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Show Leave it to Beaver You Tube Clip (scene from a 1958 episode where Wally is helping Ward 
grill hamburgers.  He asks why men do all the cooking outside and women do all the cooking 
inside?  Ward answers, “Well you know how they say a woman’s place is in the home? Well, if 
she’s going to be in the home, she might as well be in the kitchen.”) 
 
I tried that line on Jenny this week.  It didn’t go over so well.  And I think if Ward had said that 
to June here in the 21st century it wouldn’t have gone over so well either.  Times have changed.  
Less than 100 years ago in this country, women could not vote or hold elected office.  If they 
were married they could not own property, make legal contracts or divorce an abusive 
husband.  They had very limited opportunities for higher education and were often forbidden 
from pursing a career outside the home.  The dominant view of women was that their place 
was in the home and their primary function was to be a wife and mother.  There was no need 
for education or leadership training of any kind because women were expected to stay in their 
place.  They were viewed as the “weaker sex” and thus more susceptible to temptation and 
inferior to men in terms of intellect, abilities, business acumen, work skills, aptitude, etc.   
 
What’s striking is was that view of women continued to dominate American culture even 
decades after women’s suffrage movement of the 1920s which gave women the right to vote.  
It continued to dominate well in the ‘40s when World War II and Rosie the Riveter brought 
women into the workforce in large numbers.  It continued through the Civil Rights era of the 
‘60’s that brought laws making it unlawful to discriminate on the basis of gender.  It continued 
in the ‘80s as well.  When I was a kid I went to a camp at Freed Hardeman College called 
“Future Church Leaders Workshop.”  It was for guys only and they taught us how to be elders, 
deacons, ministers, etc.  They had a separate camp for girls called “Women in God’s Service” 
and they taught them to be elder’s wives, deacon’s wives, minister’s wives, etc.  To the boys the 
message was “one day you can grow up and be a leader in the church” and to the girls the 
message was “one day you can grow up and marry a leader in the church.”  Much has changed. 
 
In today’s society, women have equal rights with men and equal opportunity.  Women serve as 
doctors, lawyers, soldiers, professors, CEOs, presidents, governors, senators, etc. (all 
professions that were once considered off limits).  They can pursue college degrees and are 
seen as equally intelligent and capable.  To say otherwise is considered chauvinistic or 
discriminatory.  It could get you fired, sued or worse.  Within the last century there has been a 
significant attitude shift in terms of how we treat women and view their role in society and that 
change in attitude has gradually forced the church to deal with the issue as well.  
 
Fifty years ago to explain the church’s restrictions on women in leadership was more accepted 
because it more closely related to society-at-large.  That’s no longer the case.  How do you 
explain to a woman CEO that her leadership skills aren’t needed in the church?   That she can’t 
lead a ministry because she lacks the necessary qualifications.  Or how do you explain to a 
female college professor that she can teach 167 hours out of week but during that one hour on 



Sunday she must remain silent?  Regardless of what you believe about this issue you have to 
admit that the church’s traditional stance is becoming increasingly difficult to explain in modern 
society.   
 

Rubel Shelly correctly observes, “It is an undeniable fact that changes in our culture raise 
questions for the church to address.  It is neither practical nor right to pretend these 
questions are unworthy of consideration.  There is no virtue in a closed mind, and the 
world will never take a religion seriously that cannot address its current concerns.” (from 
the article “A Woman’s Place Is…”) 

 
It’s not wrong for Christians to take questions of culture seriously.  Of course, that doesn’t 
mean that we will allow culture to dictate our answers to those questions.  As the people of 
God we live under the authority of the Word of God and it will be our ultimate standard.  If 
culture and God’s Word disagree we have to side with the Word of God and against culture.  
But in cases where the prevailing sentiment and Scripture agree then we may move with the 
culture.  The sad reality is that sometimes the culture has been right and the church has been 
wrong.   
 
For example, look at Southern churches during the civil rights movement.  The culture forced 
the church to deal with the issue of racism.  The church didn’t initiate that change.  It was 
societal pressure that forced us to open our Bibles and do some more research.  It forced us to 
rethink some of the traditional interpretations that were once used to defend segregation.  
That’s a sad chapter in the history of the church because it took outside forces to bring the 
change.  The point is that sometimes our tried and tested interpretations don’t stand up to 
scrutiny and in such cases we must rethink our position and ask if it’s consistent with the Word 
of God.  
 

Rubel Shelly continues, “An issue this generation is being forced by culture to face is 
sexism in a variety of forms.  Women have been denied equal pay for equal work in the 
job market, and that is being challenged.  Women have been treated unfairly in job 
opportunities and career advancement in many settings and that is changing.  Women 
have historically been subject to sexual harassment in public and violence in private, and 
those things will never be the same again in our culture. 

 
Some of the overtones of the cultural pressures related to sexism are challenging the 
church to rethink its traditional posture about women.  May a woman’s voice never be 
heard in an assembly? May females never teach classes in which there are adult males? 
Must they defer to men as the directors of church ministries—including women’s 
ministries?  Must they be forbidden to pray aloud if their husbands or sons are within 
earshot?   

 
Culture is raising these questions.  Christians must offer informed responses to them.  
The Word of God must ultimately sit in judgment of culture, not vice versa.  Just what is 
a “woman’s place” in God’s scheme of things?  (from the article “A Woman’s Place Is…”)  



That’s the exact question we’ll be dealing with for the next several weeks.  What is a woman’s 
role in the church?  It’s an important question and it’s also a frequent one.  It comes up a lot 
here at Maury Hills.  More than you know.  You ought to see me try to navigate this issue in our 
new members’ class.  We usually have people who are entrenched on both sides of the issue.  
There are those who are coming from a more restrictive background who are uncomfortable 
with some of the freedoms we allow women at Maury Hills.  They want to know why we allow 
those freedoms.  There are others coming from a more progressive background that just can’t 
understand the restrictions we place on women.  They want to know why.  Both deserve an 
answer.  

 
Here’s where things currently stand at Maury Hills.  Right or wrong, this is our current practice 
in regards to women’s role.  There are several areas at this church where women are allowed to 
participate and lead in a way that would not have typical within our fellowship a couple of 
decades ago.  For example, a woman can lead a ministry here.  We don’t have deacons at 
Maury Hills.  We call them “servant leaders” and both men and women can serve as a servant 
leader.  A woman may serve as a minister on our ministry staff, she may make announcements 
in the assembly, perform drama, sing on the praise team, teach or shepherd within our children 
and student ministry, give her testimony, lead prayer within a small group setting or even lead 
small groups.  I’m sure there are other areas but those are a few I can think of.   
 
A woman currently cannot lead prayer in the worship assembly, read scripture publically, give 
communion meditations, serve the Lord’s Supper, preach or teach, lead worship, serve as an 
elder of the church or serve as the preacher/pastor.  We explain our 101 class that the reason 
for this is our belief that the Bible teaches there are different roles for men and women in the 
church.  However, we readily admit some of our practices in this area are shaped by tradition 
more than doctrine and we promise that it’s an area we will continue to study.  We’ve been 
saying that for six years.  It’s time to study.  It’s time to ask which of our practices are shaped by 
doctrine and which are shaped by tradition. 
  
There are two primary views of women’s role in the church.  Both are based on an 
interpretation of Scripture and both are held by Bible-believing Christians.  To explain them I 
need to introduce a couple of new words—egalitarian and complementarian.  Those are the 
two dominant views of women’s roles within Christianity.  I’m going to refrain from using words 
like traditional and progressive or conservative and liberal because those are loaded words and 
they carry a lot of baggage.  Instead I’m going to use the scholarly definitions.   
 

Egalitarian—there is equal ministry opportunity for both genders, women can serve in 
any role in the church in which a man can serve, there are no limits or restrictions, 
generally appeal to Gal 3:28.   
 
Complementarian—ministry roles are differentiated by gender, there are certain roles 
for men and certain roles for women and thus are some restrictions on leadership roles 
for women, generally appeal to 1st Timothy 2:12.  Within this viewpoint there is also a 
range of beliefs.  There are progressive complementarians who believe in differing roles 



but say that those differences are limited to rather small subset.  For example, they may 
say a woman can do anything in the church except preach or serve as a pastor.  Then 
there are strict complementarians who say that a woman is forbidden from any type of 
public leadership role in the assembly.  The latter has been the historical position of the 
Churches of Christ.   

 
We’re going to talk about both of those viewpoints in relation to the Scriptures and at the end 
I’m going to tell you where I fall in this spectrum and where our church leadership falls.  I know 
that makes some of you nervous.  It makes me a little nervous too.  That’s because everything 
I’ve read on the subject warns that both of these viewpoints are deeply entrenched in people’s 
minds and they are highly emotional about them.  Carol Osborne wrote a book called Women in 
the Church and in the introduction he said that anyone attempting to forge middle ground on 
this issue should expect to get shot from both sides.  I’m expecting to take a few shots.  For 
some of you, my conclusions will be entirely too progressive and for others you’ll think I’m way 
too conservative.  There’s no way to please all of you and that’s not my aim anyway.  My aim is 
to take a fresh look at Scripture asking if our practices and interpretations are in line with the 
will of God.  That’s it.  At Maury Hills we’ve never been one to shy away from issues just 
because they were difficult to understand or potentially controversial.  The Bible is our sole 
guide and if we come to the conclusion that our interpretation of it has been skewed or off-
base then we’ll change our interpretation.  As Christians we should never be fearful of honest 
study.   
 
I want to close with a reading of Scripture that I hope will serve as our guide for the next several 
weeks together.  ”Now these were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they 
received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these 
things were so.” (Acts 17:11).  I would encourage you be as noble-minded as the Bereans.  
Receive the word with eagerness, test it, search it and be noble in your approach by not 
allowing your baggage or background to determine your beliefs, but only God’s Word. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


