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The Equality of Men and Women

I.
Key Passages Affirming the Equality of Men and Women

A.
Genesis 1:26-28; 2:18-25

1.
The Text:

a.
26 Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 27 God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. 28 God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”

b.
18 Then the LORD God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him.” 19 Out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the sky, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called a living creature, that was its name. 20 The man gave names to all the cattle, and to the birds of the sky, and to every beast of the field, but for Adam there was not found a helper suitable for him. 21 So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then He took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh at that place. 22 The LORD God fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken from the man, and brought her to the man. 23 The man said, “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” 24 For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh. 25 And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed.

2.
The Similarities between Man and Woman:

a.
Man is defined as both male and female (1:27); both male and female were named “Adam” or “Man” (5:2).

b.
Both male and female are made in the image of God (1:26).

c.
Both male and female are blessed by God (1:28).

d.
Both male and female are commanded to multiply and to dominate the earth (1:28).

e.
Both male and female are composed of the same bone and flesh (2:23).

f.
In the marriage relationship, the male and female are no longer two separate individuals, but comprise “one flesh” (2:24).

g.
Both male and female were naked and unashamed (2:25).

h.
Both male and female were sinless (1:26; 2:25).

3.
The Differences between Man and Woman:

a.
The man was male and the woman was female (1:27)

b.
Man was formed from the dust (2:7), but the woman from the man’s rib (2:22).

c.
Man was commanded to work and protect the garden before Eve’s creation (2:15).

d.
Man was authorized by God to name every living creature (2:19-20), including his wife as “woman” (2:23) and “Eve” (3:20).

e.
The woman was brought to the man (2:22).

f.
The woman was created as a suitable or complementary helper (2:18).

(1)
The Hebrew word for “help” or “helper” is ezer, which most students of the Bible will recognize from the name Ebenezer, meaning “stone of help” (1 Sam. 7:12).

(2)
This word does not necessarily imply inferiority such as might be implied in English.

(3)
In fact, the word is usually used in the opposite sense. The word occurs 20 other times in the OT, with 16 of those occurrences being references to God as our “help” or “helper” (Exod. 18:4; Deut. 33:7, 26, 29; Pss. 20:2; 33:20; 70:5; 89:19; 115:9-11; 121:1-2; 124:8; 146:5; Hos. 13:9).

g.
Feminists usually attempt to describe Genesis 1 and 2 as different and contradictory creation stories written by two different authors and cobbled together by an inept editor who didn’t realize the contradictive mess his sloppy editing created. The writer of Genesis 1 was insightful and able to break free of the cultural constraints, prejudices, and blindness of his day (actually, he was probably a woman!). The writer of Genesis 2 was a culture-bound white male who perpetuated the oppression of the females by his culture. Both, however, are guilty of sexist language, a favorite target of feminism’s symbolism-without-substance methodology.

h.
Less radical feminists who show greater respect for the text recognize the equality indicated in Genesis 2 and play up the role of the woman as a “helper” in the same non-inferior sense as God. Some would even say it deifies the role of woman.

B.
Galatians 3:28

1.
The Text:

a.
26 For you are all sons of God through trust in Christ Jesus. 27 For all of you who were immersed into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to promise.

2.
The Feminist Interpretation:

a.
Paul was a culture-bound male that unavoidably perpetuated a lot of female oppression in his writings. Usually, Paul’s words have to be sifted to eliminate those aspects which were corrupted by his cultural blindness and prejudice. However, in an atypical burst of perfect insight (which Paul himself failed to appreciate or apply consistently), Paul provided in Galatians 3:28 the most perfect biblical expression of the absolute truth regarding males and females. This is THE sugar stick passage of every feminist, even atheistic secular ones!

b.
Feminists think it obvious that in Galatians 3:28 Paul declared that now in Christ there no longer exists any means to differentiate between males and females; all such distinctions are eliminated in Christ.

c.
It is immaterial that Paul himself wrote extensively in other passages about the differences between males and females in the church, or that Paul used sexist language even in this very passage, calling everyone “sons” in 3:26.

d.
Feminists draw attention to the Paul’s parallel of racism, slavery, and sexism:

(1)
Feminists argue that the Bible temporarily accommodated the existing practice of slavery in order to provide regulations to curb its abuses, knowing that in time slavery would disappear.

(2)
Likewise, they say the Bible gave instructions accommodative to Jewish and Gentile behavior in order to ameliorate problems between two different races and cultures, but expected in time that such distinctions would disappear from among Christians.

(3)
Therefore, it makes sense to them that the Bible’s teaching on male and female differences were simply accommodative to the culture of the time, knowing that the full and consistent application of the gospel would finally eliminate such distinctions and the corresponding need for accommodative regulations.

3.
A Closer Look:

a.
The first important step is not to be too quick to assume Paul did not understand how this one passage related to everything else he wrote. One ought to begin with the assumption that Paul recognized how to harmonize what he says here with what he says elsewhere and saw no such conflict.

b.
The theme of Galatians 3 is the “seed” of Abraham to whom the promise to Abraham (Gen. 12) was passed down.

(1)
While one would normally think of “seed” or descendents in a biological DNA sense, Paul argues that the real children of Abraham are those who possess his theological DNA, that is, those who have the same trust as Abraham did.

(2)
The children (or seed) of Abraham are therefore also the children (or sons) of God. Just as children partake of their parents DNA and look like them, God’s children look like God.

(3)
Paul takes this figure to its extreme. In fact, he argues, since each Christian has been completely immersed into, enveloped by, and covered with Christ, the only thing that can be seen is the image of Christ. Obviously, if I look exactly like Christ, and you do too, we are identical twins.

c.
In regard to Jew and Gentile relations, one could be a Christian and continue to practice his Jewish heritage (although he could not bind it on others nor see it as essential to his salvation; cf. Acts 21:20-25). Paul’s point in Galatians 3:28 is not the elimination of Jewish identity or culture.

d.
Likewise, Galatians 3:28 no more argues for the elimination of slavery than it also does the elimination of freedom.

e.
Galatians 3:28 actually recognizes the distinctions which exist among God’s people, but affirms that in respect to salvation or being God’s child, all such distinctions are immaterial.

(1)
Paul could have just as easily affirmed that there is neither rich nor poor, indicating that money is irrelevant to one’s salvation, but this would not have altered the fact that wealthy Christians are distinct from other Christians and have special opportunities and requirements that the others do not (1 Tim. 617-19).

(2)
A similar point which Paul uses elsewhere in Romans 12:5 and 1 Corinthians 10:17; 12:12 actually argues for a recognition of the diversity of roles and work by different Christians, in spite of the unity that exists within Christ.

f.
It is interesting to note that Paul said “you are all one,” not “you are all exactly the same,” etc. The question is what Paul means by “one.”

(1)
The most similar passages on this point also provide the clearest demonstration that two individuals may be distinct in role and function, yet described as “one.”

(2)
The verses in question deal with the relationship of the Father and the Son (John 10:30; 17:11, 21-23; see below).

C.
2 Corinthians 5:16-17

1.
The Text:

a.
16 Therefore from now on we recognize no one according to the flesh; even though we have known Christ according to the flesh, yet now we know Him in this way no longer. 17 Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come.

2.
The Interpretation:

a.
This passage is properly seen as a parallel to Galatians 3:28. Accordingly, the feminists interpret it in the same absolute sense, requiring the elimination of any distinction according to the flesh and the creation of a new amorphous, sexless, unethnical, and desocialized creature.

b.
When one avoids overinterpreting Galatians 3:28, one also avoids the same extremes in misinterpreting and misapplying this passage. Once again, the scriptures affirm that in regard to salvation in Christ, all human distinctions are irrelevant; the gospel is for all.

D.
Romans 8:14-17

1.
The Text:

a.
14 For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. 15 For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!” 16 The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him so that we may also be glorified with Him.

2.
The Interpretation:

a.
The feminists are not happy with Paul’s blindness to his sexist language in this passage yet again, but are happy to emphasize the note of equality it suggests for all male and female Christians as fellow heirs.

b.
If we are fellow heirs with Christ, does this mean that we are equal to Him in every respect? Mutuality does not necessarily require or involve equality.

E.
Mark 10:42-45 (cf. Matthew 20:25-28; Luke 22:24-27)

1.
The Text:

a.
42 Calling them to himself, Jesus said to them, “You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over them. 43 But it is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; 44 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

2.
The Feminist Interpretation:

a.
The feminists see in these passages the condemnation and elimination of male-dominant authority being wielded over females in the kingdom of God. Sinful man so closely identifies headship, leadership, authority, and dominion that these ideas are practically indistinguishable. Feminists were correct to see the sin in how many (if not most) males exercised their authority through the “traditional values.”

b.
Unfortunately, the feminists only see the elimination of the males “lording it over” the females, which thereby achieves a domination neutral situation. Christ obviously took it much further than that.

3.
A Closer Look:

a.
An 8-page addendum follows the present lesson, which the student is encouraged to study for himself or herself. The basic conclusions are presented here.

b.
The word for “lord it over” refers to the imposition of one’s will upon one who is unwilling. It applies to any form of external coercion to force someone to do what we want them to do.

c.
Christ clearly indicates that such coercion has no place among God’s people.

(1)
Elders cannot force the rest of the congregation to do what is right (1 Pet. 5:3).

(2)
Husbands cannot force their wives to do what they should (Eph. 5:25-29).

(3)
Parents cannot train their children through a process that is in opposition to the child’s heart and will (Eph. 6:4). The case of children and parents is somewhat unique in that children come to us without developed wills, and part of our duty as parents is to train their will. Contrary to popular speech, we do want strong-willed children (not self-willed children as we usually mean when we use the other term). The point here is that the parent can only train the child by possessing his heart such that the child allows his will to be conformed to his parents. Otherwise, a parent can coerce and impose all he wants, but he will never transform the inside of the child.

(4)
God is the only being with the right to impose His will on anyone, but this is something even He refuses to do. Perhaps this is because in His wisdom He recognizes what we so often refuse to see — that the only power capable of transforming a person inwardly in a positive way is the very method He used and still uses, the power of a sacrificial life. It does not work every time, but it is the only thing that can work.

d.
The real point of this passage is that the Christian life is nothing but slavery, the full surrender of self to the suffering, sacrificial service of others. Service is not merely part of the Christian life, nor an important part of the Christian life, but the totality of the Christian life. Following Christ is nothing but selfless service.

(1)
The feminists are usually too busy fighting for women to have the same supremacy and importance as men to notice how incompatible these efforts are with discipleship in Christ.

(2)
Could you imagine the transformation in marriages if Christian husbands and wives started fighting over who is more selfless, sacrificial, suffering, and serving? The change in churches? Friendships? What would become of feminism?

F.
Conclusion

1.
The scriptures affirm that males and females are equal before God. They are both of the same value and importance to God. In regard to the most important dimension of all, salvation or a right relationship with God, both males and females are subjects of the gospel and come to God the same way, humbling themselves under the lordship of Christ.

2.
It remains to be seen whether this equality of males and females is absolute and universal in every regard or whether it permits differentiation between the sexes without diminishing their value before God. Does the existence of distinct roles and work for males and females inherently render the sexes unequal or not? In order to answer this question, some important considerations must be kept in mind and a test case is offered.

II.
The Concept of Equality in the Bible

A.
Some Important Considerations

1.
Equality does not mean “Sameness”

a.
It is common in American culture and terminology to assume that equality is to be defined by “sameness.” It is thought that unless something is exactly identical to something else, the two cannot be equal.

b.
Because American society focuses on worldly concepts of rights, freedom, and power, most Americans can only understand equality in terms of possessing the same rights, same freedom, and same power.

c.
Equality between Christians is about possessing the same value, but not necessarily the same of anything else.

2.
Differences and distinctions do not necessarily diminish value.

a.
Obviously, some differences are sufficient to result in different values. Two identical vehicles will be valued differently once one of them has been wrecked.

b.
On the other hand, two completely different vehicles can be valued identically. In the same way, different roles or functions may or may not have equal value.

3.
The realm of concern for Christians has been radically redefined.

a.
The emphasis and focus of the scriptures is the renewal of humans in the image of God in which we were originally created and which was marred by sin. That realm of concern therefore is relationship, love, selflessness, and service.

b.
All Christians, male and female, are to be equal and the same in love, selfless, and service, while recognizing the differences and distinctions that exist among them as they go about pursuing equal selflessness.

c.
In other words, because the Christian understands that he or she is nothing, they are equal. 0 = 0.

4.
Equality is as God the Creator defines it.

a.
We must be careful not to adopt a worldly concept of fairness and impose it upon God’s will. For the Christian, we define fairness as God reveals it to us. We must not forget the parable of equal pay (Matt. 20:1-16).

b.
At the root of feminism is the denial of God’s authority and right to do as He pleases.

c.
At the root of even so-called biblical feminism is the rejection of God’s plan and purpose as revealed in His original creation. If all distinctions between male and female are removed, one has absolutely no basis any longer to argue against homosexuality, which is clearly condemned in scripture (Rom. 1:26-27; 1 Cor. 6:9-11). One is forced to become a liberal biblical feminist at the very least.

d.
This denial of God’s authority and rejection of His plan requires the reinterpretation of the scriptures to convey a message that was totally conceived in the heart and mind of man.

B.
A Test Case

1.
The closest parallel to the oneness of Christians in Christ (Gal. 3:28) is the relationship of the son with the Father:

a.
30 “I and the Father are one.” 31 The Jews picked up stones again to stone him. 32 Jesus answered them, “I showed you many good works from the Father; for which of them are you stoning me?” 33 The Jews answered him, “For a good work we do not stone you, but for blasphemy; and because you, being a man, make yourself out to be God.” (John 10:30-33)

b.
11 I am no longer in the world; and yet they themselves are in the world, and I come to You. Holy Father, keep them in Your name, the name which You have given Me, that they may be one even as We are. (John 17:11)

c.
20 I do not ask on behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; 21 that they may all be one; even as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they also may be in Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me. 22 The glory which You have given Me I have given to them, that they may be one, just as We are one; 23 I in them and You in Me, that they may be perfected in unity, so that the world may know that You sent Me, and loved them, even as You have loved Me. (John 17:20-23)

2.
Jesus was clearly equal to the Father.

a.
18 For this reason therefore the Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because He not only was breaking the Sabbath, but also was calling God His own Father, making Himself equal with God. (John 5:18)

b.
6 …although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped…. (Php. 2:6)

3.
The Father clearly exercised authority over Jesus, who was subordinate to Him.

a.
28 When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am he, and I do nothing on my own initiative, but I speak these things as the Father taught me. 29 And He who sent me is with me; He has not left me alone, for I always do the things that are pleasing to Him. (John 8:28-29)

b.
If you loved Me, you would have rejoiced because I go to the Father, for the Father is greater than I. (John 14:28)

4.
The Father and the Son clearly had different roles and functions.

a.
19 Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of himself, unless it is something he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner. 20 For the Father loves the Son, and shows him all things that He Himself is doing; and the Father will show him greater works than these, so that you will marvel. 21 For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son also gives life to whom he wishes. 22 For not even the Father judges anyone, but He has given all judgment to the Son, 23 so that all will honor the Son even as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him. (John 5:19-23)

b.
I glorified You on the earth, having accomplished the work which You have given me to do. (John 17:4)

5.
The only possible conclusion is that neither hierarchical authority nor distinction in role or function alters equality in value. If such is the case with the selfless, sacrificial, loving relationship of the Father and the son, why can we not understand the same applies to the relationships between male and female as God intended it to be?

C.
Conclusion

1.
The passages that affirm the equality of males and females must be harmonized with the other passages that affirm a distinction between males and females, particularly in regard to their role or function according to God’s purpose:

a.
1 Corinthians 11:2-16

b.
1 Corinthians 14:34-36

c.
Ephesians 5:21-33

d.
1 Timothy 2:9-15

e.
1 Peter 3:1-7

2.
It is suggested that these passages be explained in the same way that one explains how the equality of the Father and the Son does not preclude a distinction in role and function.
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