelical 
Theology: Where Should We Be 
Going?” (1978)2

Author’s Note: Who was Jesus? Was he a chau-
vinist? A feminist crusader? An egalitarian emancipa-
tor of women? In my forthcoming book Jesus and the 
Feminists: Who Do They Say That He Is?, portraits 
of Jesus painted by proponents of women’s equality are 
investigated in order to determine how they fit with 
descriptions in the Gospel narratives. Specific attention 
is given to the evaluation of the hermeneutical meth-
ods employed by the different feminist interpreters. A 
study of feminist scholarship on Jesus shows that the 
feminist quest for self-realization has led feminists to 
distort who Jesus really was. Not only this; the various 
“Jesuses” resulting from the different feminist attempts 
to reconstruct Jesus are contradictory, indicating that 
feminism is a movement divided with regard to Jesus 
and his approach to women.

 The article printed below will appear as chapter 
2 of the book. It focuses on special issues in the femi-
nist debate regarding Jesus. Issues that are discussed 
include the reconstruction of history, epistemology, the 
role of the reader versus authorial intent, canonicity, 

the alleged patriarchal nature of Scripture, and funda-
mentalism. Also, the reader is informed as to the most 
glaring pitfalls of feminist interpretation.

Introduction
During the 1992 United States presidential 

campaign, Bill Clinton’s advisers kept hammering 
home one simple truth: “It’s the economy!” They 
were convinced that the state of the American 
economy was the number-one issue in that elec-
tion, and in part owing to their dogged insistence 
and determination their candidate triumphed. As 
our study of feminist scholarship on Jesus will dem-
onstrate, something similar is the case in biblical 
studies: “It’s hermeneutics!” In other words, people’s 
understanding of individual passages of Scripture 
largely depends on their overall view of the nature 
of Scripture and on the interpretive methodology 
they bring to the table in the first place.

As we will see, in the case of radical feminists,3 
their approach to Scripture is, in a word, rejec-
tion, owing to what they perceive to be the Bible’s 
 irredeemably “patriarchal” nature; i.e., it springs 
from and provides for a disproportionate amount 
of male power.

The same is true to a lesser extent with 
reformist feminists,4 except that they do not reject 
Scripture in its totality but selectively use or discard 
what does or does not conform to their feminist 
presuppositions. In keeping with the Enlighten-
ment spirit, reformist feminists start out with the 
“enlightened notion” that all men—and women—
are equal, and then they critique and supplement 
Scripture as they see fit, whether by rejecting the 
authority of Scripture where it does not conform 
to their feminist outlook or by adding additional 
writings to their “canon” that reflect more closely 
their own beliefs.
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As for evangelical feminists or egalitarians, 
they accept Scripture as inerrant and authoritative, 
while supporting a hermeneutic aimed at discern-
ing authorial intent. For egalitarians, Scripture is 
treated with more respect than it is with radical or 
reformist feminists. Unlike the latter, who already 
start out with the presupposition that feminism is 
right and the Bible wrong where it stands in con-
flict with feminism, evangelical feminists claim to 
show inductively that the Bible, rightly interpreted, 
teaches male-female equality, including women’s 
eligibility to all church offices and roles of leader-
ship in the church.

There is a wide range of interpretations among 
feminists with regard to Jesus and women. How do 
we account for this diversity of views, even among 
those who all hold to a form of feminism? And how 
do we know which interpretation is right? Since a 
proper approach to the study of Scripture is foun-
dational to its interpretation and also essential for 
the construction of sound theology, it is im portant 
to unearth the theological method, including the 
hermeneutical method, of various schools of inter-
pretation with regard to Jesus’ approach to women.5

Special Issues in the Feminist Debate 
In our efforts to understand feminist herme-

neutics, it will be helpful to take a look at a few 
general hermeneutical issues. 

Reconstructing History
Reconstructing biblical history is the first 

such issue, an endeavor that has had a major impact 
on the discussion of the feminist interpretation of 
Jesus’ stance toward women. In the prevailing cli-
mate of postmodernism in much of American cul-
ture, including academia, the question of the nature 
of history and of historical research naturally arises. 
How do we really know what happened in history? 
Since history is forever past, how can one prop-
erly investigate it? Since all historical research is 
conducted by historians with various views and 
agendas of their own, is not the entire enterprise 
of historical research hopelessly subjective? Recent 
scholarship, including the feminist variety, has 
increasingly questioned whether history “as it actu-

ally happened”6 can be recovered with any degree 
of confidence from the available sources.7 Post-
modern theorists believe that history is written by 
the winners; those victorious in a given struggle are 
the ones who recount the story from their point 
of view. According to them, history is a function 
of power rather than truth. History is but a fable 
agreed upon.8

There is, of course, some truth to these claims. 
Sources must still be evaluated, and they will often—
some would say always—reflect the bias of a par-
ticular historian. At the same time, few would go to 
the extreme of denying that it is possible to recon-
struct history “as it actually happened” to at least 
some extent. For example, few would question that 
Jesus Christ lived as a historical person or that he 
was crucified under Pontius Pilate, because a vari-
ety of sources, biblical and extrabiblical, attest to his 
existence and the facts of Jesus’ life. The same can be 
said with many other historical persons and events 
both ancient and modern. As P. W. Felix notes,

It must be granted that twentieth-cen-
tury exegetes are outsiders to the culture 
in which the Bible was written, and for 
this reason can never achieve a complete 
understanding of the original meaning 
of the Bible in its historical setting. An 
undue emphasis upon this limitation, 
however, loses sight of the fact that all 
historical study is a weighing of prob-
abilities. The more evidence we have, 
the higher degree of probability we can 
attain. The practice of exegesis, therefore, 
is a continued search for greater probabil-
ity and a more refined understanding.9

Once doubt is cast on the interpreter’s very 
ability to determine history with a reasonable 
degree of confidence, we can no longer be sure of 
the very foundations of our Christian faith, which 
is of necessity grounded in historical events such as 
Christ’s incarnation, crucifixion, burial, and resur-
rection (1 Cor 15:3–4).

Most feminists, however, still seek to recon-
struct the historical circumstances surrounding 
Jesus’ ministry to determine his approach to women 
in order to critique or commend it, though different 
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feminists do not necessarily agree on a particular 
reconstruction. In this quest, of course, evangelical 
interpreters will trust the testimony preserved in 
Scripture as their primary historical source.

Epistemology
A foundational issue related to hermeneutics 

is the question of how we know anything to be 
true, the study of which is called epistemology. Is 
knowing truth strictly subjective, varying from per-
son to person as postmodernism claims, or is truth 
absolute and applicable to all individuals regard-
less of their cultural context? The postmodernism 
view is that truth is but the linguistic expression 
of a socially constructed notion of customs and 
values characterizing a particular community. Yet 
noted philosopher J. P. Moreland, among others, 
has recently raised some serious questions about its 
validity.10

Moreland’s critique of postmodernism implies 
that truth is not merely subjective, as if there were 
the possibility of many different Jesuses roaming 
first-century Palestine. Nor is truth based merely 
on the perspective of the interpreter so that the 
first-century Jesus is hopelessly irrecoverable. The 
“real Jesus” is attested by eyewitness testimony in 
our primary sources, the Gospels, and these sources 
essentially cohere. For this reason we can approach 
Scripture with confidence, hoping to discover who 
Jesus really was, as long as we are aware, and prop-
erly suspicious, of our own presuppositions.

The Role of the Reader vs. Authorial Intent
The question must be raised not only about 

what we are interpreting but also about who is doing 
the interpreting.11 Evangelicals endeavor to operate 
within the Bible’s own frame of reference, accepting 
the reality of a transcendent God and of the super-
natural. But many who approach the Bible from a 
postmodern perspective allow their personal situa-
tion and experience not only to influence but even 
to determine the outcome of the interpretation.

This premise is paramount in feminist inter-
pretation of Scripture; it is approached self-con-
sciously by women with predetermined outcomes. 
Yet, arguably, if we desire to interpret Scripture, we 

must attempt to allow its authors to have weight 
in the interpretive outcome. This procedure should 
be applied in as fair and unbiased a fashion as pos-
sible, whether or not we believe that Scripture is 
the inspired, authoritative, and true Word of God.

It is a realistic danger for any interpreter from 
whatever point of view to read her own agenda 
into the Bible rather than to let the Bible speak 
for itself. She must recognize that she has presup-
positions but not allow these to be determinative in 
her interpretive outcome. Using proper exegetical 
methods will help interpreters overcome their own 
lack of knowledge or deficiency and will enable 
them to come as close as possible to the author’s 
intended meaning of Scripture and to determine its 
significance for their own lives.

The quest for the intention of the author is 
heavily criticized in many circles and is not without 
its challenges and in some cases proves inconclu-
sive, but it must be maintained that, in principle, 
determining authorial intent is an academically 
defensible and legitimate strategy for discerning 
textual meaning.12 An author-oriented approach 
to interpretation also corresponds best to reality 
and common sense, since every text has an author 
and is willed by that author to express a particular 
message. Texts do not simply come into being, nor 
do they, properly understood, mean anything apart 
from authorial intention.

In recent years, certain approaches to interpre-
tation have completely turned away from authorial 
intention and put the interpretive emphasis in dis-
cerning meaning squarely on the reader. Accord-
ing to some, a text means what it means to a given 
reader. This renders interpretation very difficult 
since a given text will mean different things to dif-
ferent readers; there are no criteria for determining 
what constitutes a valid interpretation.13

What various postmodern hermeneutical 
approaches have in common and what they share 
with much of recent feminist approaches is an 
emphasis on the reader rather than on the author 
of a given piece of writing. No longer do interpret-
ers seek to discern authorial intention in seeking to 
understand the meaning of a given passage. Instead, 
they deny that a passage has the same meaning for 
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all who interpret it; a passage has only a multiplic-
ity of readings, and these readings, in turn, are a 
function of the subjectivity and experience of the 
reader, whether feminist, Hispanic, white Anglo-
Saxon male, or African-American. The end result is 
that the meaning of a given text will be different for 
different readers, and there are no clear standards 
by which to evaluate the validity of different read-
ings. All are equally valid.

Now, there surely is an element of truth in 
these postmodern approaches. It is true that the 
focus on authorial meaning is often oversimpli-
fied. Nevertheless, the radical shift from authorial 
intent to reader-created meaning is too reaction-
ary. In the end, there is no adequate substitute to 
make up for the loss of the author in determining 
the meaning of a given text. Moreover, it is impor-
tant to remember that there is no way to know the 
author’s intention other than by what is expressed 
in a given text.

The conclusion must be that authorial mean-
ing is textual meaning, and the meaning of a given 
text is the meaning intended by its author. The 
reader’s role is largely passive, seeking as much as 
possible to discern the various textual clues for the 
original author’s intended meaning. Only after this 
approach has been applied is there a need for the 
reader to apply the text to her personal life.

While objectivity in interpretation is clearly 
impossible in light of a reader’s presuppositions, this 
does not mean that sound interpretation is doomed 
to failure. Interpreters who approach the text with 
an openness to be engaged by its message and by 
its ultimate author—God himself—will find their 
understanding of its meaning increasing.

Issues Related to Canonicity
Given the perceived patriarchal bias that both 

radical and reformist feminism bring to Scripture, 
whole portions have been excluded by them and 
its authority is rejected. Other books have been 
co-opted or materials have been created and put in 
their place.14

Historically, the Scripture that we are inter-
preting has come down to us in church history 
as a canon of biblical books.15 The canon of Old 

Testament books was possibly set as early as the 
end of the first century A.D. The New Testament 
canon took shape in the first few centuries of the 
early church. Paul’s letters were given recognition 
before the end of the first century (2 Pet 3:16). At 
the Reformation, the church removed several Old 
Testament apocryphal books from its canon while 
continuing to affirm the canonicity of all twenty-
seven New Testament books that had been included 
at least since Athanasius’s famous Easter letter of 
A.D. 367. Therefore, the church through the ages, 
both Roman Catholic and Protestant, has held that 
the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, and 
they alone, are inspired and authoritative.

Regarding the canon, the church has histori-
cally affirmed, first, that the canon is closed; that is, 
the early church’s determination of canonicity was 
definitive and binding on the church ever since.

Second, the canon of Scripture is character-
ized by what has been termed “progressive revela-
tion,” which means that later revelation builds on 
earlier divine self-disclosure. This is important for 
interpretation, since it means that earlier material 
must be interpreted in the light of later revelation.

Third, the canon of Scripture is characterized 
by both an underlying theological unity and diver-
sity in expression on the part of the different bib-
lical authors.16 For example, with regard to unity, 
all of Scripture is the story of God’s dealings with 
humankind. This theme runs through Scripture as 
a common thread and lends unity and coherence to 
the various biblical books. At the same time, differ-
ent writers of Scripture may express themselves in 
diverse ways. A classic example is the way in which 
Paul and James address the issue of justification by 
faith. The implication of this for our topic is that 
evangelicals will expect the biblical teaching on the 
role of women, such as that of Jesus and Paul, to be 
coherent and consistent.

Fourth, in light of the diversity of biblical 
books many feminists have postulated the need for 
a “canon within a canon.” They seek to determine 
the “central message of Scripture” and to interpret 
portions of Scripture that seem to be at variance 
with that central message in light of it.17 The prob-
lem with this procedure, however, is that only what 
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is considered to be the central message is important 
while less central passages may be neglected. Also, 
there is danger in an interpreter arbitrarily select-
ing a “central theme” of Scripture in keeping with 
her preference while neglecting teachings that are 
countercultural or otherwise offensive.

In keeping with the church’s historic affirma-
tion, then, we affirm that the canon is closed and 
consists of the sixty-six books traditionally included 
in the Protestant Scriptures.

The Alleged Patriarchal Nature of Scripture
Another issue at stake is the question of the 

perceived patriarchal nature of Scripture. Those 
who hold to this view believe that Scripture was 
written and settled in a framework controlled by 
men, thereby affording men an inordinately large 
share of authority. The question is whether such 
male authority is to be taken as God’s will for all 
people at all times.

It is undeniable that patriarchy as a cultural 
system of family relations existed in the Old Tes-
tament period. So should we consider patriarchy 
as a cultural institution that expresses God’s will 
for human relationships? Or is this system cultur-
ally determined and thus relative, if not intrinsi-
cally evil, because it permanently enshrines male 
supremacy over women, justifying the removal of 
portions of the canon of Scripture? How is patriar-
chy to be defined in the first place? If patriarchy is 
God’s intention for us, how is this authority to be 
exercised? What do Jesus’ teachings and practice 
contribute to this discussion?

All sides can agree that concerted efforts   
should be made to combat abuse of male authority, 
which is still found in many homes and cultures 
today. In the end, this is not merely an academic 
issue but one that has enormous practical con-
sequences. This is one of the great strengths of 
feminism, which has always strongly rejected male 
domination and the abuse of women. Yet it is neces-
sary to elaborate on the difference between patriar-
chy and what may be called patricentrism, between 
harsh male dominance on the one hand and loving, 
caring leadership on the other.

Is the Bible’s teaching, then, hopelessly patri-

archal and thus irrelevant for today’s enlightened, 
egalitarian culture? How do we rightly interpret 
Scripture in any case? Is not all biblical interpreta-
tion irredeemably subjective? And is not historical 
research fraught with insurmountable difficulties? 
Feminism has brought all these issues to the fore. In 
arguing for an interpretation of Scripture, includ-
ing an interpretation of Jesus, that is ideologically 
and experientially driven, feminists have set them-
selves over Scripture, critiquing it and determining 
what Scripture may or may not say to modern, or 
postmodern, men and women.18

What are we to say, then, regarding the charge 
leveled by radical feminists that Scripture is to be 
rejected since it enshrines patriarchy, understood 
as the exercise of a dominant, heavy-handed type 
of male authority? Without exception, patriarchy 
is characterized as the source of all evil in feminist 
literature. This, however, may be shown to reflect 
feminist bias rather than scriptural deficiency.

In fact, Daniel Block has made a strong case 
that ancient Israel practiced not the kind of patri-
archy depicted by today’s feminists but by what he 
calls “patricentrism.”19 According to Block, like the 
spokes of a wheel, life in ancient Israel revolved 
around the father in his role as the provider and 
protector of the extended family. It was not so 
much the “rule” of the father (patri-archy) but his 
loving care and provision for the well being of his 
own that were most central to the father’s role.

Scripture in its entirety is pervaded by the 
principle of men bearing the ultimate responsibil-
ity and authority for marriage and the family as well 
as for the church, “the household of God” (1 Tim 
3:15). This principle of male headship reaches from 
God’s creation of the man first (Gen 2:7), to his 
holding the first man accountable for humanity’s 
sin (Gen 3:9–12), to the ancient Israelite practice 
of “patricentrism,” to the all-male Levitical priest-
hood in Old Testament Israel, to Jesus’ choice of 
twelve men as his apostles, to Paul’s teaching that 
men bear ultimate responsibility and authority 
for the church (1 Tim 2:12). In fact, Paul himself 
believed that his teaching of male headship was 
rooted in the Genesis creation narrative (see 1 Cor 
11:8–9; 1 Tim 2:13).
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It is true that the historical narrative books of 
the Hebrew Scriptures witness to numerous abuses 
of this abiding principle of male headship in the 
Old Testament period, such as arbitrary divorce 
(Deut 24:1–2), the intermittent practice of polyg-
amy, adultery, rape, incest, and so on. Scripture does 
not condone these behaviors and attitudes.20 At the 
same time, the New Testament does not abrogate 
the principle of male headship even subsequent 
to redemption in Christ. Thus, Paul still can call 
Christian wives to submit to their husbands (Eph 
5:22–24), and Peter similarly enjoins wives even 
of unbelieving husbands to submit to them (1 Pet 
3:1–6).

Feminists regularly stress women’s need for 
liberation. There can be no doubt that all over 
the world millions of women are oppressed, often 
just because of the traditional structures remain-
ing intact, though by and large this is not a feature 
of North American society, which is very much 
egalitarian in practice. Christian wives should 
experience liberation from the dominant, unlov-
ing, abusive exercise of their husband’s authority 
(see Gen 3:16), a form of “rule” that in the Bible 
is contrasted with the loving, sacrificial exercise of 
the husband’s servant leadership in Christ (Eph 
5:25–28). But the gospel does not entail a promise 
of, or call to, women’s liberation from all forms of 
male authority over them.

The point is that true freedom in life is not 
found in the abolishing of any authority over one-
self, especially if it is God-ordained. Scripture pres-
ents men’s authority in the home and in the church 
not as autocratic or grounded in male superiority or 
merit but in the mysterious, sovereign divine will 
subsumed under the supreme lordship and author-
ity of the Lord Jesus Christ. Living within God’s 
created male and female order allows for a genuine 
experience of fulfillment and freedom for every-
one.

Evangelicalism vs. Fundamentalism
The diminishment of biblical authority in 

feminism has left a vacuum that has been filled by 
a vast array of feminist readings of Scripture and 
interpretations of Jesus. These readings make Jesus 

an extension of feminist aspirations, domesticat-
ing him rather than allowing him to speak with his 
own unique voice to today’s world and church.

Some are dismissing an evangelical approach 
to Scripture out of hand for illegitimate reasons. 
For example, conservative evangelical Christians 
may at times find themselves confronted with 
the label “fundamentalist,” and their conservative 
viewpoint on gender issues gets rejected without 
further discussion.21 But there is quite a differ-
ence between fundamentalism and a conservative 
evangelical reading of Scripture. Fundamentalism 
often tends toward a narrow-minded approach to 
Scripture that may neglect legitimate aspects of the 
historical-cultural background. It at times can be 
dogmatic and may tend to impose systematized 
doctrine onto the text. It is also often characterized 
by simplistic thinking. Some have even used the 
Bible in the past to justify such terrible things as 
slavery and racism.

Other more balanced conservative evangeli-
cal interpreters of Scripture, while attempting to 
interpret the Bible literally, are open to taking the 
specific historical-cultural background into account 
to aid interpretation in order to acknowledge their 
own presuppositions, and they can therefore be 
more nuanced and open to complexity and diver-
sity.

These foundational considerations will enable 
us to evaluate the various feminist proposals regard-
ing Jesus’ approach to women. 

Conclusion
Hermeneutics is of critical importance in the 

study of Jesus’ approach to women. As has been 
seen, several special hermeneutical issues arise in 
this regard: (1) the challenge of reconstructing his-
tory; (2) the question of how we know (epistemol-
ogy); (3) the role of the reader versus authorial 
intent; (4) issues related to canonicity; (5) the 
alleged patriarchal nature of Scripture; and (6) the 
distinction between evangelicalism and fundamen-
talism. In assessing feminist scholarship on Jesus, it 
is important to realize that the various feminist 
approaches are driven by various hermeneutical 
presuppositions that predetermine the interpretive 
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outcome. A critique of feminist portrayals of Jesus 
must therefore assess the viability of these underly-
ing hermeneutical presuppositions. This is the 
underlying thesis of Jesus and the Feminists: Who Do 
They Say That He Is?
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