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KNOW YOUR ROLE: DISTINCTION OF FUNCTIONAL 
GENDER ROLES IN THE CHURCH
“On the count of three, I want everyone in the congregation to answer yes or no.  The question is ‘Are men and women created equal?’”  A dynamic and creative pastor asked for a simultaneous, verbal response from his church audience of more than five thousand attendees.  The pastor counted to three, and simultaneously the roar of yes and no answers swept over the crowd.  


This was the beginning of Pastor Jim Schettler’s sermon series concerning biblical manhood and womanhood.  What was Pastor Schettler’s response to the audience’s answers?  Did his response and further teaching agree with the true biblical view of issues concerning manhood and womanhood?  Are these issues merely culturally dating back to the first and second centuries or should there be significant understanding of these issues in modern times?  Does the Bible provide clear and timeless truths concerning manhood and womanhood’s similarities and differences?


Pastor Schettler agreed with the entire audience.  He assured them that everyone who answered “yes” or “no” was correct.  Through his series, he taught how the Bible presents the issues of manhood and womanhood as being equal yet different.  There are many passages of Scripture that give light to this heated debate and crucial doctrine to church polity.  The entire canon of Scripture is consistent with the doctrine of understanding a biblically healthy view of manhood and womanhood.  


A proper understanding of biblical manhood and womanhood plays out in every facet of life.  It directly affects every relationship that humans have with each other.  On the other hand, the most important understanding of this issue is viewing distinct roles of manhood and womanhood in the arenas of church and the home.  How does the understanding of spiritual equality yet relationally different roles affect the leadership in the home and in the church?  


There are two main positions concerning the biblical manhood and womanhood issue.  Both positions are observed by evangelical leaders and those leaders defend their position by Scripture.  These positions are titled as the Egalitarian and Complementarian positions.    The Egalitarian position would defend the equality of manhood and womanhood in both essence and role while the Complementarian position would defend the equality of manhood and womanhood in created essence but different in functional role. 


The Egalitarian position believes that men and women were in fact created equally in the image of God (Gen 1:26-27).  Functional equality was then a part of the curse and consequences after the fall of man.  The woman was cursed by God to being ruled by her husband as a result of rebellion against God (Gen 3:16).  The curse of submission would be lifted through the redeeming work of Christ on the cross.  The Egalitarian holds that the lifted curse of inequality between man and woman was taught by Paul (Gal. 3:28).  


The lift of the curse, Egalitarians would say, can be seen two ways that are both present in the New Testament: female participation in Jesus’ ministry and female involvement in the early church.  New Testament examples of female participation in Jesus’ ministry would be:

“John 4:39-42 – The Samaritan woman became the first evangelist of the Gospel from among non-disciples of Jesus.  This surely indicates that Jesus considered women able to teach others (men and women alike), for a witness instructs others about the central teaching, the gospel itself.

Matt. 28:1-10 and Mark 16:1-8 – Certainly God is capable of choosing those people He first wants to discover and report to others the resurrection of Jesus.  Who should be those privileged people?  Those first witnesses in history to the resurrection of Jesus?  The Gospels of Matthew and Mark both give the names of women (Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome) who came to the empty tomb, and received the command from the angel to tell what they now know to “his disciples and Peter” (Mark 16:7).  God chose, over Peter or any other of the disciples, women to be the first to witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection, again indicating Jesus’ full confidence in the role of women to tell others the most important message God has for people to know.” (Ware, 2 – 3).

New Testament examples of females in the early church would be:

“1 Cor. 11:5 – mention is made here of women in the church ‘prophesying,’ clearly a speaking gift used to instruct and edify those in the church (cf. Acts 21:9)

Acts 18:26 – Priscilla (named first) and Aquilla took Apollos aside ‘and explained to him the way of God more accurately.’  Priscilla, then, was exercising a teaching gift and instructing a man, who was himself also a teacher. (cf. Rom. 16:3-5).” (Ware, 3)


These listed Biblical occurrences and many unlisted others can be quite convincing to those who have not studied the issue in light of the wholeness of Scripture.  Contrary to Egalitarian belief, Paul was obviously a Complementarian concerning his doctrine on biblical manhood and womanhood.  Was Paul’s understanding of the issues based on the trappings of his culture?  


Paul did not give a cultural explanation when questions arose concerning the equality and distinctness of men and women.  Paul’s argument was based on the purpose of God’s Creation event of man and woman.  In light of biblical manhood and womanhood, what exactly happened during the creation account?  Did God intend to establish a structure of male and female relations that is expected to be followed until eternity?  


Genesis 1:26 begins the biblical creation account of mankind.  Appropriately, the account begins with the presence of the Trinity.  God the Father is commonly given full credit for His creation, but the other two persons of the Trinity were not only present, but were also involved in the creating act.  The Holy Spirit’s presence was listed as He “hovered over the face of the waters” (Gen 1:2).  Paul explains to the Colossian church that everything which was created was created by Jesus Christ (Col 1:16).  Because the Trinity is equally divine, each person was present and involved in the creation event which explains the “Our” language (Gen 1:26).  


God not only created man and woman, but He placed His mark of possession upon their being by creating them both in His image.  Raymond C. Orthlund, Jr. thinks, “the image of God in man is the soul’s personal reflection of God’s righteous character.  To image God is to mirror His holiness” (Piper and Grudem 1991, 96).  Were man and woman created in equality?  The answer would be a resounding “yes.”  Man and woman were equally created in the image of God (Gen 1:27).  Neither man nor woman possesses God’s image more than the other.  


After giving a broad overview of the creation event in Genesis 1, Moses backtracked in Genesis 2 to explain the glorious creation of man and woman in more detail.  It is necessary to understand that although man and woman were created equally in God’s image, they were not created simultaneously (Gen 2:7, 22).  God first created man and named Him “Adam.”  Not only was man given dominion over all the earth, but he also received three specific instructions from God: to keep and tend the garden, to not eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and to name the animals (Gen 2:15,17,19).  


God brought all of the animals before Adam so that he could name them.  Whatever Adam called the animals, would be their names (Gen 2:19).  Ascribing a name is a symbol of authority and ownership.  Just as parents would give a name to their newborn baby, God gives Adam the dominion to ascribe a name to the animals.  As God passes the animals before Adam, the echo of God’s promise to create a helper for Adam rings in his head.  After naming all of the animals, Adam did not see a suitable helper that was like him (Gen 2:20).  


Not only did God create a helper for Adam, but He did it from Adam’s own body (Gen 2:21, 22).  Adam then named his helper “woman.”  The naming is a noteworthy event.  God did not name woman, but He allowed man to name woman because God created woman to be man’s complement and helper (Gen 2:23). “God’s naming of the race ‘man’ whispers headship” (Piper and Grudem 1991, 98).  The same is true for Adam’s naming act to woman; it whispers of her submission to man.  What does it mean for man and woman to possess distinct roles of headship and submission?  

“The man is to love his wife by accepting the primary responsibility for making their partnership a platform displaying God’s glory, and the woman is to love her husband by supporting him in that godly undertaking.” (Piper and Grudem 1991, 102)


The account of the fall screams male headship and female submission.  When Satan approached the woman (not yet named Eve), he did not come to her because she was an easy target in comparison to Adam.  Satan’s purpose was for the woman to usurp the man’s authority.  Satan offered, the woman ate, and the man followed (Gen 3:1-6).  Where was Adam when Satan tempted the woman?  Adam was with his wife (Gen 3:6)!  Man failed to practice godly headship over the woman.  Therefore, the curse of the woman because of the fall was not to be in subjection to man, but to desire his headship position (Gen 3:16).  This is because that was exactly what woman had done.  Headship and submission were set in place at creation, not as a curse to the fall.  Adam continues to practice his headship over woman by naming her “Eve” (Gen 3:20).  


The fall also screams of Adam’s headship over Eve because it was His sin that affected all of humanity.  God said, “Cursed is the ground for your sake” (Gen 3:17).  God never used reasoning with the woman’s curses.  It is because of Adam’s sin that man has been affected.  Paul recognized that the man was fully responsible for sin entering the world (Rom 5:12).  Although the woman ate first of the fruit, man not only could have stopped her, but he followed her.  


When Paul argues the headship of man and the submission of woman in the context of the local church, the basis for his argument is the creation and fall events (1 Tim 2:13, 14).  Not only Paul, but Jesus Christ Himself argued on the basis of the Creation account as well.  “When Jesus was questioned by a delegation of Pharisees about the long-debated issue of divorce, He directed His critics to Genesis 1 and 2…He quoted Genesis 1:27 and 2:24” (Strauch, 1999, 15). Jesus’ conversation is recorded in Matthew 19:3-5.  

It is not only crucial to understand these two events as establishing and continuing the equality of man and woman, but also the distinction of roles between the sexes.  Orthlund said, “[Gen] 3:16 should be interpreted, nothing can change the fact that God created male headship as one aspect of our pre-fall perfection” (Piper and Grudem 1991 109).  Headship and subordination are also not merely culturally relevant. 

“If anything transcends a cultural custom, it is a Creation ordinance.  Thus, it is a dangerous business indeed to treat the matter of subordination in marriage and in the church as a mere local custom when it is clear that the New Testament mandates for these matters rest upon apostolic appeals to Creation.”  (Sproul, 2)


What was Paul arguing for when he defended the distinction of biblical manhood and womanhood on the basis of the Creation and fall events?  Paul was writing a letter to Timothy, his “true son in the faith” (1 Tim 1:2).  In his letter, Paul was explaining to the future pastor the distinct roles between man and woman in the local church.  Timothy’s letter read, “11Let a woman learn in silence with all submission. 12And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence (1 Tim 2:11, 12).”  


In these two passages of Scripture, the latter defines the first statement.  The way in which a woman learns in silence is defined in verse 12; she is not permitted to teach over a man.  The way in which a woman is to learn with all submission is also defined in verse 12; she is not permitted to have authority over a man.  God created man and woman equally in His image, but distinctly in the way that they are to relate with one another.  


Distinct roles and relations should be carried out in every relationship, arena, and situation of life.  John Piper said,

Biblical headship for the husband is the divine calling to take primary responsibility for Christlike, servant-leadership, protection and provision in the home.  Biblical submission for the wife is the divine calling to honor and affirm her husband’s leadership and help carry it through according to her gifts.” (Piper and Grudem 1991, 52 – 53)


Although the distinction should be observed in each and every facet of life, God has given mankind specific commands in two specific institutions.  The institution of the home and the institution of the church have been given much attention and are detailed by God in the areas of distinct male and female roles.  As noted above, Paul wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit that women should neither teach nor have authority over men in the church. (1 Tim 2:11-12).  Can women have any part in the church?  Paul continues to speak on the distinct roles and functions in the next chapter.  


In 1 Timothy 3:1-7, Paul gives the qualifications of elders for the church.  In the New American Standard Bible, a masculine noun or pronoun is used twelve times in the seven verses.  Occurrences of qualifications that only a man could fulfill biblically are those referring to being the husband of one wife and managing and instructing a family (1 Tim 3:2, 4-5).  The family oriented qualification is extremely important because while the husband does practice headship over his family, he cannot force his family to do anything.  Therefore, the elder’s wife plays a key role in his qualification.  J. Oswald Sanders explained further, “a spouse must fully share the leader’s spiritual aspirations and be willing to join in the necessary sacrifices.  Many a gifted leader has been lost to high office and spiritual effectiveness because of an uncooperative spouse” (Sanders, 1994, 43).  How does the elder lead his family so that they will follow him?  He does so by loving them (Eph 5:22-33).

The Baptist Faith and Message states, “While both men and women are gifted for service in the church, the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scripture” (BFM, 2000, 12).  Paul used the Greek word aner referring to “male or husband” rather than anthropos which could refer to any member of mankind (man and woman).  Therefore, Paul is emphasizing that the office of the elder must be filled be a member of the male gender.  


The qualifications of the deacon are the next item of instruction in Paul’s epistle.  The term deacon originally was used of someone who was a servant.  In Acts 6, the role of deacon was established by the twelve apostles.  The apostolic decision was made under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in order to “not neglect the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:2).  


As the qualifications of the deacon are similar to those of the elder in moral issues, the office is very different.  “Scripture defines no official or specific responsibilities for deacons; they are to do whatever the elders assign them or whatever spiritual ministry is necessary” (MacArthur 1997, 1865).  Looking more closely at the passage, why would Paul address the deacon’s wives but not the wives of the elders?  

“The Greek word rendered “wives” can also be translated “women.”  Paul likely here refers not to deacons’ wives, but to the women who serve as deacons.  The use of the word “likewise” as an introduction (cf. v. 8) suggests a third group in addition to elders and deacons.  Also, since Paul gave no requirements for elders’ wives, there is no reason to assume these would be qualifications for deacons’ wives.” (MacArthur 1997, 1865)

Here we see that Paul may in fact be including women as fitting for the role of deacon.  


Can women have any part in the church?  By “silent,” did Paul mean that they are not allowed to speak or be active whatsoever?  As noted above, Paul’s “silence” for women referred to them not being allowed to teach or have authority over men.  Women may and should have vital roles in the church.  God’s structural headship of man and submission of women is not because He created woman with lesser spiritual abilities.  He did so in His sovereign wisdom and authority over His own creation.  The role distinction also reflects the relationship between the members of the Trinity.    


The members of the Trinity are also equal in essence but distinct in function.  It is a true and model relationship for biblical manhood and womanhood to reflect.  How do the Father, the Son, and the Spirit example equal essence but functional distinction?

“In God, diversity of persons serves the unity of purpose, method and goal.  The will of the Father is gladly carried out by the Son.  When the Spirit comes, it is his joy to do the will of the Son.  In purpose, they are united, in roles they are distinct, and in both (purpose and role) there is glad acceptance.  Together the three persons model what our ‘diversity in unity’ of relationship should look like and how our lives together are to be lived.” (Ware, 2000, 11)

Paul defends the difference in roles between the man and the woman by recognizing the alike role differential between the Father, the Son, and the Spirit (1 Cor 11:3).  Man and woman can and will be godly by appropriately practicing equality, authority, and submission as does the Trinity.
                 


Paul certainly may be permitting women to serve in the role of deacon or more appropriately called “deaconess.”  Women serving the church in the role of deaconess would not disobey God’s structure of biblical manhood and womanhood.  The office of deacon does not hold any authority or teaching role, but it is to serve the church body in order to free up the elders to preach and pray (Acts 6:4).  In Romans 16:1, Paul praises a woman named Phoebe who he called a diakonos in Greek or deacon in English.  Men and women can and should both serve as deacons in the body of Christ.  


With the understanding of the headship of man giving the office of elder to males, the submission of woman does not contradict the office of deacon as servants.  Another role that both men and women can be active participants in the church concerns prophecy.  In fact, the role of New Testament prophecy is interesting in that it reveals the equal essence yet different roles between men and women.  Men and women are both permitted to prophesy in the church, but there is a part that men can play that women cannot when it comes to prophecy. 


The prophecy that Paul speaks of in 1 Cor 14 “had less authority than Scripture, or apostolic teaching” (Grudem, 1).  The New Testament speaks of this prophecy as an encouragement or rebuke that God had laid on a believer’s heart that needed to be tested whether it is true or false.  At times, parts of the prophecy could be true and others could be false.  This is why testing the validity of the prophecy is important to Paul and his readers (1 Cor 14:29).  Therefore, prophecy is much different than teaching.  Prophecy is a spontaneous word from the Lord while teaching involves studying and expositing the Scriptures which specifically directs the church. 


Paul was addressing the disorderly prophecy occurring in the Corinthian church.  His basic instructions were concerning how many prophets should speak, that they should remain orderly, that the message should be evaluated for truth, and that women should be silent.  Should women then not be permitted to prophesy?  Paul seemingly permits women to prophecy (1 Cor 11:5).  The author of Acts spoke of the evangelist, Philip, who had four prophesying daughters.  These women were never reprimanded for their actions.  Therefore, are women allowed to prophecy and how would that fit under the role of submission and silence?


Paul certainly wanted the gift of prophecy to continue in the church because he wanted the church to be “encouraged and instructed” (1 Cor 14:31).  He did want the congregation to sift the truth out of what was said before the church.  If women are able to prophesy, then why did Paul command them to be quiet in the prophecy passages?  Paul’s first statement in verse 29 (“Let two or three prophets speak”) is concluded with verses 30 – 33a.  Paul’s second statement in verse 29 (“and let others weigh what is said”) is concluded with 33b – 35.  

“Paul would then be saying, “Let the others (that is, the rest of the congregation, hoi alloi, not just hoi loipoi, “the rest,” which Paul would have said if he had meant the rest of the prophets) weigh what is said (by the prophets)…but the women should keep silence in the churches.  In other words, women could not give spoken criticisms of the prophecies made during a church service.” (Grudem, 10)

Paul does permit women to prophesy before the church, but he does not permit them to take the authoritative role of men in evaluating the truth from the prophecies.  This view perfectly falls into place with the headship of man and the submission of woman in the church.  Women are to be silent and remain in submission when it comes to teaching and authoritative roles in the church.  


As we see in numerous passages, ministry is a place for both men and women in the church, but their ministries are to reflect their created gender and the distinct function in which it holds.  In the church, qualified men are to hold the office of elder.  This office assumes spiritual authoritative roles such as teacher.  Men are to reflect headship over women as God over Christ and as Christ over the church (1 Cor 11:3).  Men and women may both hold the office of deacon as servants of the elders and the church (Rom 16:1, 1 Tim 3:8-13).


Woman can serve in many other areas of the church besides “deaconess.”  As long as the position does not usurp the authority of any man in the church by ruling or teaching over him, she may serve in any position that is needed.   Rosalie Haffner Lee expressed the need of women’s ministry in the church by saying,

The Biblical model for some men to serve as the representative leaders of the church and for women to minister in supportive roles is not a discrimination against women.  Rightly understood, this divine design ensures the recognition of women’s natural endowments to minister in special ways.” (Bacchiocchi, 1995, 248)

Because a woman’s design is different than a man, her ministry is needed from the gifts God has created her with and left man lacking.  Paul pointed out a needed ministry from women: ministering to other women (Titus 2:3-5).  One part of women’s ministry in the church is teaching and training women for the home.  

God’s desire is for the pastor to teach older women “to be reverent in the way that they live” (Titus 2:3).  The older women must worship God in a reverent lifestyle so they can train younger women.  Therefore, Paul’s command for women to be silent was not a complete silence.  Only in matters that would assume authority over men are women to be silent.  In all other matters, such as women’s ministry, women can teach, train, and assume authority.  

As many other suggestions may be given, it is simply most important for men and women to be Biblical leaders as God intended. Biblical manhood and womanhood is rooted in God’s purposeful Creation of gender.  Gender equality of essence and difference of role must be represented in the church and the home.  That representation is in the likeness of the relationship of the Trinity, therefore it is a form of witness and worship.  

________________________
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