
WOMEN IN MINISTRY
Complementarianism & Egalitarianism



“If we all approach the text of Scripture, each 
having his or her own framework of 

understanding (even when we share a view of 
the Bible that it is inerrant and true in all it 

affirms and teaches), is there any hope that we 
can ever reach a “correct” or “objectively 

valid” interpretation, especially on passages 
that are so sensitive as those that deal with the 

place and privilege of women in the body of 
Christ today?"



Surely, no one particular set of presuppositions is to be 
favored in and of itself over any other set of 

presuppositions as the proper preparation for 
understanding a text.  And no one starts with a tabula 

rasa, a ‘blank mind.’  So does this mean we are 
hopelessly deadlocked with no possibility for a 

resolution? But evangelicals do argue, nevertheless, that 
despite the acknowledgement that we all begin with a 

certain number of presuppositions, this does not 
demolish the possibility of our reaching a correct 

interpretation.  Our pre-understandings are changeable 
and, therefore, they can and should be altered by the 

text of Scripture.” 



BROAD OVERVIEW OF THE 
EGALITARIAN POSITION
A. Created Equality 
God created male and female as equal in all respects. Gen. 1:26-27 makes no distinction between 
woman and man insofar as both are equally made in His image (i.e., ontological equality), and both 
are given the responsibility to rule over His creation (i.e., functional equality). 
!
B. Fallen Disorder and Hierarchy 
Sin introduced into God's created order many manifestations of disorder and corrupted 
relationships. Among the chief examples of sin's defilement is the introduction of an illegitimate 
hierarchy in the relationship between woman and man. 
!
C. Restored Equality through Redemption in Christ 
Gal. 3:28 expresses the grand truth that in Christ, the false and sinful basis of male/female 
hierarchy has been abolished, so there is no legitimate distinction, in God's kingdom, between 
female and male. Full male/female equality is restored, dignity is given back to women, and servant 
attitudes are called for in men and women alike.



BROAD OVERVIEW OF THE 
COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION
A. Created Equality of Essence and Distinction of Role 
Male and female were created by God as equal in dignity, value, essence and human nature, but also 
distinct in role whereby the male was given the responsibility of loving authority over the female, and the 
female was to offer willing, glad-hearted and submissive assistance to the man. 
!
B. Fallen Disruption of God's Created Design 
Sin introduced into God's created design many manifestations of disruption, among them a disruption in 
the proper role-relations between man and woman. As most complementarians understand it, Gen. 
3:15-16 informs us that the male/female relationship would now, because of sin, be affected by mutual 
enmity. In particular, the woman would have a desire to usurp the authority given to man in creation, 
leading to man, for his part, ruling over woman in what can be either rightfully-corrective or wrongfully-
abusive ways. 
!
C. Restored Role Differentiation through Redemption in Christ 
Passages such as Eph. 5:22-33 and 1 Tim. 2:8-15 exhibit the fact that God's created intention of appropriate 
male leadership and authority should now, in Christ, be fully affirmed, both in the home and in the church.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE EGALITARIAN POSITION
A. Evidence that God's design was for male/female equality 

1. Gen. 1:26-27 – shows that man and woman share the same human nature, both 
are made in God's image, and both are given God's commission to rule the earth. 
Not only is there equality of being or nature between man and woman, there is 
also, importantly, equality of function or task – both are commanded to rule. And 
note: no distinction is made to give the man a superior position in this rulership. 

2. Gen. 2:18 – woman as "helper" is best understood as one who comes to 
complement (i.e., make complete something that is incomplete). The Hebrew 
word here for helper (ezer) is used most often of God (who in no sense is 
subordinate to those whom He helps) in His help of others.  Alternate 
translation: “authority” or “power.”  “I will make [the woman] a power [or 
strength] corresponding to the man.” 



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE EGALITARIAN POSITION

3. Gal. 3:28 – a return to what He intended in creation, an intent that was 
distorted by the fall and sin but now made real again in Christ. 
4. 1 Cor. 12:7-11 – Clearly, God distributes His gifts to His people as He so 
wills, but one's gender is not a factor in His giving any particular gift to a 
person. Women and men alike are recipients of all of God's gifts (e.g., see 1 
Cor. 11:5 for a statement of women having the gift of prophecy). Since God's 
spiritual gifting is gender-neutral, and since God expects His gifts to be used 
in the church, it follows that men and women alike are equal in their 
exercise of gifts in the church. 
5. 1 Timothy 2:8-15 - One imperative: “Let the women learn!”  Quiet spirit, 
not absolute silence.  Adam was “plasso,” not “kitzo.”  Spiritual, educational 
formation, not creation.  If women are properly taught, then they may teach.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE EGALITARIAN POSITION
B. Biblical Examples of Female Equality with Males 
Despite the introduction of a hierarchical disposition within human beings after the 
fall, there are indications that God endeavored to thwart this manifestation of sin and 
exhibit instead egalitarian relationships even in this fallen world. 
1. Female leadership in Israel  
Although Israel was largely patriarchal (in accord with most other sin-afflicted cultures 
of the time and through history), God saw fit to have in Israel some expressions of 
female leadership. Examples are: Miriam (Exod. 15), Huldah (2 Kings 22) and Deborah 
(Judges 4-5) who were prophetesses; and Deborah who was also a judge in Israel. 
Other examples of women who had prominent roles in the spiritual formation and 
development of Israel, but not in official religious offices, are Esther, Ruth and Naomi. 
2. Ps. 68:11 – “The Lord gave the word: Great was the company of the [women] 
preachers!” 



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE EGALITARIAN POSITION

3. Female participation in Jesus' ministry  
There are numerous examples of significant roles women played in 
Jesus' ministry, roles which, although unacceptable to the culture of 
the day, nevertheless display Jesus' full endorsement of women and 
their desire to minister.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE EGALITARIAN POSITION

4. Female involvement in the early Church 

Acts 2 (esp. vv. 17-18) – women and men alike are recipients of the Holy Spirit. 

1 Cor. 12 – as mentioned above, women and men alike are gifted by the Holy 
Spirit, gifts commanded to be used in the church (1 Cor. 12:7). 

1 Cor. 11:5 – mention is made here of women in the church "prophesying," clearly 
a speaking gift used to instruct and edify those in the church. (cf. Acts 21:9) 

Acts 18:26 – Priscilla (named first) and Aquila took Apollos aside "and explained 
to him the way of God more accurately." Priscilla, then, was exercising a teaching 
gift and instructing a man, who was himself also a teacher. (cf. Rom. 16:3-5) 

Rom. 16:1, 7 – Paul commends two other women (besides Prisca in 16:3): 
Phoebe, who is a servant, perhaps a deacon, in the church; and Junia, who (if in 
fact a woman) is named as "outstanding among the apostles."



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION
A. Evidence that God's design was male/female equality of essence 
1. Gen. 1:26-27 – shows that man and woman share the same human nature, both are 
made in God's image, and both are given God's commission to rule the earth. How 
they are, together, to rule the earth on God's behalf, is not here explained. 
2. Gal. 3:28 – God's redemption and regeneration of those whom He would save 
involves no distinction between male and female. Gender is absolutely irrelevant 
regarding who may or may not be saved. 
3. 1 Cor. 12:7-11 – Clearly, God distributes His gifts to His people as He so wills, but 
one's gender is not a factor in His giving any particular gift to a person. Women and 
men alike are recipients of all of God's gifts (e.g., see 1 Cor. 11:5 for a statement of 
women having the gift of prophecy). Again, this indicates that women are equal in 
essence with men in God's sight, but it does not preclude the possibility that God may 
prescribe just how those gifts be used in the Church. 



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION
B. Evidence that God's design was for male/female role differentiation 
1. Gen. 2 – There are at least four features of this chapter which support the idea of male-
headship (i.e., male God-given authority over female). 1) The order of creation (male 
created first) indicates God's design of male priority in the male/female relationship. 2) 
God gives instructions to Adam, before the creation of Eve, not to eat fruit of the 
forbidden tree (2:16-17). Implied in this is Adam's responsibility to instruct his future wife 
and guard her from violating this prohibition. 3) Eve was created to be Adam's helper. 
While it is true that this same Hebrew term is often used of God's "helping" people, it is 
clear that Paul understands Eve's role as helper to require that woman ought to be under 
the rightful authority of man. 4) Adam's naming of Eve indicates, in an OT cultural 
context, Adam's right of authority over the one whom he named. 
2. Gen. 3:1-7 – Eve was tempted and deceived by the serpent and ate the forbidden fruit, 
and then gave it also to Adam. Eve, that is, sinned first. Despite this fact, God seeks out 
Adam after their sin to inquire why they were hiding (3:8ff). God approaches Adam, not 
Eve, as the one ultimately responsible for the sin.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION
3. Gen. 3:16 – Sin brought about, not the beginning of a male/female relational 
hierarchy, but a disruption of the God-intended role of male-headship and female 
submission in the male-female relationship. Most complementarians understand the 
curse of the woman in 3:16 to mean that sin would bring about in Eve a wrongful 
desire to rule over her husband (contrary to God's created design), and that in 
response, Adam would have to assert his rule over her. This understanding comes 
from comparing the sentence structure and terms of Gen. 3:16 with Gen. 4:7. In 4:7, 
God tells Cain that sin is seeking to destroy him, and so He says "its [sin's] desire is 
for you, but you must master it." This means, of course, sin desires to rule over you, 
but you in response must rule over it. Now, the exact sentence structure is found in 
3:16, where Eve is told "your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over 
you." This means, in light of 4:7, Eve's desire will be to rule illegitimately over Adam 
(note: certainly sin could not be credited with giving Eve a loving or caring desire for 
Adam, could it?), and in response Adam will have to assert his rightful rulership over 
her.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION
4. 1 Cor. 11:1-16 – As already noted, Paul uses Gen. 2 to support his contention that 
women need to display, in the church, their submission to male leadership. The woman 
ought to have a symbol of authority on her head (11:10), because she is the glory of 
man (11:7), because she originated from man (11:8), and because she was created for 
the man's sake (11:9). Because Paul links the woman's submissive role in the Church to 
God's created design, it is evident that these instructions to the church at Corinth are 
not applicable only there, but instead are applicable universally in the Church. 
5. 1 Cor. 14:34-36 – Clearly this prohibition on women speaking cannot be absolute, for 
Paul previously acknowledged women prophesying (1 Cor. 11:5). What 
complementarians hold on this, though, is usually one of two positions: either that 
women may never be involved in an official capacity of teaching the corporate 
assembly, presumably with men present, or that women may not function in the elder 
role of judging prophecies (a la Grudem, Carson). In either case, what is clear is the 
principle that women are to display their submission to male headship and learn quietly 
from those (qualified males only) responsible for the teaching ministry of the church. 



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION

6. 1 Tim. 2:8-15 – Again here, Paul links his command that 
women receive instruction with submissiveness rather than 
teaching or exercising authority over men (2:11-12) with God's 
created design for man and woman. Women are to submit to 
male leadership and teaching because Adam was created first 
(2:13), and because Eve was deceived and sinned first (2:14). 
And again, it is evident that these instructions can only rightly 
be seen as universally applicable for the Church, because the 
basis for them is God's created design.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION

C. Biblical Examples of Male/Female Role Differentiation 
Despite the fact that sin has produced in woman an illegitimate desire to usurp the 
rightful authority God gave to man (Gen. 3:16), God has worked in Israel and in 
the Church to establish male-headship as the consistent and approved pattern for 
religious and home life. 
!
1. Male leadership in Israel  
From the Garden of Eden on, God has called out men and held men responsible 
for religious leadership. Think of Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, the 12 sons 
of Jacob as heads of the 12 tribes of Israel, Moses, Joshua, David, the male priestly 
order, the prophets to Israel and Judah, etc. Clearly, God purposely called out and 
intended to work through male leadership in Israel. 



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION

2. Male leadership with Christ  
Clearly Jesus was not at all averse to challenging customs and 
traditions of men which ran contrary to the values of the kingdom of 
God. He lacked no courage to challenge humanly fabricated 
restrictions upon the wise and good purposes of God (e.g., Matt. 
15:3-9; 23:1-36). And his taking of women with him during his itinerant 
ministry testifies to this. But what Jesus never did, though He clearly 
could have and was not constrained by social convention not so to do, 
is to choose any women to be among the twelve. His choice of 12 men 
continues the pattern we observe in the OT, of distinguishing a certain 
level of spiritual leadership as gender-restrictive.



PRIMARY RATIONALE SUPPORTING 
THE COMPLEMENTARIAN POSITION

3. Male leadership in the Church  
As observed above, Paul explicitly restricts women from a 
certain level of spiritual leadership and instruction in the 
Church. 1 Cor. 11:1-16, 1 Cor. 14:34-36, and 1 Tim. 2:8-15 
consistently require that the church's ultimate human spiritual 
leadership be gender-restrictive. This is reinforced by 
qualifications for the position of eldership which requires that 
one be "the husband of one wife" (see 1 Tim 3:2 and Titus 1:6), 
obviously indicating that only qualified men may serve as elders. 



~Walter C. Kaiser, Jr.

     “Sola Scriptura  must be the rallying point once 
again as it has been time after time in history.  May 

Christ’s Church find the rest, comfort, and 
admonition of Scripture on the teaching of women 
and their ministries to be God’s final word for our 

day as it has been in the past!”


