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The question we're looking at today is...What does the Bible say about women, in 

particular? Are men and women equal in the eyes of God according to Scripture? 

Based on my sermon title, I assume you know what direction the Holy Spirit will 

take us. 

 

From a book of letters children wrote to God. "Dear God, are boys better than 

girls? I know you are one, but please try to be fair."  

 

One of the teachings of Jesus is that God is spirit, which means God does not have 

a body, which means God does not have sexual organs, which means God does 

not have testosterone nor estrogen. which means God transcends gender just as 

God transcends all ethnicities, which means, according to Genesis, men do not 

bear or reflect the image of God any more than women do.   That should be 

enough, right? 

 

If only the world could be better at this understanding. I want us to keep in mind 

the plight of women around our world today during this message.  Just a few stats 

I want to share. 

• 1 in 3 women around the world experience violence (source. World Health 

Organization). 

• 71% of all human trafficking involves women and girls – mainly for sexual 

exploitation (source. UNODC). 

Not great numbers for a those created in God’s image.  
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And what about the church?  How does the church feel about women, particularly 

in leadership roles? 

 

Though many Americans embrace the presence of female leadership at work and 

in politics, they are less comfortable with women leading the church.  

• 62% of practicing Christians affirm females in church leadership roles. 

• Evangelicals have a more traditional interpretation of the scriptures, 

particularly concerning female ordination, and so express the lowest levels of 

comfort (39%).  

• Surprisingly, Catholics (80%) are slightly more comfortable with a female priest 

or pastor than Protestants (74%).  

Even in the body of Christ there are differences in how they see the female in 

church roles. So, let’s talk about this.  

 

Maybe you're from a secular background, and you read in the Bible that there is 

polygamy, patriarchal systems, and statements about husbands who are going to 

rule over wives. And you wonder, "How could a modern, thoughtful person honor 

such a book?"  

 

Maybe you're from a churched background that taught that it was God's will for 

woman to play a restricted or subservient role. This message might sound kind of 

new or strange to you. 
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I don’t know what you think about this topic, but I hope you consider that in a 

thoughtful, informed faith that believes the Bible, rightly understood, affirms an 

equal, egalitarian community where women and men serve, and partner together 

based on giftedness and not gender hierarchy.   

 

This best reflects God's intent for human flourishing. That's what we're talking 

about in this message 

 

One of the passages most frequently cited as restricting women's roles and is kind 

of a head-scratcher to many folks today is in Paul's first letter to the church at 

Corinth. I want to read through that entire passage and then comment on it.  As I 

do, I will make some observations about other gender teachings in the Bible and 

its impact on ancient culture.  And then, think about what that means for you and 

me and our sons and daughters.  

 

I recommend you get your Bibles out for this one.  Depending on your Bible, we 

may see differences in wording.  This is in 1 Corinthians 11. I warn you. This 

passage was written 2,000 years ago to a culture very different than ours, and it's 

possible one or two parts might seem a bit perplexing in the 21st century.  

 

Here's what Paul writes starting at verse 2: 
2 I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the 

traditions just as I handed them on to you. 
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 3 But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the 

husband is the head of his wife, and God is the head of Christ.  

 
4 Any man who prays or prophesies with something on his head disgraces his 

head, 5 but any woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled disgraces 

her head—it is one and the same thing as having her head shaved. 6 For if a 

woman will not veil herself, then she should cut off her hair; but if it is disgraceful 

for a woman to have her hair cut off or to be shaved, she should wear a veil. 

 

 7 For a man ought not to have his head veiled, since he is the image and 

reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of man. 8 Indeed, man was not made 

from woman, but woman from man. 9 Neither was man created for the sake of 

woman, but woman for the sake of man. 
10 For this reason a woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, 

because of the angels. Is everything clear so far?  

 
11 Nevertheless, in the Lord, woman is not independent of man or man 

independent of woman. 12 For just as woman came from man, so man comes 

through woman; but all things come from God.  
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13 Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head 

unveiled? 14 Does not nature itself teach you that if a man wears long hair, it is 

degrading to him, 15 but if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For her hair is 

given to her for a covering. 16 But if anyone is disposed to be contentious—we have 

no such custom, nor do the churches of God. 

 

Whatever, Paul.  A lot, obviously, of what Paul writes is relating to a particular 

cultural situation a long time ago, but I want to make three key observations from 

this text and the Bible as a whole. 

 

1. Paul is first affirming public ministry for women. Paul expressly says in verse 5 

in this passage, "Women who pray and prophesy before the congregation." To 

prophesy in that context meant to deliver God's message to the congregation. It 

was very much an overlapping term with teaching. Some argue women should 

only do this for other women, and some churches observe that, but as I studied 

this context, especially when Paul was talking about the veil stuff, he endorses 

having women speak to an audience of both men and women.  (If not, what am I 

doing here?) 

 

This is the most striking teaching of this text. It is quite a radical departure from 

ancient Israel. It used to be that to form a synagogue, 10 men had to be present; a 

woman did not even count as one of those 10. 
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Paul is saying, "This is a new day! Now, teaching and learning is to include women 

as well as men, both in speaking and listening."  

 

How did this idea come about? Well, I think Paul himself was a deeply learned 

man and he valued learning highly.  

 

He said of his education, "I sat at the feet of (Ga-male-e-al) Gamaliel." Gamaliel 

was the greatest rabbi of his day, and to sit at the feet of a rabbi meant to have 

been chosen to be a disciple of that rabbi. It would be a great honor.  

 

If you have heard the story of Mary and Martha, you know that Martha is busy in 

the kitchen and complains to Jesus that Mary is not helping. "Martha, Martha," 

Jesus replied. By the way, if Jesus says your name twice, you are in trouble. "Mary 

has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her." What had 

Mary chosen? Well, we're told in this story that Martha "...had a sister called 

Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet listening to what he said."  

 

A lot of times people will look at this story and they'll think it's about being busy 

like Martha or being relaxed and contemplative like Mary. No first century reader 

would have understood this story this way. Jesus does not commend Martha, who 

is doing what women stereotypically did in the kitchen. He commends Mary who 

is doing what men stereotypically did. By the way I learned there is no record of a 

rabbi ever choosing a woman to be a disciple until Jesus did in this story. 
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What Paul is teaching to the church at Corinth is the ministry of women is to be 

honored in the church.  

 

Back then the household formed the basic infrastructure of the early church. For 

several centuries they did not have buildings like this one. They didn't have 

religious organizations like we think of them.  

 

What you may not know is roughly half of the households that Paul mentions in 

the New Testament are headed by women. That was a staggering percentage in 

the ancient world. That means that women's influence and leadership in the early 

church was disproportionately very high. All of this flowed out of the way Jesus 

dealt with, treated, and honored women.  

 

OK, the second observation. 

2. Women and men are equally called and now mutually interdependent. One of 

the key words in this passage of 1 Corinthians 11 is the word “head”. In Greek, it's 

the word kephalē (Ka-fa-ley). When we hear the word head used metaphorically, 

we generally think about a boss or a person who is in charge, so it sounds like Paul 

is saying the man, if he's the head, is the boss of the woman.  

 

When kephalē was used as a metaphor, it was more often used to describe the 

source of something, a little bit like we'll talk about the headwaters of a river.  
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If this is the case, Paul is saying, in Jesus' incarnation He came from God, and 

Adam was created by Christ, and the woman came, as you might remember, from 

the side of the man.  

 

It's altogether possible Paul is simply acknowledging a cultural truth where 

husbands were over wives without saying in either case, "Here is the social system 

that is the best expression of God's will for humanity."  

 

Sometimes people will argue that because in Genesis it says the man was made 

first and woman comes from his side and was made second it implies the man is 

superior. He was made first; he comes first.  

 

The problem with this argument is it can work both ways. You could also say that 

God made the animals first, and then he made man, and the man was a big 

improvement on the animals. Then, God said, "I'm through warming up," and he 

made Eve, like he saved the best for last. The argument for order cuts either way.  

 

What the text does say in Genesis is, "So God created in his own image, in the 

image of God he created them; male and female he created them." The notion of 

a human being made in the image of God was not unique to ancient Israel, but 

the way it was taught in other nations was it was generally one person made in 

the image of whoever the greatest god was, and that one person was, of course, 

the king. That was a way for the king to be in power.  
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What was revolutionary in Genesis and Israel, and this would have all kinds of 

implications through the centuries about the equality of every human being, was 

that the image of God is universal.  What's really striking here is that the author 

deliberately says, "Male and female he made them in the image of God." God 

blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth 

and subdue it. Rule over every seed-bearing plant and so on."  

 

The text is very careful to say God makes the man and the woman in his image 

and gives the man and the woman the mandate to rule and steward his earth. 

There is no hint in this text of any division of responsibilities. God doesn't say to 

us to have dominion or authority over the woman. He says they are both to have 

dominion over the earth.  

 

Women, let there be no doubt about your worth in the eyes of God. You are 

made in God's image. You were made to exercise dominion, to rule, not to rule 

over men and not to be ruled by men, but for all of us to steward God's creation 

in mutual submission and humility.  

 

My third observation. 

3. Women and men are to treat one another with great dignity. Jesus' 

community ought to be a place where women and men find great respect and 

honor. In verse 7, Paul says, "...woman is the glory reflection of man." People will 

sometimes wonder, "Does that mean she's lower than him?"   
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In verse 9, Paul says, "...neither was man created for woman, but woman for 

man." Sometimes, people think, "Does that mean the woman has a lower status 

or function than the man?"  

 

Paul is referring back to Genesis, chapter 2, where God says, "It is not good for the 

man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him."   

 

I used to think that word help, or helper meant a gopher or somebody who was 

does what you need them to do for you.  

 

The problem with that idea is that helper is a very common word in the Bible. In 

the Old Testament in most times when it is used, it's used to refer to God. For 

example, "We wait in hope for the Lord; he is our help and our shield." It's the 

same word.  

 

Clearly, the idea is not that God is lower on the org chart or something.  In 

Genesis 3, the man and the woman disobey God, and sin enters human life. This 

devastates their relationship with God, with each other, and with creation.  

 

I often heard this taught as if it were God's original intent for human beings. "...he 

will rule over you." It was not. It's part of the curse. It's part of what happened 

because of the fall, like pain in childbirth and painful toil and thorns and thistles 

and laboring by the sweat of your brow and death itself.  
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The idea that somebody must be in charge in a relationship is not only not God's 

plan, but it is demeaning and often gets worked out in kind of silly ways. Think 

back on the stats I shared earlier. 

 

The core to the Trinitarian fellowship of God (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) isn’t 

one of them saying, "I'm in charge here!" The Father and the Son and the Spirit 

delight in mutual submission and in mutual servanthood.   

 

God makes human beings in his image and, just as the Trinity is three in one, the 

man and the woman are to be two and yet one.  

 

Husbands ruling over wives is a part of the curse that Jesus came to save us from. 

Earlier in 1 Corinthians, Paul writes about marriage and sex. He says, "The woman 

does not have authority over her own body but yields it to her husband." In the 

ancient world, this was not a surprise at all. All husbands would be nodding at 

their wives at this point in the letter. Because in the ancient world, a woman 

always belonged to somebody. So, a wife wouldn’t have authority over her own 

body, but would yield it to her husband. No surprises there. All the husbands like 

that.  

 

Paul's next sentence is the one that would have shocked the ancient world. "In 

the same way, the husband does not have authority over his own body but yields it 

to his wife." 
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 All right!  At this point, all the wives explode into applause, and the husbands are 

thinking, "My wife has authority over my body? What's the point of being a 

husband then?"  

 

The point, of course, is in Christ we no longer live for ourselves. We have died to 

all of that. We now live for one another. In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul has this long 

discussion about veils and head coverings that will seem quite odd to us. Corinth 

was a port city notorious for its expressions of sexuality.  The patron saint of 

Corinth was the goddess Aphrodite, the goddess of love.  

 

Temple prostitution was a part of the history of that city. There are ancient 

descriptions of it that are quite alarming.  

 

An unveiled head was one of the ways temple prostitutes were identified.  I guess 

these instructions about veils and head coverings come from Paul's desire that 

now the Christian community and Christian worship be sharply distinguished from 

the kind of promiscuity and the kind of sexual practices associated with Corinth 

and with goddess worship.  

 

It does not mean all women in all cultures should always wear head coverings. In 

fact, Paul is departing here from Jewish custom. Normally, in Israel men would 

wear prayer shawls over their heads when they were praying. In Exodus, chapter 

39, priests were commanded to wear turbans to cover their heads when they 

prayed.  
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Paul's point about the veils is not that a woman is under a man's authority. It is 

that in Jesus' new community women and men share together the authority of 

divine image bearers.  

 

One of the reasons I chose the first reading 1st reading today from Romans 16 was 

to show you how much Paul loved and respected women.  He called them out 

several times in the passage.  He would list the female before the male often, 

which was regarded as respect. This acknowledgement of women was not 

publicly done in ancient Israel.   

 

He said “Greet one another with a holy kiss.  All the churches of Christ greet you.” 

 

There are many passages about women we didn't touch on today.  I figured you 

have other things to do.  But let’s start here with what the Holy Spirit has 

provided.  There is much we can learn from the women of the Bible.  We should 

be sharing this with our children and grandchildren. 

 

From Eve, who was the mother of all humanity and chose to continue with the 

human project even after the pain of the fall; to Sarah to Rebekah to Rachel to 

Deborah, the warrior leader of Israel; to Esther, who risks her life courageously 

and is the savior of her people; to Ruth to Naomi to Huldah, the prophet; to 

Miriam to Tamar to Mary, the mother of Jesus. 
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To that little group of women who alone had the courage to stay with Jesus 

through the crucifixion and became the first witnesses of the resurrection; to 

Phoebe, the deacon, who was charged to read and would have been expected to 

explain the hard parts of the book of Romans; to Priscilla, the teacher; to Junia, 

the prophet; to Lydia, the businesswoman. The Bible is full of strong women who 

teach us how-to live-in God’s truth. 

 

Let's be a community that teaches our children how to honor and revere all 

human beings regardless of gender. Let's teach them that God made women and 

men alike to serve in their giftedness with humility and joy, to live heroically with 

courage and faith, to love one another with servanthood and respect.  

 

Let's be a community where we honor marriage, where spouses are devoted to 

faithfulness and integrity and mutual submission and healthy relationships.  

 

Let's be a community where we honor singleness, where we remember that Paul 

commended singleness as an option because he believed that contributing as a 

disciple was more important than conforming to social norms about getting 

married.  

 

Let's be a community that prays and works for the protection and elevation of 

women in the home, in education, in health, in the workplace, where we live, and 

all around the world.  
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If you're a man, I ask you to cheer on the women in your life. They are your mom, 

your sister, your friend, your wife, your daughter. Pray for God to use them to 

their full potential. Be the kind of man that any woman trusts and relies on.  

 

If you are a woman, know that you are made and cherished by God. You bear 

God's image. You carry God's calling. Be courageous. Be energized in the use of 

the gifts God has given you. Be at peace in the knowledge that God's grace 

accepts you apart from achieving anything our culture tells you that you must do 

or looking like anything our culture tells you that you have to look like.  

 

Together, let us show the world that is still broken by gender and sexuality what a 

community looks like when men and women serve and befriend and challenge 

and cherish one another in Jesus' name.  Are you all on board with that one?  
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Let Us Pray: 

Heavenly Father, thank you for this amazing idea you had when you created 

human beings in your image, male and female. Forgive us, God, when we fail to 

live up to the glory of that idea. Dear Jesus, thank you for your continued wisdom 

and sensitivity to the role of women in our lives and ministry.  Help us each day as 

a man or woman to know that we have a higher purpose in you. I pray, God, East 

Woods would be a place where women and men together would absolutely 

flourish in ministry and relationship.  We pray this together in Jesus' name.  

Amen.   

 

Charge: 

Your charge is to remember that men and women serving together based on 

giftedness and not gender hierarchy, best reflects God’s intent for human 

flourishing. This week find a way to acknowledge this with those closest to you. 

 

Benediction: 

Let us go forth into the world in peace and dedicated to God.  Let us hold fast to 

that which is good, render to no person evil for evil, strengthen the faint-hearted, 

support the weak, help the needy and the afflicted, and honor all people. And 

may God’s blessing be upon us and remain with us always.  


