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Headship, Submission, and Equality in Scripture 

Richard M. Davidson 

One of the basic issues in the discussion of the role of women in Scripture 
concerns the questions of headship, submission, and equality in 
male/female relationships. The answers to these questions are 
foundational to determining whether or not women should be ordained as 
elders and pastors in the church.  

In the evangelical Christian community, the issue of headship/ 
submission/equality lies at the heart of the fundamental differences 
between the two major proactive groups in the ordination debate.(1) The 
Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood,(2) representing those who 
oppose women's ordination, ultimately bases its biblical argument on the 
premise that the divine plan in creation affirmed equality of the sexes in 
spiritual status but included role distinctions involving the headship of 
man over woman. This ordinance of male headship is reaffirmed after the 
Fall in Genesis 3, and is binding both in the home and the church, 
throughout Scripture and still today. Those holding this position have 
been referred to as "patriarchalists," "hierarchalists," or (their preferred 
self-designation) "complementarians."  

The second group, Christians for Biblical Equality,(3) representing 
evangelicals who support women's ordination, argue that the divine plan 
at Creation affirmed full equality of the sexes without any male headship 
or female submission. Genesis 3 is typically seen to provide a description 
of the perversion of the divine ideal, and this "curse" is removed by the 
gospel, both in the home and in the church. Those holding this view have 
been referred to as "Christian feminists" or (their preferred self-
designation) "egalitarians."  

These two positions on the question of headship/submission and equality 
have been widely represented within the Adventist Church as well. In this 
chapter, I will argue that both positions maintain important elements of 
biblical teaching that must be heeded and, at the same time, that both 
groups may have overlooked or misinterpreted aspects of the relevant 
biblical passages.  

In our discussion, we will pay particular attention to the foundational 
opening chapters of Scripture, Genesis 1-3, which have been widely 
recognized as of seminal character and determinative for the biblical role 
of women. Then we will briefly trace the divine pattern of 
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headship/submission/equality throughout the Old Testament and New 
Testament and draw implications for the issue of ordination of women to 
ministry. 

In the Beginning(4)  

Before the Fall (Genesis 1-2)  

Gen 1:27 describes the Creation of humankind: "So God created man 
[humankind, ha 'adam] in His image; in the image of God He created 
him; male and female He created them." It is crucial to note the equal 
pairing of male and female in parallel with ha 'adam in this verse. There 
is no hint of ontological or functional superiority/inferiority or 
headship/submission between male and female. Both are "equally 
immediate to the Creator and His act."(5) Both are given the same 
dominion over the earth and other living creatures (vv. 26 and 28). Both 
share alike in the blessing and responsibility of procreation (vv. 29-30). In 
short, both participate equally in the image of God.  

The narrative of Gen 2:4b-25 provides a more detailed account of the 
creation of man than the terse summary statement of Genesis 1. Over the 
centuries the preponderance of commentators on Genesis 2 have espoused 
the hierarchical interpretation, a view that has been reaffirmed in a 
number of modern scholarly studies.(6) The main elements of the narrative 
which purportedly prove a divinely-ordained hierarchical view of the 
sexes may be summarized as follows: (a) man is created first and woman 
last (2:7, 22), and the first is superior and the last is subordinate or 
inferior; (b) woman is formed for the sake of man—to be his "helpmate" 
or assistant, to cure man's loneliness (vv. 18-20); (c) woman comes out of 
man (vv. 21-22), which implies a derivative and subordinate position; (d) 
woman is created from man's rib (vv. 21-22), which indicates her 
dependence upon him for life; and (e) the man names the woman (v. 23) 
which indicates his power and authority over her.  

On these points Phyllis Trible asserts that "although such specifics 
continue to be cited as support for traditional interpretations of male 
superiority and female inferiority, not one of them is altogether accurate 
and most of them are simply not present in the story itself."(7) Let us look 
at each point in turn.  

Man created first. It has been asserted that because man was created first 
and then woman, "by this the priority and superiority of the man, and the 
dependence of the woman upon the man, are established as an ordinance 
of divine creation."(8) A careful examination of the literary structure of 
Genesis 2 reveals that such a conclusion does not follow. Hebrew 
literature often makes use of an inclusio device or envelope construction 
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in which the points of central concern to a unit are placed at the beginning 
and end of the unit.(9) This is the case in Genesis 2; the entire account is 
cast in the form of an inclusio or "ring construction,"(10) in which the 
creation of man at the beginning of the narrative and that of woman at the 
end correspond to each other in importance. The narrator underscores 
their equal importance by employing precisely the same number of words 
(in Hebrew) for the description of the creation of the man as for the 
creation of woman. As Trevor Dennis puts it, "the writer has counted his 
words and been careful to match the lengths of his descriptions 
exactly."(11) The movement in Genesis 2, if anything, is not from superior 
to inferior, but from incompleteness to completeness. Woman is created 
as the climax, the culmination of the story. She is the crowning work of 
Creation.(12)  

Two subpoints of this first argument relate to Adam's priority in speaking 
and being spoken to in the narrative. It has been claimed that Adam's 
headship over his wife before the Fall is revealed in that God addresses 
Adam, and not Eve, and also in that Adam does the speaking in the 
narrative of Genesis 2, not Eve. However, these points fail to take into 
account the movement of the narrative from incompleteness to 
completeness and climax, as noted above. As part of the process of 
bringing Adam to realize his "hunger for wholeness,"(13) his need for a 
partner, God speaks to Adam, warning him not to eat of the forbidden 
tree. Such information was crucial for the human being to avoid 
transgression and to be a free moral agent with the power of choice. But 
the divine impartation of such knowledge to Adam before Eve was 
created does not thereby reveal the headship of Adam over his partner. 
Likewise, that only Adam speaks in Genesis 2 does not reveal his pre-Fall 
headship over Eve any more than only Eve speaking outside the Garden 
(Genesis 4) reveals Eve's headship over Adam after the Fall.(14)  

Woman formed for sake of man. Genesis 2:18 records the Lord's 
deliberation: "It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him 
'ezer kenegdô (KJV--"a help meet for him"; RSV--"a helper fit for him"; 
NASB--"a helper suitable to him"). These words have often been taken to 
imply the inferiority or the subordinate status of woman. For example, 
John Calvin understood that woman was a "kind of appendage" and a 
"lesser helpmeet" for man.(15)  

The word 'ezer is usually translated as "help" or "helper" in English. This, 
however, is a misleading translation, because the English word "helper" 
tends to suggest an assistant, a subordinate, an inferior, whereas the 
Hebrew carries no such connotation. In fact, the Hebrew Bible most 
frequently employs 'ezer to describe a superior helper--God himself as the 
"helper" of Israel.(16) This is a relational term, describing a beneficial 
relationship, but in itself does not specify position or rank, either 



Davidson, Headship  4  

superiority or inferiority.(17) The specific position intended must be 
gleaned from the immediate context, here the adjoining kenegdô.  

The word neged conveys the idea of "in front of" or "counter-part,"(18) and 
a literal translation of kenegdô is thus "like his counterpart, corresponding 
to him."(19) Used with 'ezer, this term indicates no less than equality: Eve 
is Adam's "benefactor/helper," one who in position is "corresponding to 
him," "his counterpart, his complement."(20) Eve is "a power equal to 
man";(21) she is Adam's "partner."(22)  

Woman came out of man. It has been argued that since woman came out 
of man, since she was formed from man, she has a derivative existence, a 
dependent and subordinate status. That her existence was in some way 
"derived" from Adam cannot be denied. But derivation does not imply 
subordination. Adam also was "derived"—from the ground (v. 7), but 
certainly we are not to conclude that the ground was his superior. Again, 
woman is not Adam's rib. The raw material, not woman, was taken out of 
man, just as the raw material of man was "taken" (Gen 3:19, 23) out of 
the ground.(23) Samuel Terrien rightly points out that woman "is not 
simply molded of clay, as man was, but she is architecturally 'built' 
(2:33)." The verb bnh, "to build," used in the Creation account only with 
regard to the formation of Eve, "suggests an aesthetic intent and connotes 
also the idea of reliability and permanence."(24) As the man was asleep 
while God created woman, man had no active part in the creation of 
woman that might allow him to claim to be her superior or head.(25)  

Woman created from man's rib. While this argument has been used to 
support the hierarchical view of the sexes, the very symbolism of the rib 
points rather to equality. The word tsela' can mean either "side" or 
"rib."(26) Since tsela' occurs in the plural in v. 21 and God is said to take 
"one of" them, the reference is probably to a rib from Adam's side. By 
"building" Eve from one of Adam's ribs, God appears to be indicating the 
"mutual relationship,"(27) the "singleness of life,"(28) the "inseparable 
unity"(29) in which man and woman are joined. The rib "means solidarity 
and equality."(30) As Ellen White puts it, "Eve was created from a rib 
taken from the side of Adam, signifying that she was not to control him as 
the head, nor to be trampled under his feet as an inferior, but to stand by 
his side as an equal, to be loved and protected by him."(31) This 
interpretation is further confirmed by the man's poetic exclamation when 
he sees the woman for the first time (v. 23): "This at last is bone of my 
bones and flesh of my flesh!" The phrase "bone of my bones and flesh of 
my flesh" indicates a person "as close as one's own body."(32) It denotes 
physical oneness and "a commonality of concern, loyalty and 
responsibility,"(33) but does not lead to the notion of woman's 
subordination or submission to man.  



Davidson, Headship  5  

Man named woman. Some argue that in man's naming of woman (v. 23) 
is implied man's power, authority, and superiority over her. True, 
assigning names in Scripture often does signify authority over the one 
named.(34) But such is not the case in Gen 2:23. In the first place, the word 
"woman" ('ishah) is not a personal name, but only a generic 
identification. This is verified in v. 24, which indicates that a man is to 
cleave to his 'ishah ("wife"), and further substantiated in Gen 3:20, which 
explicitly records the man's naming of Eve only after the Fall.  

Moreover, Jacques Doukhan has shown that Gen 2:23 contains a pairing 
of "divine passives," indicating that the designation of "woman" comes 
from God, not man. Just as woman "was taken out of man" by God, with 
which the man had nothing to do, so she "shall be called woman" a 
designation originating in God and not man. Doukhan also indicates how 
the literary structure of the Genesis Creation story confirms this 
interpretation.(35) The wordplay in v. 23 between 'ish (man) and 'ishah 
(woman) and the explanation of the woman being taken out of man are 
not given to buttress a hierarchical view of the sexes, but rather to 
underscore man's joyous recognition of "his second self."(36) In his 
ecstatic poetic utterance the man is not determining who the woman is, 
but delighting in what God has done, recognizing and welcoming woman 
as the equal counterpart to his sexuality.(37) After the Fall Adam did give 
his wife the name Eve, probably signifying his exercise of headship 
authority over her; such was not the case at Creation.  

In light of the foregoing discussion, there is nothing in Genesis 2 to 
indicate a hierarchical view of the sexes. The man and woman before the 
Fall are presented as fully equal, with no hint of headship of one over the 
other or a hierarchical relationship between husband and wife.  

After the Fall (Genesis 3)  

When God comes to the Garden after Adam and Eve sinned, he initiates 
an encounter that constitutes nothing less than "a legal process," a "trial 
punishment by God."(38) God begins the legal proceedings with an 
interrogation of the "defendants," and the defensive and accusatory 
responses by Adam and Eve (vv. 9-14) indicate the rupture in husband-
wife and divine-human relationships that has occurred as a result of sin. 
Following the legal interrogation and establishment of guilt, God 
pronounces the sentence in the form of curses (over the serpent and the 
ground, vv. 14, 17) and judgments (for the man and the woman, vv. 16-
19).  

The judgment pronounced upon the woman is of particular concern (v. 
16):  
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(a) I will greatly multiply your pain [labor] in childbearing;  

(b) in pain [labor] you shall bring forth your children;  

(c) yet your desire shall be for your husband,  

(d) and he shall rule over you.  

The meaning of the last two enigmatic lines (v. 16c and d) of the divine 
sentence upon the woman is crucial for a proper understanding of the 
nature of God's design for sexual relationships throughout the rest of 
Scripture.  

Five major views have been advanced in the history of scriptural 
interpretation. The first, and perhaps the most common, position 
maintains that the subordination of woman is a Creation ordinance, God's 
ideal from the beginning, but as a result of sin this original form of 
hierarchy between the sexes is distorted and corrupted and must be 
restored by the gospel.(39)  

The second major interpretation also views subordination as a Creation 
ordinance but sees in Gen 3:16 not as a distortion but a reaffirmation of 
subordination as a blessing and a comfort to the woman in her difficulties 
as a mother. The meaning of v. 16c-d may be paraphrased: "You will 
have labor and difficulty in your motherhood, yet you will be eager for 
your husband and he will rule over you (in the sense of care for and help 
you and not in the sense of dominate and oppress you)."(40)  

The third major view contends that the subordination of woman to man 
did not exist before the Fall, and the mention of such a subordination in 
Gen 3:16 is only a description of the evil consequences of sin—the 
usurpation of authority by the husband (to be removed by the gospel)—
and not a permanent prescription of God's will for husband-wife 
relationships after sin.(41) Proponents of this position underscore the 
culturally-conditioned nature of this passage and vigorously deny that it 
represents a divinely ordained normative position for sexual relationships 
after the Fall.  

A fourth major position concurs with the third view that the submission of 
wife to husband is part of the evil consequences of the Fall and did not 
exist as a Creation ordinance. But in the fourth view, Gen 3:16 is to be 
understood as prescriptive and not merely descriptive. It presents God's 
normative pattern for the relationship of husband and wife after the 
Fall.(42)  
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A final view agrees with the second that v. 16c-d is a blessing and not a 
curse, but differs in denying that subordination of woman to man is a 
Creation ordinance. This position also argues, in effect, that even in 
Genesis 3 no hierarchy or headship in the sexes is either prescribed or 
described.(43) In this view the word for "rule" (v. 16d) is often translated 
"to resemble" or "to be like," emphasizing the equality of husband and 
wife.(44) Another variation of this view argues that man "rules" or 
"predominates" only in the area of sexuality, i.e., "female reluctance is 
overcome by the passion they feel toward their men, and that allows them 
to accede to the males' sexual advances even though they realize that 
undesired pregnancies (with the accompanying risks) might be the 
consequence."(45)  

These major positions are summarized in the following chart:  

Man-Woman Relationships in the Beginning (Genesis 1-3): Major 
Views  

   

Creation  
(Genesis 1-2) 

Fall  
(Genesis 3) 

Divine Judgments on Eve 
(Gen 3:16) 

1. Hierarchical 
(Subordination of 
woman) 

Perverted Subordination Restored 

2. Hierarchical 
(Subordination of 
woman) 

Continues Subordination Reaffirmed 

3. Equality (With no 
subordination of 
woman) 

Ruptured 
Relationship 

Description of sinful consequences 
(to be removed by gospel), husband 
usurps authority 

4. Equality (With no 
subordination of 
woman) 

Ruptured 
Relationship 

Permanent prescription of divine 
will for harmony after sin, husband 
"first-among-equals" 

5. Equality (With no 
subordination of 
woman) 

Continues Blessing of equality (no headship or 
hierarchy) 

In assessing the true intent of this passage, we must immediately call into 
question those interpretations which proceed from the assumption that a 
hierarchy of the sexes existed before the Fall (views 1 and 2). The 
analysis of Genesis 1-2 has shown that no such subordination or 
subjection of woman to man was present in the beginning.  
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Furthermore, view 3 (Gen 3:16 only descriptive, not prescriptive) appears 
to be unsatisfactory because it fails to take seriously the 
judgment/punishment context of the passage. As already noted, Gen 3:16 
comes in a legal trial setting. God's pronouncement is therefore not 
merely a culturally-conditioned description; it is a divine sentence. Just as 
God destines the serpent to crawl on its belly (v. 14), just as God ordains 
that woman's childbirth is to involve her "going into labor" ('itstsabôn, v. 
16), just as God curses the ground so that it will not produce crops 
spontaneously but require man's cultivation and "hard labor" ('itstsabôn, 
v. 17), just as humankind will inevitably return to dust in death (v. 19)—
so God pronounces the sentence upon Eve with regard to her future 
relationship with Adam. Just as none of the other judgments were 
removed or reversed at the Cross, but stay in force until the 
consummation of salvation history, so this judgment remains in force 
until the removal of sinful world conditions at the end of time. This is not 
to say that it is inappropriate for humankind to seek to roll back the 
judgments/curses and get back as much as possible to God's original 
plan—by advances in obstetrics to relieve unnecessary hard labor during 
delivery; by agricultural and technological advances to relieve 
unnecessary hard labor in farming, by scientific and medical advances to 
delay the process of death. In the same way it is not inappropriate to 
return as much as possible to God's original plan for total equality in 
marriage, while at the same time retaining the validity of the headship 
principle as necessary in a sinful world to preserve harmony in the home.  

The divine origin and prescriptive nature of the judgment upon Eve is 
underscored by the Hebrew grammar of God's first words in the legal 
sentence: "I will greatly multiply." The use of the first-person singular "I" 
refers to the Lord Himself, who is pronouncing the judgment, while the 
emphatic Hebrew infinitive absolute construction implies "the absolute 
certainty of the action." Carol Meyers rightly concludes that the judgment 
upon Eve represents a "divine prescription" and not just a description, a 
divine "mandate" and "divine oracle."(46)  

According to Gen 3:16c-d a change is instituted involving the 
subjection/submission of the wife to the husband. The force of the last 
line (v. 16d) is difficult to avoid: "he [your husband] shall rule over you." 
The word mashal in this form in v. 16d means "to rule" (and not "to be 
like") and definitely implies subjection.(47) Theodorus Vriezen correctly 
concludes that woman's position after the Fall is one of subjection to her 
husband: "this is considered as a just and permanent punishment in Gen 
iii."(48) Umberto Cassuto aptly paraphrases and amplifies the divine 
sentence: "measure for measure; you influenced your husband and caused 
him to do what you wished; henceforth, you and your female descendants 
will be subservient to your husbands."(49)  
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Ellen White clearly adopts this interpretation.  

In the creation God had made her [Eve] the equal of 
Adam. Had they remained obedient to God—in harmony 
with His great law of love—they would ever have been in 
harmony with each other; but sin had brought discord, and 
now their union could be maintained and harmony 
preserved only by submission on the part of the one or the 
other. Eve had been the first in transgression; and she had 
fallen into temptation by separating from her companion, 
contrary to the divine direction. It was by her solicitation 
that Adam sinned, and she was now placed in subjection to 
her husband. Had the principles enjoined in the law of God 
been cherished by the fallen race, this sentence, though 
growing out of the results of sin, would have proved a 
blessing to them; but man's abuse of the supremacy thus 
given him has too often rendered the lot of woman very 
bitter and made her life a burden."(50)  

The word mashal "rule" employed in v. 16 is not the same word used to 
describe humankind's rulership over the animals in Gen 1:26, 28, where 
the verb is radah, "to tread down, have dominion over."(51) A careful 
distinction is maintained between humankind's dominion over the animals 
and the husband's "rule" over his wife. Furthermore, although the verb 
mashal does consistently indicate submission, subjection, or dominion, 
"the idea of tyrannous exercise of power does not lie in the verb."(52) In 
fact, in many passages mashal is used in the sense of servant leadership, 
to "comfort, protect, care for, love."(53)  

The semantic range of the verb mashal thus makes it possible to 
understand the divine sentence in v. 16 as involving not only punishment 
but blessing, just as the sentence pronounced upon the serpent and man 
included an implied blessing.(54) That the element of blessing is especially 
emphasized in this verse appears to be confirmed by recognizing the 
probable synonymous parallelism between v. 16c and v. 16d.(55) God 
pronounces that even though the woman would have difficult "labor" in 
childbirth--an ordeal that would seem naturally to discourage her from 
continuing to have relations with her husband--"yet," God assures her, 
"your desire shall be for your husband." The meaning of the Hebrew word 
teshûqah, "strong desire, yearning,"(56) which appears only three times in 
Scripture, is illuminated by its only other occurrence in a context of man-
woman relationship, i.e., Cant 7:11 (Hebrew).(57) In this verse, the 
Shulamite bride joyfully exclaims, "I am my beloved's, and his desire 
[teshûqah] is for me." Along the lines of this usage of teshûqah in the Song 
of Songs to indicate a wholesome sexual desire, the term appears to be 
employed in Gen 3:16c to indicate a positive blessing accompanying the 
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divine judgment. A divinely ordained sexual yearning of wife for husband 
will serve to sustain the union that has been threatened in the ruptured 
relations resulting from sin.  

If Gen 3:16d is seen to be in close parallelism with v. 16c, the emphasis 
upon blessing as well as judgment seems to accrue also to man's 
relationship with his wife. The husband's "rule" over his wife, even 
though it grows out of the results of sin, may be regarded as a blessing in 
preserving the harmony and union of the relationship.(58) As is implied in 
the semantic range of mashal, and becomes explicit in the Song of Songs, 
this is not to be a "rule" of tyrannous power, but a servant leadership of 
protection, care, and love. In modern idiom, the husband is to lovingly 
"take care of" his wife.  

We thus conclude that of the suggested interpretations for Gen 3:16 
described above, view 4 is to be preferred, in that there is a normative 
divine sentence announcing a subjection/submission of wife to husband as 
a result of sin. This involves, however, not only a negative judgment but 
also (and especially) a positive blessing (as suggested in view 5) designed 
to lead back as much as possible to the original plan of harmony and 
union between equal partners.  

Two final points must be underscored with regard to Genesis 3. First, 
although in Genesis 3 the husband is assigned the role of "first among 
equals"(59) to preserve harmony and union in the marriage partnership, 
this does not contradict or nullify the summary statement of Gen 2:24 
regarding the nature of the relationship between husband and wife, clearly 
written to indicate its applicability to the post-Fall conditions. God's ideal 
for the nature of sexual relationship after the Fall is still the same as it was 
for Adam and Eve in the beginning—to "become one flesh." The divine 
judgment/blessing in Gen 3:16 is to facilitate the achievement of the 
original divine design within the context of a sinful world, and it is thus 
appropriate for marriage partners to seek to return as much as possible to 
total egalitarianism in the marriage relationship.  

Second, the relationship of subjection/submission prescribed in v. 16 is 
not presented as applicable to man-woman relationships in general. 
Genesis 3 provides no basis for suggesting that the basic equality between 
male and female established in Creation was altered as a result of the Fall. 
The context of Gen 3:16 is specifically that of marriage: a wife's desire for 
her husband and the husband's "rule" over his wife. The text indicates a 
submission of wife to husband, not a general subordination of woman to 
man. The servant headship of the husband prescribed in this passage (v. 
16 d) can no more be broadened to refer to men-women relationships in 
general than can the sexual desire of the wife (v. 16c) be broadened to 
mean the sexual desire of all women for all men. Any attempt to extend 
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this prescription beyond the husband-wife relationship is not warranted by 
the text.  

The Old Testament Pattern  

Beyond Genesis 3, the divine pattern for man-woman relationships 
established in Eden remains God's consistent plan throughout the rest of 
the Old Testament. The submission of the wife to her husband's "headship 
among equals" in the home is assumed in precept and practice, but this 
does not bar women from positions of influence, leadership, and authority 
over men in the covenant community. We will briefly survey the Old 
Testament pattern of headship/submission/equality, first as it applies to 
husband-wife relationships in the home (physical family), and then as it 
affects men-women relationships in general in the covenant community of 
Israel.  

Headship/Submission/Equality in Husband-Wife Relationships  

Immediately after the record of divine judgment upon the first couple, 
Adam exercises his new "headship" role by naming his wife Eve (Gen 
3:20). The headship of the husband is again demonstrated in the life of 
Abraham and Sarah (Gen 18:12), with Sarah referring to her husband as 
"my lord" (adonî). The husband's "headship" in the marriage is likewise 
indicated by the frequent use of ba'al ("lord"--both as a verb and a noun) 
to identify the husband.(60)  

The attendant headship assigned to the man in the husband/wife 
relationship in Gen 3:16 seems clearly reaffirmed in the Mosaic 
legislation concerning unfaithful wives in Num 5:11-31. Verse 29 
summarizes, "This is the law of jealousy, when a wife, under [the 
headship of] her husband, goes astray and defiles herself." Another law 
indicating the headship function of the husband is found in Num 30:3-16, 
where the husband has the right to revoke legal commitments (vows) of 
his wife.  

There is little question that in ancient Israel (and throughout the ancient 
Near East) a patriarchal structuring of society was the norm, and the 
husband/father was the titular head of the ancient family. In 
marital/familial situations the husband/father assumed legal responsibility 
for the household. His leadership and legal headship are evidenced in 
such concerns as genealogy, family inheritance and ownership of 
property, contracting marriages for the children, initiating divorce, and 
overall responsibility in speaking for his family.  

While recognizing the clear Old Testament evidence for the husband 
headship principle in marriage, we must hasten to underscore that such 
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headship does not override the basic equality between the marriage 
partners, nor does it imply the husband's ownership, oppression, 
domination, or authoritative control over the wife.(61) Nor does the 
husband headship prevent husbands and wives from coming as close as 
possible to the original egalitarian design for marriage. This is revealed in 
the descriptions of the day-to-day relationships between Old Testament 
husbands and wives, in which the "ancient Israelite wife was loved and 
listened to by her husband, and treated by him as an equal."(62) "The 
ancient Israelite woman wielded power in the home at least equal to that 
exercised by the husband . . . ; she participated freely and as an equal in 
decisions involving the life of her husband or her family."(63) (See Jo Ann 
Davidson's chapter dealing with biblical women for a survey of recent 
narrative studies verifying these conclusions.)  

The most extensive and penetrating Old Testament presentation of the 
divine ideal for husband-wife relationships in the post-Fall setting is in 
the Song of Songs.(64) In parallel with Gen 2:24, the lovers in the Song are 
presented as full equals in every way. Canticles "reflects an image of 
woman and female-male relations that is extremely positive and 
egalitarian."(65) The keynote "of the egalitarianism of mutual love"(66) is 
struck in Cant 2:16: "My beloved is mine and I am his." The Song of 
Songs begins and closes with the woman speaking; she carries the 
majority of the dialogue.(67) She initiates most of the meetings and is just 
as active in the lovemaking as the man. She is as eloquent about the 
beauty of her lover as he is about hers. The woman also is gainfully 
employed—as shepherdess and vineyard keeper. In short, throughout the 
Song she is "fully the equal of the man."(68) As in Gen 2, she is man's 
"partner . . . , 'the one opposite him.'"(69)  

At the same time, in the Song of Songs voices repeatedly speak of post-
Fall conditions which impinge upon the couple's relationship (see 1:6; 
2:11; 2:15, 3:1-4; 5:6-8; 6:1; 8:6). The way of "woman and man in mutual 
harmony after the fall"(70) is likewise portrayed in imagery consonant with 
the divine norm given in Gen 3:16. Note in particular Cant 2:3:   

As an apple tree among the trees of the wood,   
so is my beloved among young men.   

With great delight I sat in his shadow,   
and his fruit was sweet to my taste.  

Francis Landry has not failed to catch the intent of the imagery: "The 
apple-tree symbolizes the lover, the male sexual function in the poem; 
erect and delectable, it is a powerful erotic metaphor. It provides the 
nourishment and shelter, traditional male roles—the protective lover, man 
the provider."(71) Cant 8:5 seems to continue the apple-tree-protector 
motif:  
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Who is that coming up from the wilderness leaning upon her beloved?  

Under the apple tree I awakened you . . .  

The Song of Songs has recovered the true "lyrics" of the "symphony of 
love" for post-Fall sexual partners. In the garden of Canticles the divine 
plan for man's post-Fall role in the sexual relationship--mashal, "to 
protect, love, care for"--is restored from its accumulated perversions and 
abuses outside the Garden of Eden. That this mashal is the "rule" of love 
and not tyrannical power is made explicit in the Song by attributing to the 
man the "strong desire" (teshûqh) which is connected with the woman in 
Gen 3:16. As in the divine judgment God promises to the woman that still 
"Your desire (teshûqh) shall be for your husband," now in the Song the 
woman says,"I am my lover's and for me is his desire (teshûqh)." She thus 
joyfully acknowledges the mutuality of love that inheres in the ideal post-
Fall relationship even as she is leaning upon, and resting under, the 
protecting shadow of her lover. 

Headship/Submission/Equality of Men and Women  

in the Old Testament Covenant Community  

While the patriarchal social structure is clearly present in Israel, including 
patriarchal "heads of the father's houses," and while such patriarchy is 
presented in a positive light,(72) it is significant to note that such patriarchy 
did not bar women from positions of influence, leadership, and even 
headship over men in the Israelite community (See chapter 9).  

I note particularly the leadership role of Deborah the prophetess and judge 
(Judges 4-5). Deborah clearly exercised headship functions over men as 
the recognized political leader of the nation, the military leader of Israel 
on an equal footing with the male general Barak,(73) and a judge to whom 
men and women turned for legal counsel and divine instruction. There is 
no indication in the text that such female leadership over men in the 
covenant community was looked upon as unusual or was opposed to the 
divine will for women.  

Special mention should also be made of the prophetess/musician Miriam, 
whose influence and leadership capabilities have been under-scored by 
recent narrative analysis. The headship teaching role of Huldah, even over 
the king (2 Kgs 22:14-20), is highly significant, especially in light of the 
availability of male teacher/prophets like Jeremiah at the time. No less 
significant are the numerous "wise women" of the Old Testament (Judg 
5:28-30; 2 Sam 14; 2 Sam 20; etc.), a special class of women who 
exercise clear headship teaching functions over men.  
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In short, while the headship principle of Gen 3:16 clearly functions to 
regulate the Old Testament husband-wife relationship, this principle is not 
widened in the covenant community in such a way as to cause the 
rejection of women leaders on the basis of gender--even women leaders 
exercising headship over men. 

The New Testament Pattern  

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine the relatively low status 
of women in first-century Judaism and other Mediterranean cultures,(74) or 
to look at the New Testament elevation of women's status in radical ways 
in the Gospels, Acts, and Epistles.(75) The focus is specifically on the issue 
of headship/submission/equality in New Testament passages dealing with 
male/female relationships.  

There is a clear distinction between counsel regarding husband-wife 
relationships and general men-women relationships in the church. Hence 
we can subdivide this section under the same twofold categorization as 
the Old Testament discussion. 

Headship/Submission/Equality in Husband-wife Relationships  

In considering the New Testament position on headship/ 
submission/equality, we will look at the terms for headship and 
submission, and then briefly investigate the New Testament passages 
which contain these terms in the context of husband-wife relations.  

Terminology. There has been much discussion regarding the meaning of 
"head" (kephale) in its seven occurrences in a metaphorical sense,(76) with 
the debate polarizing into two camps. Some have vigorously argued that 
kephale in first-century Greek often means "source" (as in the "head" of a 
river) and rarely or never "head" (as in superior rank),(77) while others 
have just as vigorously argued for the common meaning of "head" (as in 
superior rank) and rarely or never "source."(78) While the most responsible 
treatment of the evidence seems to favor the latter argument, still the best 
conclusion seems to be to recognize that both meanings appear in first-
century secular Greek and are possible in New Testament usage, and thus 
the immediate context must be the final determiner of meaning.(79) Two 
occurrences of kephale occur in a context of man-woman relationships: 1 
Cor 11:3 and Eph 5:23.  

The New Testament term used for "submit" in husband-wife relationships 
is hypotasso, a verb which appears in some form some 39 times in the 
New Testament (23 times in Pauline Epistles and 6 times in 1 Peter). The 
root verb (tasso) means "order, position, determine," and with the 
prepositional prefix hypo means, in the active voice, "place under, 
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subordinate, subject, submit"; in the passive voice, "become subject [to 
someone or something]"; and in the middle voice, "[voluntarily] submit 
oneself, defer to, acquiesce, surrender one's rights or will."(80) Seven 
occurrences of hypotasso--all in the middle voice--occur in the context of 
man-woman relationships: 1 Cor 14:34; Eph 5:21, 24; Col 3:18; Tit 2:5; 1 
Pet 3:1, 5.  

Eph 5:21-33. This is the foundational New Testament passage dealing 
with husband-wife relations, and the only New Testament passage on this 
issue that contains both the word kephale ("head") and hypotasso 
("submit"). There is no question that the husband-wife relationship is in 
view and not men-women relationships in general. Ephesians 5 is part of 
a series of "Household Codes"(81) providing counsel for proper 
relationships between various members of domestic households: husbands 
and wives (Eph 5:22-33), children and parents (Eph 6:1-4), and servants 
and masters (Eph 6:5-9). Unmistakably in Ephesians 5 the counsel 
concerns the husband as the head of his own wife.  

Although attempts have been made to translate kephale as "source" (or a 
related concept), the pairing of kephale with hypotasso ("submit") seems 
to indicate a ranking of relationship, and not the idea of origin or source. 
This parallels the similar usage of kephale as "preeminence" or "superior 
rank" with reference to Christ in Eph 1:22 and Col 2:10.  

The following points emerge clearly from this passage:  

(1) The context of the Pauline counsel for husbands and wives (Eph 5:22-
33) is one of "mutual submission," described in v. 21: "submitting to one 
another in the fear of God."(82)  

(2) The word hypotasso, whether actually present in v. 22 or implied in v. 
21 (manuscript evidence is divided here), occurs in the middle voice 
("Wives, submit yourselves"), indicating that the wife's submission is a 
"voluntary yielding in love,"(83) not forced by the husband. There is no 
permission given for the husband to demand that his wife submit to his 
headship.  

(3) The wife's submission is not a blind yielding of her individuality; she 
is to submit only "as to the Lord" (v. 22).  

(4) The nature of the husband's headship is paralleled to that of Christ, 
who "loved the church and gave Himself for it" (v. 25). The husband's 
"headship" is thus a loving servant leadership. It means "head servant, or 
taking the lead in serving,"(84) not an authoritarian rule. It consists of the 
husband's loving his wife as his own body, nourishing and cherishing her, 
as Christ does the church (vv. 28-29).  
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(5) The emphasis in the headship/submission relationship seems 
underscored in the summary of v. 33: love (of the husband for his wife) 
and respect (of the wife for her husband).  

(6) Though mutual submission is implied between husband and wife, yet 
this does not quite approach total role interchangeableness in the marriage 
relation. The term "head" is used only of the husband. As Witherington 
puts it, "There is a mutuality of submission, but this works itself out in 
different ways involving an ordering of relationships, and exhortations 
according to gender."(85)  

(7) The respective roles of husband and wife are not defined by the social 
setting or the qualifications of the partners, but from the model of Christ 
and his church. Thus they transcend cultural circumstances.  

(8) The ultimate ideal for husband-wife relations is still the partnership of 
equals that is set forth from the beginning in Gen 2:24: "the two shall 
become one flesh" (quoted in Eph 5:31).  

Other kephale ("headship") passages. Aside from Eph 5:23, the only 
other New Testament passage utilizing kephale in the context of man-
woman relationships is 1 Cor 11:3, part of a passage (vv. 3-16) 
thematically parallel to Eph 5:22-33. In chapter 15 of this book, Larry 
Richards has clearly shown how the context in 1 Corinthians 11 is one of 
wives submitting to the headship of their own husbands, and not the 
headship of men over women in general. Even though the Greek word 
gyne can mean either "woman" or "wife," and the Greek word aner can 
likewise mean either "man" or "husband," Richards indicates how the 
context of 1 Corinthians 11 clearly favors the translation "husband" and 
"wife." Recognizing this context, the RSV and the NRSV correctly 
translate v. 3: "the head of a woman is her husband." The wearing of the 
head covering described in 1 Corinthians 11 was a sign of the wife's 
submission to her husband's headship, not to the headship of all men.(86) 
While this passage affirms the headship principle in the marital relation as 
in Ephesians, it also affirms the mutuality of the marriage partners (v. 11; 
see chapter 15 for a more detailed discussion of this passage).  

Other hypotasso ("submission") passages. Aside from Ephesians 5, 
four more New Testament passages utilize the verb hypotasso ("submit") 
in the context of man-woman relationships: 1 Cor 14:34; Col 3:18; Titus 
2:5; and 1 Pet 3:1-7. A final passage utilizes the noun hypotage 
("submission") from the same verbal root: 1 Tim 2:12. We will look 
briefly at each in turn.  

1 Cor 14:34 states: "Let the wives [gynaikes] learn in silence, for they are 
not permitted to speak; but they are to submit themselves 
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[hypotassesthosan], as the law also says." Some have suggested that there 
is a contradiction between this instruction and 1 Cor 11:2-16, where Paul 
permitted women to speak in church by praying and prophesying. But 
such a suggestion fails to recognize that Paul here is meeting a particular 
situation in the Corinthian congregation. Paul is not addressing women in 
general in these verses, but certain Corinthian wives, since the same 
Greek word gyne can mean either "woman" or "wife," depending upon 
the context. This becomes obvious in light of v. 35, in which reference is 
made to the husbands of these women: "And if they want to learn 
something, let them ask their own husbands at home." Because of this 
contextual indicator, most commentators agree that this passage is 
speaking of wives and their relationship to their husbands, and not 
women-men relationships in general.(87)  

A recognition of the husband-wife context provides the clue to 
understanding the exhortation for the wives to "submit themselves 
[middle voice of hypotasso], as the law also says" (v. 34). The law most 
probably refers here to the Old Testament, as it unquestionably does just a 
few verses earlier (v. 21). More specifically, it seems likely that Paul is 
alluding to Gen 3:16, the foundational Old Testament passage prescribing 
the submission of wives to the headship of their husbands. As Krister 
Stendahl points out, in 1 Cor 14:34 "it is still Gen 3:16 which is alluded 
to."(88)  

We do not have enough information to be certain of the exact nature of 
the problem Paul was addressing; v. 35 suggests that the wives were 
asking questions of their husbands in the worship setting. Paul had just 
given instructions for prophesying in the church worship (vv. 22-29), and 
this involved the "testing" or evaluating of the prophetic messages (v. 29), 
when those not receiving a revelation were to keep silent. It seems that 
also during this time the wives were to be silent out of respect for their 
husbands. E. Earle Ellis explains:  

I Cor. 14:34-35 represents the application, in a particular 
cultural context, of an order of the present creation 
concerning the conduct of a wife vis-a-vis her husband. It 
reflects a situation in which the husband is participating in 
the prophetic ministries of a Christian meeting. In this 
context the coparticipation of his wife, which may involve 
her publicly "testing" (diakrinein, 14:29) her husband's 
message, is considered to be a disgraceful (aischron) 
disregard of him, of accepted priorities, and of her own 
wifely role. For these reasons it is prohibited.(89)  

Sharon Gritz gives a similar assessment: "The prohibition has nothing to 
do with ecclesiastical authority. Paul's concern here centers in 
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maintaining the wife-husband relationship even when both spouses 
participate together in worship. Wives should exercise their gifts in a way 
that does not involve the violation of their husbands' headship."(90) In this 
context, Paul's call for the wives to "be silent" (sigao) was a particular 
silence while their husbands' prophecies were being tested, and did not 
indicate total silence in the worship service any more than the other calls 
to silence (also sigao) in particular circumstances in the same context (vv. 
28-30).  

The last three New Testament passages with occurrences of hypotasso are 
all part of "household codes" like Ephesians 5, and all undisputably refer 
to the submission of wives to their husbands and not women to men in 
general. The Colossian household code regarding husbands and wives 
covers basically the same ground as in Ephesians, in an abbreviated form. 
Col 3:18-19 reads: "Wives [hai gynaikes], submit yourselves 
[hypotassesthe] to [your own] husbands [tois andrasin], as is fitting in the 
Lord. Husbands [hoi andres], love [your] wives [tais gynaikas], and do 
not be bitter towards them." As in Ephesians 5, the counsel to husbands 
and wives is followed by counsel to children and parents (vv. 20-21).(91)  

Titus 2:4-5 asks older women to "admonish the young women [neas] to 
be lovers of [their own] husbands [philandrous], to be lovers of [their 
own] children [philoteknous], to be discreet, chaste, managing well the 
home,(92) good, submitting themselves [hypotassomenas] to their own 
husbands [tois idiois andrasin], that the word of God may not be 
blasphemed." By adding the possessive pronominal adjective idios ("one's 
own"), this household code emphatically underscores that a wife is to 
submit to her own husband, and not to all husbands.  

The household code concerning husbands and wives in 1 Pet 3:1-7 
likewise utilizes the possessive pronoun idios ("one's own") to underscore 
that the wife's submission is restricted to her own husband. Verses 1, 5, 
and 6, which refer to submission, read: "Likewise, wives [gynaikes], 
submit yourselves [hypotassomenai] to your own husbands [tois idiois 
andrasin], that even if some do not obey the word, they, without a word, 
may be won by the conduct of their wives, . . . [vv. 2-4 describe 
appropriate adornment]. For in this manner, in former times, the holy 
women who trusted in God also adorned themselves, submitted 
themselves [hypotassomenai] to their own husbands [tois idiois andrasin], 
as Sarah listened to [hypekousen] Abraham, calling him lord, whose 
daughters you are if you do good and are not afraid with any terror."  

In brief, Peter gives basically the same "household code" counsel found in 
the Pauline materials, but specifically addresses wives whose husbands 
are unbelievers. The call to "chaste conduct" (v. 2), inward adornment of 
a "gentle and quiet spirit" (v.4), and submission to one's own husband (vv. 



Davidson, Headship  19  

1, 5-6) is not just a culturally bound strategy for winning the unbelieving 
spouse; it is behavior "very precious in the sight of God" (v. 4) and an 
imitation of the Old Testament example of Sarah's submission to her 
believing husband Abraham (vv. 5-6). To the believing husbands, Peter 
gives counsel comparable to that of Paul: he urges the husband to "live 
considerately with" and "give honor to the wife, as to the weaker 
vessel,"(93) with whom he is equal partner, "joint heirs of the grace of life" 
(v. 7).  

We turn now to 1 Tim 2:8-15, the final New Testament "submission" 
passage in a context of men-women relationships. Since this passage has 
already been examined in detail in chapter 16, we will address only 
whether the instruction in vv. 11-12 refers to men and women in general 
or specifically to husband-wife relationships, and to whom the 
"submission" (hypotage) in v. 11 is to be made.  

Already with Martin Luther, 1 Tim 2:11-12 was understood as referring 
to the husband-wife relationship and not to men and women in general.(94) 
A number of other commentators since then have contended for the 
marital reference in this passage.(95) In the same trajectory of 
understanding, the Williams version of the New Testament renders vv. 
11-12 in this way: "A married woman must learn in quiet and perfect 
submission. I do not permit a married woman to practice teaching or 
domineering over a husband. She must keep quiet."(96)  

More recently, several scholars have argued cogently that gyne and aner 
in these verses should be translated as "wife" and "husband" respectively, 
and not simply "woman" and "man."(97) A number of lines of evidence 
strongly support this conclusion.  

First, as Hugenberger demonstrates, everywhere else in the Pauline 
writings, and in fact throughout the whole New Testament, where gyne 
and aner are found paired in close proximity, the reference is consistently 
to wife and husband and not women and men in general.(98)  

Second, the movement from the plural in vv. 8-10 to the singular in vv. 
11-12 seems to highlight the focus upon the wife and her husband, 
especially in these latter verses.(99)  

Third, the reference to the married couple, Adam and Eve, in vv. 13-14, 
provides a marital context to the passage.  

Fourth, the reference to childbirth in v. 15, and the shift back to the plural 
"they" (probably referring to both husband and wife as parents of the 
child, or perhaps broadening again to speak of wives in general as in vv. 
9-10), certainly provides a marital context.  
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Fifth, the reference to "submission" (hypotasso) in a setting of man-
woman relationships elsewhere in Paul always refers to the submission of 
the wife to her husband. Hugenberger rightly points out that "in the face 
of this established pattern of usage only the most compelling evidence 
should be allowed to overturn the presumption that hypotage 
("submission") in 1 Timothy 2 has to do with a requirement specifically 
for wives rather than women in general."(100)  

Sixth, strong parallels with 1 Cor 14:34-36 (a passage dealing with 
husbands and wives, as discussed above) point to a similar context of 
husband-wife relationships in 1 Timothy 2. In particular, E. E. Ellis has 
noted striking verbal and conceptual similarities between the two 
passages: "to allow or permit" (epitrepesthai), "silence" (sigao, hesychia), 
"submission" (hypotassesthai, hypotage), "learn" (manthano), and the 
allusion to Genesis 2-3.(101)  

Finally, the most determinative line of evidence supporting the "husband-
wife" context of 1 Tim 2:8-15 is found in the extensive verbal, 
conceptual, and structural parallels between this passage and the 
household code of 1 Peter 3. Various scholars have recognized that the 
parallels between these two passages are so impressive that one passage 
must be dependent upon the other or both go back to a common trad-
ition.(102) Hugenberger has set forth most comprehensively the extensive 
parallelism. In a chart displaying the two passages in parallel columns he 
highlights the detailed verbal correspondences, including the rare New 
Testament terms for "adornment," "quiet," and "braided" hair.(103)  

Both passages have the same structural flow of logic and thought, moving 
from a discussion of wifely submission, to the specific counsel on her 
proper adornment, and then to an Old Testament paradigm for proper 
marital relationships (Adam-Eve, Abraham-Sarah). The only significant 
difference in order is that Paul puts the additional counsel to husbands 
first (1 Tim 2:8), while Peter puts it last (1 Pet 3:7). But even this counsel 
to husbands shows striking linkages between the two passages, since the 
shared warning of problems hindering prayer life occurs only rarely 
elsewhere in Scripture. Inasmuch as 1 Peter 3 is a "household code" 
unambiguously dealing with interrelationships of husbands and wives, it 
is difficult to escape the same conclusion for the corresponding Pauline 
passage in 1 Timothy 2.(104)  

In light of the preceding lines of evidence, Paul here addresses the 
relationship of husbands and wives and not men and women in general. It 
would be in harmony with this conclusion to see the "submission" 
(hypotage) called for on the part of the wife (v. 11) as submission to her 
husband, as in all the other hypotasso passages dealing with man-woman 
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relations, although it must be recognized that the passage does not 
explicitly state to whom the wife is to submit.(105)  

The thrust of Paul's counsel in this passage serves to safeguard the 
headship/submission principle in the marital relation between husband 
and wife. Paul "do[es] not permit a wife (gynaiki) to teach--that is, to boss 
her husband (andros); she must be quiet (hesychia)."(106) Hugenberger 
rightly concludes that "Paul's concern is to prohibit only the sort of 
teaching that would constitute a failure of the requisite wifely 'submission' 
to her husband."(107)  

We must briefly note than in 1 Tim 2:13 Paul is not arguing for a creation 
headship of man over woman, as has often been assumed. Rather, he is 
correcting a false syncretistic theology in Ephesus, which claimed that 
woman was created first and man fell first, and therefore women were 
superior to men. Because of this false theology, wives were apparently 
domineering over their husbands in public church meetings.(108)  

Conclusion. We have surveyed all of the New Testament passages 
employing the terms "head" (kephale) and "submit" (hypotasso). Our 
conclusion is straightforward and unambiguous: the New Testament 
writers remain faithful to the Old Testament pattern established in the 
Garden of Eden. Just as in Genesis 3 the headship/submission principle 
was established for husband-wife relationships, so the New Testament 
passages affirm this ordering of roles. But just as the equal partnership 
was described in Gen 2:24 as the divine ideal for after the Fall as well as 
before, so the New Testament counsel calls husbands and wives to a 
loving partnership of mutual submission.  

Perhaps the most crucial finding of this survey is that all of the New 
Testament passages regarding "headship" and "submission" between men 
and women are limited to the marriage relationship. 

Headship/Submission/Equality of Men and  

Women in the Christian Church  

A headship/submission principle is at work in the apostolic church. But it 
does not consist of male leaders in the headship role and women 
submitting to the male headship. Rather, according to the New Testament 
witness there is only one Head--Jesus Christ. He is the "husband" to the 
church, and all the church--both men and women, as His bride--are to 
submit to His headship. This is the clear teaching of Ephesians 5.  

Neither is there any earthly priestly leader in the early church, no clergy 
functioning as a mediator between God and the people. The New 
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Testament clearly presents the "priesthood of all believers" (1 Pet 2:5, 9; 
cf. Rom 12:1; Heb 13:15; Rev 1:6), in which all Christians are priests 
ministering for and representing God to the world. Within this priesthood 
of all believers, there are various spiritual gifts involving leadership 
functions (Rom 12:3-8; Eph 4:11-15; 1 Cor 12:1-11) that are distributed 
by the Spirit "to each individually as He will" (1 Cor 12:11), with no 
mention of any restrictions based upon gender.(109)  

In the New Testament, the Magna Charta of true biblical equality is 
contained in Paul's emphatic declaration: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female: for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus" (Gal 3:28). This is not merely a statement on 
equal access to salvation (cf. Gal 2:11-15; Eph 2:14-15). Rather, it 
specifically singles out those three relationships in which God's original 
plan in Eden had been perverted by making one group unequal to another: 
(1) Jew-Gentile, (2) slave-free, and (3) male-female. By using the rare 
terms "male-female" (arsenthely) instead of "husband-wife" (aner-gyne), 
Paul establishes a link with Gen 1:27 and thus shows how the Gospel 
calls us back to the divine ideal, which has no place for general 
subordination of females to males. At the same time, Paul's choice of 
terminology upholds the equality of men and women in the church, 
without changing the position of the husband as head of the family.(110)  

Within the social restraints of his day, Paul and the early church (like 
Jesus(111)) did not act precipitously. The inequality of Gentiles was 
difficult to root out, even in Peter (Gal 2:11-14). Slavery was not 
immediately abolished in the church (Eph 6:5-9; Col 3:22; 1 Tim 6:1), 
and yet the principles of the gospel were set forth to begin to lead back to 
the Edenic ideal (as evidenced in Paul's revolutionary counsel to 
Philemon). While women may not have immediately received full and 
equal partnership with men in the ministry of the church, the evidence of 
women in leadership roles in the early church is sufficient to demonstrate 
that they were not barred from positions of influence, leadership, and 
even headship over men.  

Examples of women in church leadership/headship roles have been ably 
presented in Robert Johnston's and Jo Ann Davidson's chapters (chaps. 3 
and 9). Deacons included the woman Phoebe (Rom 16:1) and probably 
the women referred to in 1 Tim 3:11.(112) The evidence points toward 
Junia as a female apostle.(113) The women at Phillippi, including Euodia 
and Syntyche (Phil 4:2, 3), are described as the leaders of the local 
congregation.(114) The "elect lady" (2 John 1) may have been an 
ecclesiastical title; and the one bearing this title, to whom John addresses 
his second epistle, may have been a prominent woman church leader with 
a congregation under her care.(115) The woman Priscilla assumed an 
authoritative teaching role over men (Acts 18),(116) and women 
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prophetesses carried out authoritative teaching roles in the early 
church.(117) Paul also mentions other women that ministered together with 
him as coworkers (synergos),(118) and his readers are instructed to 
"submit" (hypotasso) to such workers (see 1 Cor 16:16).  

In short, there is ample New Testament evidence that nothing barred 
women in the earliest Christian churches from holding the highest offices 
of leadership, including authoritative teaching roles that constituted 
"headship" over men.  

Conclusion and Implications  

Along with the spate of books and articles representing the "egalitarian" 
and "hierarchical" positions on women's ordination, a growing body of 
literature in the evangelical scholarly community realizes that the Bible 
goes beyond both "egalitarian" and "hierarchical" models. These studies 
of man-woman relationships in the Old Testament and in the earliest 
churches are showing that throughout Scripture the headship/submission 
principle remains in effect in husband-wife relationships (in harmony 
with the view of the "hierarchialists" but contrary to the views of most 
"egalitarians"). At the same time, this headship/submission principle does 
not extend into the man-woman relationships in the covenant community, 
to bar women from positions of influence, leadership, and even headship 
over men (in harmony with the views of "egalitarians" but contrary to the 
views of "hierarchalists").  

An example of this research is the work of Donald Bloesch, who sees 
Scripture consistently supporting the concerns of both "patriarchalism" 
("hierarchalism") and "feminism" ("egalitarianism"). Bloesch states: "As 
the wife of her husband, the woman is obliged to serve and support him as 
a helpmate in the Lord. But as a sister in Christ, she has equal spiritual 
status with her husband."(119)  

Ben Witherington similarly concludes that the New Testament continues 
biblical patriarchy ("headship") in the home, and at the same time affirms 
new roles for women in the church that do not preclude women's 
ordination to ministry. He writes:  

The question of women's ordination is not discussed or 
dismissed in the New Testament, but there is nothing in the 
material that rules out such a possibility. If the possibilities 
for women in the earliest churches, as evidenced in the 
New Testament, should be seen as models for church 
practice in subsequent generations, then it should be seen 
that women in the New Testament era already performed 
the tasks normally associated with ordained clergy in later 
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times. These roles seem to be clearly supported by various 
New Testament authors.  

At the same time, note that there is no evidence in the New 
Testament material investigated in this study of any sort of 
radical repudiation of the traditional family structure. 
Headship comes to mean head servant, or taking the lead 
in serving, but this is not quite the same as some modern 
notions of an egalitarian marriage structure.(120)  

One more example will be cited. Sharon Gritz, in her recent study of 1 
Tim 2:9-15 in its larger religious and cultural context, concludes that this 
passage is dealing with husband-wife relations. She then draws the 
broader implications:  

This interpretation eliminates any contradiction between 
this passage and other biblical materials. It restates the 
teaching of 1 Cor. 14:34-36. It also permits the exercise of 
spiritual gifts by all women, both married and single. Thus, 
1 Tim. 2:9-15 does not contradict Jesus' relation with and 
teachings about women nor Paul's relationship with 
women coworkers and his affirmation of their participation 
in the worship of the church (1 Cor. 11:2-16). All women 
do have the right to enter the ministry as God so calls and 
equips them. The New Testament examples verify this. 
The normative principle underlying 1 Tim 2:9-15 is that 
marriage qualifies a married woman's ministry. A wife's 
commitment and obligations to her husband should shape 
her public ministry.(121)  

Our conclusions coincide with these recent studies. We have found that 
the biblical witness is consistent with regard to the divine ideal for 
headship/submission/equality in man-woman relationships. Before the 
Fall there was full equality with no headship/submission in the 
relationship between Adam and Eve (Gen 2:24). But after the Fall, 
according to Gen 3:16, the husband was given a servant headship role to 
preserve the harmony of the home, while at the same time the model of 
equal partnership was still set forth as the ideal. This post-Fall 
prescription of husband headship and wife submission was limited to the 
husband-wife relationship. In the divine revelation throughout the rest of 
the Old Testament and New Testament witness, servant headship and 
voluntary submission on the part of husband and wife, respectively, are 
affirmed, but these are never broadened to the covenant community in 
such a way as to prohibit women from taking positions of leadership, 
including headship positions over men.  
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