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This is week three of our women’s study and I appreciate you coming back and joining us this 
Sunday.  I’d like to make a few observations at this point in the study.   
 

1) I’m very appreciative of the response thus far.  Everyone has received the messages in 
the right spirit, had the right attitude and are really digging into the Scriptures.   

2) The last couple of weeks I’ve really hammered the idea that the Bible is our only guide 
for this issue.  Well that’s not entirely true.  It is in theory but not in practice.  I’m 
starting to see that we are far more affected by culture and background than we’re 
willing to admit.  The last few weeks I’ve heard dozens comments that begin with…”but 
my Momma and Daddy taught me” or “the church I grew up in believes.”  Reality is that 
our default interpretation on this issue is the one we grew up with.  Even if we’re no 
longer sure that’s the right one, we still have strong ties to it emotionally and 
intellectually.  I think its best we recognize this on the front end.  We all bring baggage 
to the text and our challenge is to allow God’s Word to speak for itself.   

3) Although each one of us have definite, and sometimes very strong, opinions on this 
issue the fact is very few of us have ever engaged a serious study of it.  I know I haven’t.  
I’ve been in the church 36 years and this is the first in-depth study that I’ve ever done on 
women in the church.  I’ve basically just taken whatever someone else told me as true.  
That’s not the best way to approach the Bible.  Regardless of where you stand on the 
issue you ought to be able to explain why you believe the Scriptures support that.   

4) I love our elders.  Do you realize our unique our leadership is?  Monday night we met 
together and they were giving me feedback on the series and I just kept thinking this is 
such a great leadership.   One of the reasons I’ve never studied this issue is I’ve never 
been at a church where the shepherds had enough boldness and trust in the 
congregation to engage in the study.  I’m thankful they did.  I know they don’t expect us 
to all agree at the end, as if that’s even possible, but they do expect us to love each 
other and respect each other’s differences of opinion.  That’s what they model for us.  
 

OK, pull out your Bibles and let’s talk about the Scriptures today.  Last week we looked at the 
creation story and I stated that I believe Genesis establishes the principle of male headship.  
However, I clarified that it doesn’t look like what it looks like today because the Fall has 
perverted things.  Headship is not about bossing or bullying or demeaning someone.  That’s 
sexism, not headship.  That’s sin, not God’s ideal.  Instead the Biblical principle is more about 
humility, service, sacrifice and fostering mutual love and respect for one another (Eph 5:33).  
It’s about partnership and complementing one another’s gifts and abilities.  That’s what God 
originally envisioned, that’s what sin messed up and that’s what Christ came to restore.   
 
The question we’re dealing with today is what did the principle of headship look like in the 
ancient world?  How was it applied in the life of Israel?  In what ways do we see the effect of 
the sin and then how did Christ begin to redeem it within that culture?   
 



When you open the Old Testament and read past Genesis 3 you notice a few of things.  One, 
you notice the oppressed condition of females.  The Bible is an honest book in that it doesn’t 
hide or cover up the flaws of its characters.  It simply tells the history, good and bad.  Within its 
pages you’ll read stories of sexual abuse towards women, physical abuse, polygamy, economic 
exploitation, etc.  I believe all of those are due to sin entering the world and man abusing his 
role.  However, you’ll also find protections within the Hebrew Scriptures that were not 
commonplace for the time.   
 
For example, nowhere in the Old Testament were women considered property as they were in 
other neighboring societies.  Instead, the Bible teaches they were created in the image of God 
as a partner, not a servant or slave.  In Proverbs 31 the Bible describes women as people who 
are to be respected, valued and praised.  In Exodus and Leviticus children are instructed to obey 
and honor their Mother as well as their Father.  In Deuteronomy there are protections for 
women concerning divorce and Numbers says that in the absence of male heirs women were 
permitted to received the family’s inheritance and own property.  Those are all examples of 
how the Hebrew Scriptures present women in a much more positive light than most of the 
other ancient documents.  There are also examples of several women who played pivotal roles 
in the Old Testament story and some who served in prominent leadership capacities.  It’s just 
that we didn’t hear much about them in VBS (Vacation Bible School). 

 

How many of you grew up going to VBS?  Me too!  I loved VBS and sometimes folks will ask why 
Maury Hills doesn’t have a VBS and I tell them we do.  It meets every Sunday!  In VBS you 
learned all about the Bible stories and the great heroes of the faith and I would bet that almost 
all of them were male.  Granted most of the stories are about males, but there were some 
women leaders and I’m guessing that most of us are fairly ignorant of them.  To illustrate I 
devised a little VBS test.  It’s kind of jeopardy style.  I’ll give you the answer and you tell me who 
it was… 

 
I delivered the 10 commandments to God’s people--Moses 
I was my father’s favorite and wore a coat of many colors--Joseph 
I was swallowed by a great fish--Jonah 
I killed a giant in battle with 5 stones and a slingshot--David  
I lead the people in worship after the parting of the Red Sea--Miriam (Ex 15:20, Mic 6:4) 
I was a prophet, a judge and accompanied the Israelites in battle--Deborah (Jud 4:4, 5:7) 
I prophesied concerning Scripture in the time of King Josiah’s reforms--Huldah (2nd Kings 
22:14) 

 
There was also Sarah (who was mentioned as an example of faith in Hebrews 11 alongside 
Abraham, Isaac, Joseph and Moses) and Ruth, Hannah, Esther and others.  At the birth of Jesus 
there was Anna, the prophetess, who prayed over him at the temple and Luke 2:38 says she 
“continued to speak of Him to all those who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.”  
Those are just a few of the examples.  Now, granted there are many more examples of male 
leadership in the Old Testament.  It was still a patriarchal society and men were the dominant 
leaders, but there were exceptions and from them it appears that women were not forbidden 



from serving in those roles.  As a matter of fact, Craig Bloomberg points out that women could 
serve in any of the public leadership roles in Israel except for one.  Women were not allowed to 
serve as priests, which was the central leadership post within the life of Israel.  Only Aaron and 
his male descendents could serve in that office.   
 
Is that significant?  Complementarians say “yes.”  It fits within the created order of things and 
supports the principle of male headship.  Egalitarians say “no.”  It was merely a cultural 
accommodation.  I tend to line up more with the complementarians here and think it did have 
some significance.  Another question that pops up though is “so what?”  That was the Old 
Testament.  We live in the New Testament!  Didn’t Jesus come to do away with these 
hierarchies and bring full equality to women?  Let’s look.    
 
Jesus ministered within the life of Israel.  That’s the time period in which he came and the 
culture he operated in so it makes sense to include him in this discussion.  However, I do need 
to point out that the practice of religion in Jesus’ time looked a little different than the time of 
Abraham or Moses.  In the inter-testamental period views shifted in regards to women and 
many of the restrictions tightened.  That was due to the Scribes and Pharisees.  They begin to 
teach to that women could not be taught the Torah by themselves or in the company of men.  
Women couldn’t communicate the teaching the Torah to others (not even their own children). 
Women couldn’t be a disciple of a rabbi and in some cases they even forbid rabbis from 
speaking with women in public.   
 
Jesus challenged all of those practices, none of which were consistent with Old Testament 
teaching.  They were simply rules taught by men.  What you find in the gospels with Jesus is a 
remarkably positive and inclusive view of women, especially considering the time period.  
Women were listed in the genealogy of Jesus, given prominence in the birth story, appeared as 
main characters in the parables, are given as great examples of faith, were among his disciples 
and were the first witnesses to the resurrection.  Jesus set a radical new precedent in regards to 
women.  He treated them with dignity and respect and welcomed them into his circle.  He even 
shocked his own disciples once with how inclusive he was of women.  That story is in John 4 
where Jesus spoke with the Samaritan women at the well.  But I want to share two passages 
out of Luke that are illustrative of Jesus’ inclusive view of women.   
 
”Soon afterwards, He began going around from one city and village to another, proclaiming 
and preaching the kingdom of God. The twelve were with Him, and also some women who 
had been healed of evil spirits and sicknesses: Mary who was called Magdalene, from whom 
seven demons had gone out, and Joanna the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, and Susanna, 
and many others who were contributing to their support out of their private means.” (Luk 8:1-
3).   Luke gives more attention to women more than of the other gospels and he goes to 
lengths, such as this example, to point out that women were included in Jesus’ ministry.  Some 
believe it’s because Luke was a Gentile and found it impressive that Jesus went out of his way 
to include those previously excluded by society.  Maybe that’s one of the characteristics Luke 
admired in Jesus—that he included everyone in his ministry and teaching, even the most 
marginalized of society.   



Rubel Shelly has another interesting take on this passage.  He explains that Jesus inclusion of 
women in his public ministry would have alienated many within his culture.  He writes… 

“Why did [Jesus] make women so central to his public life as a rabbi? Whatever the full 
answer is to such a question, part of its answer is to say that affirming female dignity 
and showing them respect as persons in God’s image who are important to Christ’s 
redemptive purpose must be important—even when counter-cultural.”  (from the 
sermon “Women in God’s Service: Jesus’ Life and Teaching”) 

 
Another example is here…”Now as they were traveling along, He entered a village; and a 
woman named Martha welcomed Him into her home. She had a sister called Mary, who was 
seated at the Lord’s feet, listening to His word. But Martha was distracted with all her 
preparations; and she came up to Him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left 
me to do all the serving alone? Then tell her to help me.” But the Lord answered and said to 
her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered about so many things; but only one 
thing is necessary, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from 
her.” (Luke 10:38-42).   How do you understand that passage?  I always thought that Mary was 
being lazy and Martha was doing all the work and that’s what she’s upset about.  But there’s 
more going on that what’s immediately obvious to a modern reader.  Mary was violating 
cultural norms of the day.  By sitting at the feet of Jesus she was assuming the posture of 
someone learning from a Rabbi, which was forbidden to women.  They should be confined to 
the more traditional roles as exemplified by Martha, but Jesus says “Mary has chosen wisely 
and it won’t be taken from her.”  Jesus taught that women were free to come and learn from 
him and be a disciple of his.  That’s evident from other interactions with women in the gospels 
and the number of women who were present throughout his ministry.   

What you see in Jesus is exactly what you would expect.  He shook the cultural norms.  He 
challenged the human precepts.  He affirmed women, welcomed them, respected them and 
valued their contributions to the faith.  However, I would point out that he didn’t completely do 
away with male and female differences.  Among this core leadership, the apostles, there were 
only males.  Egalitarians argue that was a cultural concession but given the nature of Jesus for 
challenging the norms I don’t find that very plausible.  Perhaps his reasoning goes back to the 
created order of things.  Remember, Jesus didn’t come to abolish all the differences between 
male and female but to redeem them from sin.  That’s a vital point.  You may disagree with me 
but so far I still sit in the complementarian seat.  Although I see many freedoms and equality in 
the Old Testament texts and the gospels, I don’t see a complete doing away with of all 
differences between male and female.  
 
But can I stay here?  Does anything change with the death of Christ and the establishment of 
the New Testament church?  Are there certain freedoms there not granted them in the Old 
Testament?  Could women serve as elders or deacons?  Could they teach and evangelize 
others?  That’s where we’re headed next Sunday and I hope you’ll join us.  We’ll be looking at 
the role of women in the early church. 


