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CHAPTER XX  
MORE QUESTIONS & ANSWERS 

Q. Doesn’t the fact that there were women deacons and not women elders in 

the early church tell us that God did not mean for women to be elders? 

A. No, for two reasons. First, deacons were servants of the congregation and 

women could easily fill the role of deacon without violating cultural norms. But elders 

were foremost teachers and leaders. First Century Christians would never have accepted 

women as elders. Indeed, few women would have been qualified to be elders, due to lack 

of education or exposure to the world. The same cultural conditions that dictated that 

women not teach and that women not ask questions in the assemblies made eldership an 

impossibility. 

Second, there is no reasonable basis to be found in the scriptures to subject 

women to men. If women can’t be elders, then that would be the only place where women 

are subjected to men purely due to their sex. If this is fundamentally, eternally wrong, 

why did God make Deborah a judge over Israel? 

Q. But the Bible plainly says that elders are to be the husbands of one wife. 

How do we safely distinguish a temporary local command from an eternal command? 

A. The requirement that an elder be a husband is a special case, not any more 

binding today than the five commands that Christians greet one another with the Holy 

Kiss or the command of Christ that we wash one another’s feet. We began a discussion 

on hermeneutics back in chapter III. This is a good place to expand on the lesson. 

General and specific commands. First, one of the oldest and most-often 

mentioned rules of biblical interpretation is that the more specific overrides the more 

general. Thus, a specific command overrides a general principle. However, this rule is 

itself not found in scripture and is, I believe, entirely wrong. 

As a practicing attorney I know where the “rule” comes from—law. It is a rule of 

statutory interpretation. We wrongly apply it to scripture by assuming that scripture is a 

book of law. It is not (some of it is, but not the New Testament). Rather, the real rule is 

that our God cannot lie and is unchanging. Therefore, broad, general principles, such as 

love, grace, and the nature of God, override specific cases. There are no exceptions from 

these principles. Apparent exceptions are due to the need to give up freedom due to local 

and often temporary conditions. Hence, a supposed “law” mandating discrimination 

against women plainly is not a law but may be an application of the real law—love your 

neighbor—in a situation where love calls for Christian women to yield to local society’s 

standards. 
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Commands contrary to local culture. Another useful guideline for distinguishing 

temporary from permanent commands is this: a command that was contrary to the culture 

in which the command was given is probably an eternal command—not a culturally 

limited command. After all, to be a culturally limited command, the command had to be a 

result of, or modified by, the then current culture. For example, Paul condemns 

homosexuality in Romans 2, at a time and place where many within Roman society 

accepted homosexuality. His rejection of homosexuality is therefore not culturally 

limited. 

The purpose behind a command. When a command is consistent with local 

culture, the eternal nature of the command can normally only be determined by looking at 

the purpose or reason behind the command. If we simply declare, “God said it; that 

decides it,” then we need to all start kissing and selling our pearls and gold!  

Christians are required to live up to at least two standards. We must live up to 

God’s standards, and we also must live up to society’s standards. While God’s standards 

are normally higher than society’s, there will often be “rules” imposed by society that we 

must obey or else appear to be immoral. Thus, in 1 Corinthians 11, women are 

commanded to have long hair—literally, hair that hangs down as a covering. This would 

ban numerous hairstyles worn by women today, including the teased hair preferred by 

most older women. But Paul had to require the congregation to meet the standards of hair 

and dress then adopted by moral Corinthians in society at large to protect the reputation 

of his women members outside the church. The eternal principle is for Christians to dress 

and wear hair modestly and not to appear immoral. The local application will change 

from time to time and place to place. 

Thus, when we approach the question of women—as speaking in the assembly, 

teaching, having authority, or even serving as elders—we must recognize that any 

limitation on women found in the New Testament was consistent with the then local 

culture. Therefore, we must look at what eternal principles may require the command in 

any situation. Since a number of passages refer back to the Genesis accounts, we must 

especially look at these accounts to see what they say for all time—not as colored by First 

Century culture—but letting Genesis speak for Genesis. 

By approaching the Genesis accounts with an open mind, we quickly realize that 

the eternal principles are that both men and women are made in God’s image, that man is 

“not good” without woman, and that woman was made as a “suitable complement” for 

man. We see that husbands and wives are to be “one flesh” and that this requires that 

husbands give up something—since it is men who are to leave mother and father to 

become one flesh. 

We don’t see women in an inferior role until sin enters the world as the result of 

the sins of Eve and Adam. This role of women is a part of the corruption of Creation that 

Jesus came to earth to rescue us from. It is not God’s will, any more than any sin is God’s 

will. 
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We then look at the Law of Moses and find no command that women may have 

no authority over men. We look at such accounts in the Old Testament as the accounts of 

Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah, all of which make it clear that God calls women to be 

leaders—even over nations! We see how Jesus treated women, with respect that was far 

beyond the respect that any other First Century Jew would have shown. We look at the 

New Testament female prophets, the women who traveled with Paul, and Priscilla, and 

we see no evidence of an eternal plan that women be subject to men. Indeed, all the 

evidence is clearly to the contrary. In fact, it is far easier to make out a case for a 

woman’s equality than for the abolition of slavery, because there are so many verses that 

suggest that “there is neither ... male nor female.” We easily see the wickedness of slavery 

today—it is counter to today’s culture—and we would see the error in limiting the use of 

the gifts that God has given women if we didn’t still have some very old and very wrong 

attitudes about women in our hearts. 

This approach to interpreting the scriptures comes from Jesus Himself— 

(Mark 2:23-28) One Sabbath Jesus was going through the 
grainfields, and as his disciples walked along, they began to pick 
some heads of grain. The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are 
they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” He answered, “Have 
you never read what David did when he and his companions were 
hungry and in need? In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he 
entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, which is 
lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his 
companions.” Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for 

man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of 
the Sabbath.” 

Now the Ten Commandments delivered by God Himself to the Children of Israel 

on Mt. Sinai plainly state that it is a sin to work on the Sabbath.
189

 Even the animals were 

not permitted to work! And yet Jesus healed on the Sabbath.  

Jesus’ principle of interpreting the scriptures is plain. First, he looked at the 

underlying purpose of the command. Why did God command Sabbath observance? Is it 

just a rule, or is there a divine reason behind the rule? We know Jesus’ answer: “The 

Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”
190

 

The reason Jesus approved caring for people on the Sabbath is that the Sabbath 

was made to benefit man—not as a burden—and certainly not a burden purely for the 

sake of imposing a burden. 

                                                 

189
  Exo. 20:8-11. 

190
  Mark 2:27. 
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A similar account will also help demonstrate Jesus’ approach to rules: 

(Luke 13:10-17) On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one 
of the synagogues, and a woman was there who had been 
crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and 
could not straighten up at all. When Jesus saw her, he called her 
forward and said to her, “Woman, you are set free from your 
infirmity.” Then he put his hands on her, and immediately she 
straightened up and praised God.  

Indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, the 
synagogue ruler said to the people, “There are six days for work. 
So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath.”  

The Lord answered him, “You hypocrites! Doesn’t each of 
you on the Sabbath untie his ox or donkey from the stall and lead 
it out to give it water? Then should not this woman, a daughter of 
Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, 
be set free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?”  

When he said this, all his opponents were humiliated, but 
the people were delighted with all the wonderful things he was 
doing. 

There is no passage in the Law of Moses that says that there is no sin in watering a 

donkey or ox on a Saturday. In a similar passage, Jesus asks the Pharisees whether they 

would rescue an ox caught in a pit on a Saturday.
191

 The Pharisees were ashamed to 

answer, because without any specific scriptural authorization, they certainly would have. 

Sometimes we have to have dollar signs attached to the truth to see it! Jesus concludes 

that if it is proper to do work to help farm animals on a Saturday, then it is proper to do 

work to help people.  

Jesus then limits the scope of the Sabbath command to those applications that 

actually fulfill the command’s underlying purpose. Since the Sabbath was made to benefit 

man, we can heal on the Sabbath. Jesus persuades His listeners by pointing out that they 

instinctively understood that the Sabbath was not meant to allow an animal to suffer or 

for a farmer to lose his herd. Their instincts were right, because they intuitively knew that 

some things are just more important that Sabbath observance. The Pharisees’ sin was in 

not seeing that people are important, too. The same principle applies as to women. We 

don’t blindly follow any command—even one of the Ten Commandments—to the point 

of frustrating God’s purpose in giving the command.  

Moreover, we must also remember that even the command of Sabbath observance 

has disappeared. It ceased to apply when its purpose ceased. The principle is, therefore, 
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  Luke 14:5 
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that no command can be understood until we determine the purpose behind the command. 

Eternal purposes result in eternal commands. Cultural or temporary purposes result in 

temporary commands. And we can’t always tell the difference by looking just at the 

language of the command! 

Q. If there truly is neither male nor female in Christ, why did Jesus only 

appoint male apostles? 

A. The respect shown by Jesus toward women cannot be overstated. Indeed, 

C. F. D. Moule states that in light of First Century patriarchal culture, Jesus’ behavior 

toward women is so extraordinary as to prove scripture’s supernatural authenticity.
192

 

There are numerous examples, ably catalogued by many authors. Perhaps the most telling 

is Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman, a conversation that violated numerous 

social conventions of the day. It was unimaginable for a Jewish Rabbi to discuss deep 

matters of religion with any woman—but to speak at length with a Samaritan woman—

and alone! It was unheard of. Clearly, Jesus behaved toward women in a manner 

inconsistent with then current culture. And yet even His behavior was limited by culture. 

After all, Jesus could not take on the task of educating all the women in the Roman 

Empire. He could only educate those women that He came into contact with; and He did 

so.  

But Jesus could not prudently appoint women as apostles.
193

 The same cultural 

limitations that dictated against female elders even more so dictated against female 

apostles. The apostles were destined to lead the first church formed in Jerusalem. This 

church struggled with accepting Gentiles, and it continued Jewish ritual practices for 

many decades—even under apostolic leadership.
194

 The Jews of First Century Jerusalem 

would never have accepted women apostles and many would have rejected the faith and 

been lost rather than submit to a woman overseer. The fact that the apostles were to lead 

the first congregation also explains why Jesus could have female disciples (e.g., Luke 8:1-

3) but not apostles. Only the apostles were destined to lead the Jerusalem church. 

Just so, Jesus did not travel Palestine freeing slaves from their masters. Rather, 

Jesus freed both the slaves and their masters from sin and taught them to treat everyone 

with respect. Jesus went far beyond the culture of the day, and yet even Jesus was to some 

                                                 

192
 The Phenomenon of the New Testament (Napierson, IL: Allenson, 1967), page 65. 

193
  Osburn, Women in the Church 2, p. 126, comments, “True, Jesus did not include women among 

the twelve, but the logistics of women being in that role were simply impractical and would have 

scandalized and obscured Jesus’ true mission.” Ferguson argues that although “Jesus transcended society’s 

conventions in this treatment of women, it is notable that the Twelve and the Seventy were only men.” But 

Ferguson fails to consider alternative explanations for Jesus’ preference for male missionaries, such as the 

nature of Jewish society. 

194
  Acts 21:17-26. 
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extent limited by the culture in which He lived. We should not allow those cultural 

limitations to become a part of our 21st Century doctrine. 

Q. If there really is “neither male nor female,” then doesn’t your position 

approve homosexual “marriages”? 

A. Paul is calling for a return to ways things were before the Fall of Man, that 

is, to Genesis 2. God made man and woman, but He made them differently, to 

complement one another and to complete what was lacking in one another. Thus, “neither 

male nor female” contradicts the domination of women by men that began in Genesis 

3,
195

 but not the original design of God that the two become one flesh, be fruitful, and 

multiply. God never meant for two men to become one flesh, and Paul certainly does not 

teach otherwise in Galatians. 

                                                 

195
 (Gal. 1:4) “[Jesus] gave himself to rescue us from the present evil age ... .” The “evil age” began in 

Genesis 3, with the Fall of Man. 


