
Women in the Church: 

 Moderate Approaches to the Problem 

Portions of Chapter 3 

 
Two moderate approaches, evangelical feminism and hierarchal complementarianism seem to be more 

responsible Christian views of women. Now these are a couple of unfamiliar terms, but we must make a serious 

effort to understand each.  Both views share common commitment to the authority of the Bible. Both views 

share commitment to a responsible literary and historical investigation of the biblical text. Both views share a 

commitment to serious analysis of contemporary culture and responsible application of biblical principles to 

current life. Both views theoretically share a commitment to rigorous analysis of their own positions and 

interaction with other views.  

 

However, these two views differ significantly in what they bring to the biblical text, one bringing egalitarian 

(human equality) presuppositions, the other hierarchal (male leadership) ones. Present are the valid concerns of 

radical feminism and patriarchalism, but extremist attitudes and divisiveness are not as strong.  

 

1. Evangelical Feminism 
The long standing feminist movement, re-established in the 1960s, has become so prominent in secular thinking 

that it is forcing all our institutions, including the church, to rethink views and attitudes towards women, 

womanhood, manhood, and sexuality. It may be that many younger Christians who are pressing for change have 

simply grown up in an era where feminist concerns and thinking have become taken-for-granted, without 

stopping to reflect upon the biblical basis for their views. On the other hand, it may be that the older 

generation’s opposition to feminist concerns evidences an uncritical acceptance of gender roles that have 

become equated with, but which are not necessarily, Christian. 

 

The support for and opposition to feminist concerns in the church is easy to understand. On one hand, our 

society tends to place men in positions of domination in which women are dependent, exploited, vulnerable, 

passive, and manipulated. Many find this view of women intolerable. Feminists are critical of the role the 

church has played in fostering this view of the sexes. On the other hand, the church correctly reacts negatively 

to heavy-handed feminist demands for women’s rights. The church rightly opposes feminist attacks on 

motherhood and the family. Some Christian men react defensively to derogatory feminist views of males. Some 

feel threatened by the loss of a traditional view of headship and authority. There exists a wide range of 

responses among Christians, both by those sympathetic with feminist concerns and by those who oppose them.  

 

Feminism, as we have said, comes in different forms. Many Christian women are uneasy about biblical 

statements concerning women, as traditionally understood and applied in the church.  Some have presumed only 

two choices: either to regard Paul as authoritative and accept his view as one that conflicts with women’s 

liberation, or to dismiss him either in part or wholly.  However, another choice has presented itself that views 

some traditional understandings of Paul as the result of superficial and careless reading of biblical texts. When 

interpreted according to responsible exegesis, views emerge which differ from the traditional understandings.  

 

Evangelicalism, too, comes in different forms. While evangelicals have rarely viewed evangelical feminists as 

allies, there is indication that each is willing now to take seriously the other’s concerns and work. In view of the 

hard lines drawn between fundamentalists and modernists in the early twentieth century, the growing number of 

persons who are both evangelicals and feminists constitutes an interesting hybrid that seeks to work out a 

theology that combines both viewpoints: the critical analysis of the Bible and the acceptance of egalitarianism. 

Difficult decisions must be made concerning what in the conservative religious tradition is primary and what is 

culturally biased, as well as what can be accepted from the feminist agenda without compromising the essence 

of conservative faith.  

  

Evangelical feminists differ with other feminists regarding the authority of Scripture. Yet while honing their 

exegetical skills in order to establish biblical bases for women’s equality, evangelical feminists seek theoretical 

insights and social support from others strands of feminism - but rarely work with other feminists to face 



common concerns. For instance, evangelical feminists share with other feminists an understanding of the 

common roots of oppression and an emphasis upon individualism and appreciation for experience as a major 

element in the discussion, as well as concern for power and control and for justice beyond feminist issues. 

However, significant differences in focus and concern exist, especially concerning what sources are to be 

authoritative (for example, women’s experience or Scripture), what is to be considered as sin (social or 

individual), and the role of eschatology (realities of today or the immanence of God). 

 

A. What is Evangelical Feminism? (pages 52 – 55) 

B. Problems with Evangelical Feminists Reinterpretation of Texts (pages 56 – 60) 

C. Positive Contributions of Evangelical Feminist Exegesis (pages 61 – 66) 

D. Summary: Biblical Egalitarianism (page 67) 

 

 

2. Hierarchal Complementarianism 
A. Reactions against Evangelical Feminism (pages 67 – 70) 
B. The Case for Hierarchalism (pages 71 – 74) 
C. The Emergence of “Hierarchal Complementarianism” (pages 75-82) 
D. Summary 

While views of evangelical feminism and hierarchal complementarianism have significant differences, they also 

share major matters in common that make them more compatible with each other than each would be with 

either extreme.  

 

It is significant that both views place prominence on the existence of the supernatural. Both remain committed 

to working out a view of women within the historic Christian faith. Both view the Bible as authoritative. Both 

work in terms of the ancient manuscript tradition lying behind the biblical text and both approach exegetical 

work in terms of strict literary and historical controls on interpretation. Both attempt to understand the Bible in 

terms of its cultural milieu. Both understand that culture has influenced the church, both past and present. Both 

presuppose equal value of the sexes. Both acknowledge discrimination and oppression of women, both in 

society and in the church. Both theoretically find radical feminism and male domination unacceptable. Both 

theoretically have a willingness to evaluate their own view and interact with other views. 

 

On the other hand major differences exist that create no little tension. The presuppositions of “God-ordained 

hierarchalism” for these complementarians and of “God-ordained egalitarianism” for some evangelical 

feminists influence strongly both the selection of Scriptures used to support arguments and the exegetical 

conclusions of each group. The reality of false objectivity emerges here. Each view, with its strong 

presuppositions, has a problem in being objective regarding the interpretation of Scripture.  

 

Another unresolved issue is the definition that each group has of inerrancy of Scripture. On one hand, Knight 

accuses some evangelical feminists of “abandoning the inerrancy of Scripture”. Foh goes further, implying that 

one who holds another view on these texts must be among the unregenerate and headed towards apostasy. On 

the other hand, Mollenkott questions the sincerity of one professing belief in inerrancy when one claims not to 

know and seems “not to care” what Galatians 3:28 means. In a bold statement regarding evangelicals as a 

whole, Dunn, formerly professor at the University of Durham, England whose appreciation among British 

evangelicals as well known, concluded that the commonly-held evangelical concept of biblical inerrancy is 

“exegetically improbable, hermenuetically defective, theologically dangerous, and educationally disastrous.” 

Stott, former director of All Souls Church in London, states that inerrancy cannot be made an indispensable 

criterion of evangelical orthodoxy.  

 

In view of these differences it is not unexpected that some “positioning” of each group against the other would 

occur. However, what we do not need is a hardening of attitudes, premature judgments, irrational applications 

of conviction which have not been carefully researched, drawing lines of fellowship, or questioning others 

motives or faithfulness. What is greatly needed is clear understanding of each view, biblically and culturally, 

and a keen awareness of influences at work in each view.  



 

It is to be expected that both groups will co-exist in evangelical churches. Rather than engage in open warfare, 

however, what is needed is accurate reflection on both views and responsible interaction. It must be 

remembered that “women in the church” is not the primary element in the Christian faith, but an important 

matter of discussion that needs to occur in the context of mutual tolerance. 

 

The quest to find a genuinely Christian view of women is a matter of renewal. This will be discussed in the next 

chapter. Discomfort with change or the lack of change is not license for unchristian behavior towards those 

seeking the same goal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4:  Refocusing the Approach  

(Pages 99 to top of 102) 

 

If one’s prejudice is so deep-seated that one reaches a conclusion before the evidence is considered, then 

prejudice renders the accurate understanding of a text impossible.  

 

Presuppositions, on the other hand, are pre-understandings that are neutral regarding historicity and prejudice. It 

is possible to be aware of and work carefully with ones presuppositions.  However, it is not possible to analyze 

a text without approaching it from some particular angle. Certain presuppositions lie behind that initial 

viewpoint out of which one addresses the text. For instance,  Stanten suggest three presuppositions. 1. 

Knowledge of the history of exegesis provides a framework for careful analysis. 2. The historical-critical 

method keeps assumptions in check, and 3. Willingness to allow ones pre-understandings to be modified or 

even completely reshaped by interaction with the text itself allows the text to be authoritative. While these 

particular presuppositions are not accepted universally, presuppositions cannot be avoided. However, they must 

not be allowed to dominate the text, but to serve as guiding principles that are continually adjusted in terms of 

interactions with the text.  

 

For example, among the presuppositions to biblical study common to both the both evangelical feminists and 

complementarians are the following: 

 

1. Religion is rooted in history rather than just in human experience. What happened in the past is authoritative 

for contemporary faith and practice. As a philosophical base, existentialism (which disregards history) is not 

acceptable.  

 
2. The biblical text should be approached with faith rather than doubt, realizing that further information might 

require adjustment of one’s understanding. One accepts a biblical statement unless data require unbelief, 

rather than not believing the text unless certain data require belief. As a starting point for reflection, 

skepticism is not acceptable. 

 

3. The supernatural exists and God is ultimate. While some believe that a finite mind cannot prove existence of 

the supernatural, it can assess the possibility and probability of the supernatural and conclude through 

available evidence that to believe in the supernatural is credible. Atheism is not acceptable. 
 

4. Though the human mind has limitations in its ability to comprehend, some truth is objective and can be 

known. While it is true that some truth is relative to a given time or place, not all truth is relative. Relativism 

is unacceptable. 



 

5. God has revealed Himself in history. Naturalism is not acceptable.  
 

6. The Bible is a record of part of that revelation. While written by various individuals using their own 

language, emotions, experiences, etc., the Bible is authoritative. “Mechanical dictation of Scriptures” and 

bibliolatry are unacceptable.  
 

7. One should consider all the Bible, lest distortion result from undue selectivity. A “canon within the canon” is 

unacceptable. 
 

8. One should understand each text in terms of the historical circumstances at the time of its composition, its 

author and the readers for whom it was intended, the intellectual milieu from which it originates, and its 

relation to the developing Judeo-Christian heritage. Casual intuition is an unacceptable basis for 

interpretation of text.  
 

9. One must read each text according to appropriate method that recognizes literary and historical contexts. The 

task of exegesis is to discover the authors intended meaning in a given text and to set that text clearly into 

context of the early church. Only when one understands what a text meant will one be able to understand 

with clarity what are its implications for the present. Both “proof-texting” and deconstruction attempt to read 

texts apart from their historical setting and are unacceptable. 
 

10. The task of Christianity is to create a viable life-style in which Biblical principles and values are lived in 

culturally responsible ways. Antiquarianism is unacceptable.  
 

With such presuppositions, both evangelical feminists and complementarians share common ground. Such 

presuppositions are, in fact at the base of the conservative mind set.  On such bases, both viewpoints find 

common rejection of the quite different presuppositions of radical feminists that are more liberal in nature, as 

well as those of patriarchalist which are decidedly fundamentalist. 

 

However, evangelical feminists and complementarians differ in one major way that accounts for the differences 

in their understanding of texts pertaining to women: the former presuppose egalitarianism and latter 

hierarchalism. While each would like to see its view as the conclusion of biblical investigation, it is mandatory 

that each understand not only is the other view a presupposition, but so is its own! In other words, differences 

between evangelical feminists and complementarians should be addressed, not in terms of different 

understandings of biblical text, but in terms of prejudices of egalitarianism and hierarchalism that are brought to 

the text masquerading as presuppositions. Each group, reading the text through “colored glasses” of its own 

preconceived prejudices, concludes what it already believes. The discussion is at an impasse. How shall we 

continue? 

 

 

Reproduced from Women in the Church; Reclaiming the Ideal 

Copyright 2001 Carroll Osburn 

Used by permission of ACU Press 

http://www.acupressbooks.com/ 

 

 


