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BURIED TALENTS pages 4-7 CHAPTER I  PREFACE 
 

The Christian community has struggled with understanding the Bible’s teachings 
on the role of women in the church since the First Century. The Restoration Movement,1 

of which I am a part, has struggled with these teachings since its inception. In fact, the 
Restoration Movement’s long insistence on congregational autonomy and the right of 
each Christian to interpret the scriptures for himself (or herself)2 has resulted in quite a 
divergence of opinion over the years. And yet, while it is easy to document a wide  
variety of opinions among the leading thinkers of the Restoration Movement, our  
practices within the Churches of Christ have been remarkably uniform. Our uniformity is 
all the more remarkable given how very little biblical support there is for much of what  
we do (and don’t do). 
 

Consider this: There are only a handful of verses that deal particularly with what 
women can and can’t do in the church: 
 
 

(1 Cor. 14:33b-35) As in all the congregations of the saints, women should 
remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in 
submission, as the Law says. If they want to inquire about something, they should ask 
their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. 
 

(1 Tim. 2:11-15) A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not 
permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. For Adam 
was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who 
was deceived and became a sinner. But women will be saved through childbearing—if 
they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety. 
 
 
 
 
1 

An American religious movement beginning around 1800 resulting in the present-day Churches of 
Christ, Christian Churches/Churches of Christ (Independent), and Christian Churches (Disciples of 
Christ), with combined membership of around 4,000,000. The author’s background is Church of Christ, 
distinguished from Christian Churches/Churches of Christ (Independent) primarily by its practice of  
a cappella congregational singing and non-use of conventions and missionary societies. Christian 
Churches (Disciples of Christ) are distinguished from the other branches of the movement by having a 
national denomination organization and tolerance of liberal theology, as defined later in this book. 
2 

I have not changed references to “brothers” or “he” to non-sexist terms like “siblings” or “he” to 
“he/she.” Such changes make the reading very tedious. We’ll just have to agree that such “male” 
references are of indefinite gender unless the context otherwise indicates, as is always the rule in 
standard English. While I must concede the bias inherent in our language, no one has come up with a 
readable alternative. 



 

Additionally, the familiar passages in 1 Timothy and Titus setting forth the 
qualifications for elders and deacons state that an elder or deacon must be “the 
husband of one wife.” 

Certainly, if one considers these verses to pronounce laws that are independent 
of local culture that thus remain in effect today, we should not have female elders or 
deacons and we should not allow women to speak in the assemblies or to teach or to 
have authority over a man. But where in all this do we find a command denying women 
the privilege of silently distributing the Lord’s Supper? Where does the Bible say that 
teenage boys—and not girls—should silently pass out handouts during the services? Or 
that only men should pass out the announcement sheets? And what scripture denies 
women the right to attend church business meetings? Even if they must be denied the 
right to vote on church business, to prevent their exercise of authority, isn’t their input 
worthy of consideration? 

Where does the Bible permit a woman to confess Jesus during a church service? 
Why don’t we wait until church is over to take her confession? How can we allow a 
woman to head the pre-school department when there are some men who volunteer for 
nursery or Vacation Bible School work? And how can we have women as non-deacons 
taking on greater responsibility and authority than many men take on as deacons? For 
example, if a man must be a deacon to be in charge of cutting the grass, locking the 
building, or counting the collection, how can a woman be in charge of Vacation Bible 
School, the pre-school, or taking food to the bereaved?  

Surely, we must admit that our practices do not strictly comply with our doctrine. 
We impose non-biblical restrictions on women out of traditions born out of nothing but 
the sexism of the past, while at the same time granting women authority as program 
heads and administrators that we would require a man to be a deacon to undertake. 

And while we claim to teach a strict interpretation of these passages, we are not 
really all that strict. After all, while we don’t let women ask questions during the 
assembly (and rarely men!), we do allow women to ask questions in Sunday School 
class. Moreover, we never require women to ask their husbands at home. We freely 
allow them to ask the preacher questions about his sermon at church—just not during 
the service. Paul did not say for women to wait until after services to ask questions—he 
said the women should ask their husbands at home. 

And, of course, we allow women to teach men—in our colleges, junior colleges, 
and high schools—so long as the subject is not the Bible. But Paul did not say that 
women should not teach men the Bible. He said that women should not teach men. 
Similarly, we don’t require our wives to give up non-church jobs that involve having 
authority over men. If one of our wives is promoted from grade school teacher to 
principal, her husband will gladly cash the increased paycheck, even though this 
promotion puts her in authority over male teachers, custodians, bus drivers, and 
lunchroom workers. 

But Paul did not limit his command limiting a woman’s authority to church affairs. 
Indeed, our traditional interpretation is that Paul bases his command on the relationship 
of men and women founded in the Garden of Eden, millennia before there were 
churches, Sunday Schools, or church colleges. If God put men over women, He did not 
do so only in their marriages and in church.4 



 

Clearly, we have some hard thinking to do in this area. And certainly the problem 
is not limited to the Churches of Christ or even the Restoration Movement. I’ve seen 
Presbyterian, Episcopal, and Baptist Churches fight and divide over these very same 
issues. 

And I must add that current issues such as women’s liberation, the Equal Rights 
Amendment, or “equal pay for equal work” do not cause the controversy. Any honest 
church historian knows that these questions were being debated long before women 
could vote or even own property. 

The purpose of this book is not to pursue a personal agenda. Being of the male 
gender, as we say in West Alabama, I have no dog in this hunt. Rather, I only insist that 
we teach a doctrine that we are willing to practice and can defend from the pages of 
scripture. We should impose no restrictions on women that the Bible does not impose, 
and we should grant them no power that the Bible disallows. We should stop pretending 
that we “speak where the Bible speaks and are silent where the Bible is silent”5 and 
actually do what we say we do. 

I began my investigation into this area with just such thoughts in mind. Clearly, 
we are tradition-bound—but what does the Bible really say? Is it possible to discover the 
truth of the matter despite our layers upon layers of tradition, orthodoxy, biases, and all? 

And perhaps not so surprisingly, I have found my position changing over the 
years. I can recall teaching a series of Sunday School classes on this topic three times 
before composing the first draft of this book. Each of the first two times that I taught, I  
concluded that although we are not true to the scriptures, such passages as 1 Timothy 
2:11-15, while seemingly somewhat arbitrary, are binding today because Paul based his 
conclusions on eternal principles that he says are found in Genesis. 

The third time I taught the subject, I decided to prepare more carefully and to pay 
particular attention to what the accounts of the Creation and Adam and Eve in Genesis 
1-3 really say. Paul finds his commands in Genesis (he doesn’t re-write Genesis or add 
his commands to Genesis). Therefore, before coming to any conclusion, I set as a 
standard that a true understanding of Genesis would yield a true understanding of 
Paul’s commands. If someone were to present an interpretation of Paul’s writings that is 
not found in Genesis 1-3, that interpretation must be false. 

With this insight reached before knowing the conclusions that it would lead to, I 
undertook my study. I was, quite frankly, surprised at the results. 

 

4   Osburn, in Women in the Church 2, p. 232 ff., cites Kevin Giles, “A Critique of the ‘Novel’ 
Contemporary Interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:9-15 Given in the Book, Women in the Church,” Evangelical 
Quarterly 72 (2000), as providing a thoroughly researched argument that until the last few decades the 
near unanimous view of the Christian community was that women could not exercise authority over men 
in any circumstance, including in the workplace, due to the innate inferiority of women. Those who 
contend that women are to be subordinate to men at church but may supervise men at work have 
produced an interpretation just as novel to Christianity as the view that women are not required to be 
subordinate to men.  
 
5 One of the defining slogans of the Restoration Movement, coined by Thomas Campbell. 
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