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CHAPTER XXI  
CONCLUSION 

A. Egalitarian or Hierarchalist? 

We earlier considered Osburn’s suggestion that there are four schools of thought 

as to the role of women: paternalism, hierarchalism, egalitarianism, and radical feminism. 

We rejected radical feminism because this view does not accept the inerrancy of scripture. 

We rejected paternalism because it is based on shallow methods of interpreting the 

scriptures and insists on adding rules that admittedly are not found in the Bible.  

Hierarchalism has a strong appeal to those within the Churches of Christ. This 

view supports the inerrancy of scripture and makes a serious effort at careful Bible study 

in textual and historical context while retaining the comfortable idea that there is a 

principle of male leadership. And yet the egalitarian view also has much appeal. While 

distinctly non-traditional, it also supports the inerrancy of scripture. It appeals to our 

innate sense of justice and fair play and certainly has much support in the doctrine of gifts 

and talents. Accordingly, it is appropriate to consider how far apart the schools of thought 

really are. 

B. The Marriage Relationship 

Our difficulty in understanding the verses dealing with marriage can be largely 

resolved by a deeper understanding of the nature of Christ. While the verses compel 

wives to be submissive to their husbands, husbands are commanded to emulate Christ’s 

example of giving himself up for the church. Both schools of thought concede that 

husbands must give themselves up—even to the point of death—for their wives.  

(Phil. 2:5-8) Your attitude should be the same as that of 
Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 
equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself 
nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled 
himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! 

(Heb. 5:8-9) Although he was a son, he learned obedience 
from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the 
source of eternal salvation for all who obey him 

We cannot interpret the role of husbands with a blind eye toward what it means to 

be like Christ. As tempting as it is to us males to claim the throne of Jesus and insist on 

having all authority, our lot as husbands is not nearly so grand. There is a price to be paid 

to claim this throne, and the price is becoming nothing, a servant, humble, obedient, and 

suffering. It is giving oneself up. And after we’ve learned this lesson, and only after 
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learning this lesson, can we claim to be heads of our wives “as Christ is head of the 

church.” Only after learning these lessons can we claim to love our wives “just as” Christ 

loves the church. Mere maleness does not a lord make. If men would truly obey this 

portion of the passages—on which all schools of thought agree—the distinction between 

the egalitarian and hierarchalist views would become nearly one of semantics. 

Thus, the key to reconciling the egalitarian and hierarchalist views of marriage is 

for the hierarchalist to acknowledge that the headship of the husband is conditioned on 

the husband’s having the sacrificial, servant heart of Christ. Few women would struggle 

to submit to such a man. That the husband’s headship is conditioned is amply 

demonstrated by the fact that Christ’s headship was conditioned on His obedience: 

(Heb. 5:8-10) Although he was a son, he learned 
obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he 
became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him and 
was designated by God to be high priest in the order of 
Melchizedek. 

Jesus did not become high priest until he’d first learned obedience. 

(Phil. 2:8-11) And being found in appearance as a man, he 
humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a 
cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave 
him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 
earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father. 

God only exalted Christ and called on every knee to bow to Him as a consequence 

of Christ’s death on the cross. 

(Heb. 2:9) But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower 
than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he 
suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death 
for everyone. 

Plainly, even Jesus’ Lordship is conditioned on His humility, His service, and His 

giving up of Himself. We men can hardly claim a greater right to headship than Jesus has, 

and so our headship must be considered conditional on having the heart of Christ. 

Any other interpretation of the passages referring to husbands as heads of their 

wives would subject women to the headship of the abusive, the selfish, and the 

domineering. We’d be hopelessly naive to believe that there are no such husbands within 

our churches, and we’d be hopelessly irresponsible to teach these men that they are 

entitled to have their way. 

Thus, properly understood, the hierarchalist view of husbands is nearly 

indistinguishable from the egalitarian view in the context of marriage. It is hard to 
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imagine a real-life situation where the headship of a truly Christ-like husband would 

reach a different practical result from the sharing or partnership that egalitarians find as 

the pattern for Christian marriages. Certainly, either approach to marriage would be a vast 

improvement over what many of our wives are subjected to. 

C. Church Affairs 

This brings us to the passages that deal more particularly with church affairs. In 

1 Corinthians 14:33b-35 paternalists find ample basis to conclude that women must be 

silent in the assembly. But many hierarchalists agree with egalitarians that this passage 

must be limited to its historical and cultural circumstance. Many hierarchalists would 

permit women to speak in the assembly, so long as such speaking is not authoritative over 

men.
196

 Thus, 1 Timothy 2:11-15 becomes the central text of hierarchalist thought. 

Hierarchalists see in this passage a denial to women of the right to exercise authority over 

men.  

The egalitarian view and hierarchalist view of men and women in church 

organization and practice are not nearly as close as the two views as they relate to 

marriage. In fact, the differences are quite large. A hierarchalist might allow women roles 

that have been traditionally denied them—so long as these roles do not threaten the 

essence of male leadership and authority. Thus, women might pass out bulletins, pass out 

communion, and according to many, even read scripture in the assembly, since these 

practices do not involve any exercise of authority. But egalitarians would consider the 

limitation on the exercise of authority as a vestige of a culture that is dying out.  

                                                 

196
  Rubel Shelly is a noteworthy hierarchalist. Shelly writes, 

“The Bible is not against women ministering, using their God-given talents, 
standing up and speaking, administering church programs, singing 
(congregationally, small groups, or solo), reading Scripture, sharing 
information about church projects, testifying, teaching sub-groups of the 
church’s membership (whether female, male, or mixed), writing articles or 
poems, or otherwise participating fully in the life of local churches. …” 

The difference between females preaching and leading prayers for the assembly and 
these service roles is the difference between directing the group on one’s own 
initiative and ministering to it in a predetermined way. In the former, one chooses the 
course for the group and genuinely leads/guides it; in the latter, one follows a text 
and interprets it to the group. 

“A Responsible Challenge to Our Traditions,” published in In Search of Wonder (Howard Publishing Co. 

1995), Lynn Anderson, ed., p. 91, quoting Shelly, “A Woman’s Place Is …,” Wineskins (May 1993), p. 5.  

Of course, nothing better illustrates the implication of gullibility or inferiority inherent in limiting a 

woman’s role than this highly progressive (by Church of Christ standards) teaching. If a woman can speak 

by reading a book but cannot interpret the book, then why not? Is any answer available other than distrust of 

women? Certainly this position would be a vast improvement over our traditional position, but it still 

belittles women. 
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Thus, reconciliation of the two views appears to be impossible. And yet, I believe 

that the two views could be seen as being very close indeed.  

First, there should be no hierarchy in a congregation—not in the sense that we 

think of worldly hierarchies. Every member must serve his church through works of 

service (which, of course, are ultimately for Christ). Elders, therefore, are not properly 

seen as bosses, employers, a board of directors, despots, or rulers. They are organizers 

and managers. They serve the other members by providing a service—organizing and 

caring for the congregation.  

(Mark 10:41-45) When the ten heard about this, they 
became indignant with James and John. Jesus called them 
together and said, “You know that those who are regarded as 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials 
exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever 
wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of 
Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life 
as a ransom for many.” 

The true meaning of leadership is not authority—it is service. 

(1 Pet. 5:2-3) Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under 
your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but 
because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for 
money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to 
you, but being examples to the flock. 

Thus, Peter also denies elders the right to act as lords. Their ministry is one of 

service and of example. Nonetheless, many would find in Hebrews 13:17 authority for 

elders to act as rulers. 

(KJV) Obey them that have the rule over you, and submit 
yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as they that must give 
account, that they may do it with joy, and not with grief: for that is 
unprofitable for you. 

(NIV) Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. 
They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. 
Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that 
would be of no advantage to you. 

In the King James Version, which has shaped much of our doctrine, “leaders” is 

translated “them that have the rule over you,” suggesting a hierarchic eldership. The NIV 

translators prefer “leaders,” but speak of “authority.” Both translations command the 

members to “obey.” 

A closer study of hegeomai, the word translated “leaders” or, in the KJV, “rule,” 

bears out the NIV translation of “leaders” rather than “those that have the rule over you.” 
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W. E. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words translates, “primarily, to 

lead the way,”
197

 and “to lead.”
198

 Vine comments that while the word is translated “to 

rule” in the KJV, the marginal notes written by the original translators of the original 

King James Version (now omitted in most editions) offer “guide” as an alternative 

translation.
199

 Vine explicitly criticizes the translation “rule,” stating that Hebrews 13:7 

more literally refers to “leaders” or “guides”
200

 

A deeper sense of the word can be gathered by considering that in other contexts it 

is translated “count,” “think,” “esteem,” and “judge.”
201

 Indeed, the one English word that 

would come closest to fitting all contexts is “judge.” The sense of the word in Hebrews 

13:7 is thus of a guide, that is, one who judges or considers the best path to follow and, 

hence, a leader.  

“Obey” is also mistranslated. As Vine says, peitho, the word translated “obey,” 

means— 

to persuade, to win over, in the Passive and Middle Voices, to be 
persuaded, to listen to, to obey, is so used with this meaning, the 
Middle Voice, e.g., in ... Heb. 13:17 ... . The obedience suggested 

is not by submission to authority, but resulting from persuasion.
202

  

The same word is used in numerous verses to mean “persuade” or “be persuaded” 

or synonymous words. See, for example, Acts 5:36, 37, 40; Rom. 2:8; Gal. 5:7; Jas. 3:3. 

The passive voice refers to action by a third party. The middle voice is action upon 

oneself. Thus, in the passive voice, peitho would be translated “be persuaded,” but in the 

middle voice, we should translate “be persuadable” or, more precisely, “allow yourselves 

to be persuaded.” 

But the NIV translates, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.” Even if 

we accept a milder meaning of “leaders,” surely we must still recognize their authority, 

one might argue. And yet “their authority” are words not found in the Greek but are added 

by the translators. The KJV more correctly translates “submit yourselves.” “Authority” 

was not written by the Hebrews writer! 

                                                 

197
 Page 246 regarding “count.” 

198
 Page 307 regarding “rule.” 

199
 Page 307 regarding “rule.” 

200
 Page 185 regarding “guide.” 

201
 Vine, page 246 regarding “count.” See, e.g., Phil. 2:3 (KJV “esteem”); Phil. 2:25 (KJV 

“supposed”); Heb. 11:11 (KJV “judged”). 

202
 Page 124 regarding “obey.” 
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Finally, “submit” translates hupeiko, found nowhere else in the New Testament. 

Vine translates, “to retire, withdraw ... hence to yield, submit, is used metaphorically in 

Heb. 13:17 of submitting to spiritual guides in the churches.” The parallel structure and 

order of “be open to persuasion” and “submit” indicates that the writer’s thought is 

“allow yourselves to be persuaded, and as a consequence of being persuaded, yield to the 

church’s guides.”  

Accordingly, we translate Hebrews 13:17: 

Be open to persuasion by those who guide you and so 

submit to them. They keep watch over you as having to
203

 give an 

account. Be open to persuasion
204

 by them so that their work will 
be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you. 

Therefore, we see that this verse has much the same thought as 1 Peter 5:2. Peter 

warns the leaders not to “lord it over” the flock but to be examples. The Hebrews writer 

speaks from the perspective of the flock, telling them to be open to the example and 

teaching of the leaders. From the King James Version in 1611 to the NIV, translators 

have inserted an authoritarian bias into the Hebrews 13:17 that is simply not present in 

the Greek.  

The leaders of the church are not overlords, dictators, despots, or even bosses. 

They are not even rulers. They are leaders and guides, who teach, judge the correct path, 

persuade, and set examples. This hardly means that all within the church have identical 

authority, but neither are we to create a hierarchy based on worldly corporate or 

governmental patterns. The biblical pattern is not egalitarian—rather the pattern is gift 

based.  

(Rom. 12:6-8) We have different gifts, according to the 

grace given us. If a man’s
205

 gift is ... leadership, let him
206

 govern 
diligently .... 

The KJV translates “rule” while the NIV translates “govern.” Vine translates “‘to 

stand before,’ hence, to lead.” Titus 3:8 and :14 use the same word to mean “maintain” as 

in “maintain good works.” The NIV translates “devote themselves to good works.” Thus, 

the word has the flavor of a steward “keeping up” or “caring for” someone else’s property 

                                                 

203
 “Men” is not in the Greek. Rather, the noun is implied and has no sexual connotation. Accordingly, 

our re-translation omits “men” to follow the Greek more closely. 

204
 “Obey” or “be open to persuasion” does not appear here in the Greek either. The NIV translators 

have simplified the verse by breaking one sentence in the Greek into two English sentences and repeating 

the verb. 

205
 “Man” is not present in the Greek but is implied. Thus, the command is gender neutral. 

206
 “Him” is also absent in the Greek, but is implied. Again, the command is gender neutral. 
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rather than an owner exercising dominion over his own property. Thus, even those with 

the gift of leadership have no dominion over the church, only the burden of devoting 

themselves to its management.  

Elders are not dictators. The managing partner of my law firm has authority and 

we must submit to her or we will have anarchy in our law practice. But her authority is by 

our consent and she can be fired by the other partners. Thus, our “hierarchy” is that the 

partners are over the managing partner (setting her salary and having power to remove 

her) while the managing partner is over the partners (having control of the management of 

the law firm). It is, of course, a circle, and one that works quite well. The structure is 

really not imaginable in terms of one partner being over or below others. Rather, we each 

have a role to play. Some manage. Some generate business. Some produce billable hours. 

Some train others. Some are in training. Therefore, we don’t see management—despite its 

considerable authority—as subordinating any partner to another. 

Not surprisingly, many within the Churches of Christ have reviewed these same 

scriptures and concluded that the eldership is not so much an office as an attainment, 

more precisely, a gift from God. For example, Tolbert Fanning (who founded the first 

Church of Christ congregation in countless Southern communities), David Lipscomb (a 

founder of the Gospel Advocate and Nashville Bible School—later David Lipscomb 

University), William Lipscomb (brother of David Lipscomb and a co-founder of the 

Gospel Advocate), E. G. Sewell (an early editor of the Gospel Advocate), and J. M. 

Barnes (an early contributor to the Gospel Advocate) all argued that there is no such thing 

as an “office” of elder. Indeed, Sewell wrote in 1872 that “elder” refers only to the greater 

age of certain men of the congregation, and that the “elder women” in 1 Timothy 5:2 “are 

just as much officers as the older men are.” He argued that neither are officers, but rather 

“senior members” who lead the congregation by example and teaching. These men took 

great pains to distinguish the organization of the church from corporate hierarchies. David 

Lipscomb contended, “So far as we have observed, the electing and setting apart of 

officers has been a complete farce in the churches.”
 207

 

Most southern Church of Christ traditional practices can be traced to the teachings 

and writings of precisely these men—who dominated Church of Christ thought when the 

Churches were separating from many northern Churches over instrumental music and 

missionary societies and for many years thereafter. And yet they also taught views that 

did not gain wide acceptance. These views have been largely forgotten by the Church, 

doubtlessly due to the difficulty of organizing a church without someone put into a 

sanctioned leadership or management position. And yet these men were quite right in 

warning us not to view elders as rulers but as servants and teachers, as leaders by example 

and by Christian character—rather than chief executive officers, bosses, or rulers.  

                                                 

207
 Sandifer, pages 125-134; C. Leonard Allen, Distant Voices (ACU Press, Abilene, Tex. 1993), 

pages 100-107. 
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This view would not only take much of the politics out of Church affairs, but it 

would make the acceptance of women in “official” capacities much easier for many to 

accept. Many of our members blanch at the thought of female elders, but these same 

members often see elders as virtual dictators. If they saw elders foremost as examples and 

servants, their resistance would not be so great. After all, who could protest recognizing a 

woman as an example to or servant of the congregation? 

And so we can conclude our meanderings with a fairly firm conclusion. In 

anyone’s view of scripture, many older women will be leaders by virtue of their examples 

and Christian character. Many women teach men quite effectively by their participation in 

classes and by their private rebukes and exhortations. Such women form the backbone of 

any church and all would acknowledge their value. 

The question is whether such women can be granted recognition in any formal 

sense or whether such women can be placed in a position to organize and manage the 

church—as servants of the membership, not as lords. The question of exercising 

authority, thus, has little to do with the matter. Properly understood, women can 

undertake leadership, management, and organizational responsibilities as servants—even 

slaves—of the church without violating 1 Timothy 2:11-15.  

This approach would bring hierarchalists and egalitarians much closer to 

agreement. Even if the hierarchalist school of thought will not accept women as elders, 

they should be willing to allow women to exercise their talents of leadership at other 

levels. After all, women do not “usurp” authority when they are working under the 

oversight of a male eldership, even if men work “under” the women’s leadership. If the 

men are unhappy with the decisions being made by the women, they can always appeal to 

the elders. Even allowing women leadership in only non-elder roles would be a vast 

improvement—not only in doctrine, but also in the quality and quantity of the work of the 

Church. We desperately need more leaders. 

And so, the hierarchalist and egalitarian views of men and women in marriage and 

in church should be considered very similar, with the primary distinction being whether 

women can be elders. Both views are very respectful of the inspiration of scriptures, and 

both views attempt to avoid adding rules to the Bible or subtracting rules from the Bible. 

Both views attempt to apply scriptures only to the extent that the historical and textual 

context permits. Therefore, neither view can be made into a test of fellowship. 

D. The Practicalities of Our Conclusions 

We now have to contemplate the unpleasant task of deciding what to do with all 

these new ideas. Do we run out and appoint women teachers, deacons, elders, and 

preachers? Do we cower in fear of being seen as “liberal” and ignore what the Bible says? 

What if our congregation would split? What if the churches in your community would 
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disfellowship you?
208

 What if your elders don’t even allow material such as this to be 

considered by the membership? There are many lessons taught by the Bible that bear on 

these points. 

Divisiveness is a sin. Being very often a divisive people, as amply evidenced by 

our history of countless divisions, we have conveniently ignored a dirty little secret: 

divisiveness is a sin. It is among the worst of all sins. 

(Rom. 16:17) I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those 
who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are 
contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away from them. 

(1 Cor. 3:16-17) Don’t you know that you yourselves are 
God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? If anyone 
destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is 
sacred, and you are that temple. 

(Titus 3:10) Warn a divisive person once, and then warn 
him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. 

This is not ambiguous. Not only is divisiveness a sin, but also we are told that 

such a person must be disfellowshipped. 

Now notice carefully that the sin is not that the divisive person is teaching falsely. 

The lesson in 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 comes in the context of the division described in 

chapter 1, where some members claimed to be of Christ, or of Cephas, or of Apollos, or 

of Paul. Paul first makes the point that the congregation (“you” is plural in the Greek) is 

God’s temple and that divisions within the congregation destroy the temple. He then 

pronounces a curse on those who cause such divisions, saying that God will destroy such 

people. Divisiveness is dividing over our disagreements. It is judging as damned or not 

worthy of our fellowship those who have been saved but who disagree with us on some 

point of non-salvation doctrine. 

Thus, we cannot allow those who are divisive to set the agenda for the rest of us. 

We must teach the truth—the whole truth—even if those steeped in the sin of 

divisiveness don’t like it. 

Condoning sin. One of the more ridiculous ideas held by some within the Church 

is the notion that by worshipping with a known sinner I somehow “condone” his sin. But, 

of course, we are all sinners. That’s why we need Jesus! The idea that somehow my sins 

aren’t very bad and so don’t taint those who worship with me, while the sins of someone 

who disagrees with me are really bad and so taint the congregation, is an extraordinarily 

                                                 

208
  Contrary to all-too-common practice, there is no scriptural authority for one congregation to 

disfellowship another.  
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arrogant and wicked notion. When I worship with a sinner, I should be thankful that he is 

also willing to worship with a sinner, or else I would be all alone in church! 

Romans 14 - 15. We will begin with Paul’s conclusion, so that there will be no 

doubt as to Paul’s point. 

(Rom. 15:1-3) We who are strong ought to bear with the 
failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. Each of us 
should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. For even 
Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: “The insults of 
those who insult you have fallen on me.” 

Paul criticizes selfishness among Christians. Thank God that Jesus wasn’t as 

selfish as we are! When Christians complain to the elders that some practice makes them 

uncomfortable or is not what they want, the complaint is essentially self-centered, and 

therefore, un-Christian. We should always think (and learn to care about) what is best for 

the community of Christians, not ourselves. More importantly, we must learn to be 

comfortable with what helps bring the lost to Christ or strengthen our weaker members 

(often our youngest members). The Christ did not die to create a church that serves the 

strong. Rather, the strong are to serve the weak and the lost. Indeed, as we will see, Paul 

uses “weak” to refer to those in doctrinal error, and yet he commands us to bear with their 

failings. 

(Rom. 15:5-7) May the God who gives endurance and 
encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you 
follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may 
glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Accept one 
another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise 
to God. 

Unity is a gift from God. Thus, it is not based on our own efforts so much as on 

what God has given us. We will never all agree on every point of doctrine or practice. 

We’ve proven that over the last 2,000 years beyond argument. We must therefore learn to 

honor the unity that God has already given us, by acknowledging as saved and honorable 

all whom God has saved. Unity is not based on a seven-part lesson on the marks of the 

Church. It is based on our accepting one another as Christ accepted us. Christ accepted us 

while we were sinners and long before we took a position on the role of women, 

creation/evolution, or what have you. If Christ accepted you, I must accept you. The 

burden is not on you. It is on me. 

Notice especially that we are to accept (present tense—continuously) others just 

as Christ accepted (past tense—at a single point in time) us. Just how did Christ accept 

us? Through our hearing, believing, repenting, confessing, and being baptized. So how 

are we to accept those with whom we disagree? By their faith and repentance—that is, 

their hearts. 
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Some have tried to turn this argument on its head by claiming to be the weaker 

brother! They argue that since they are weaker, the rest of us must yield to their 

peculiarities. This takes a lot of nerve, but it happens. But to claim to be weaker is to 

claim to be wrong, as we will see in chapter 14. 

(Rom. 14:1-2) Accept him whose faith is weak, without 
passing judgment on disputable matters. One man’s faith allows 
him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats 
only vegetables.  

Lesson 1: We are not to pass judgment on disputable matters. “Judgment” in this 

context refers to taking a condemning attitude, as will become plain.  

Lesson 2: The weaker brother is the wrong brother. As Paul will say later, eating 

meat is not a sin. The weaker brother does not understand the scope of grace and thus 

imposes a rule that God does not, but does so in good conscience. He is analogous to the 

modern legalist. 

3 The man who eats everything must not look down on 
him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must 
not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him. 

This is as plain as language can be. Neither the man who finds a rule nor the man 

who does not may condemn the other. God has forgiven them both of all their sins, 

continuously. We must respect God’s decision. We can’t judge more harshly than the 

Creator. 

4 Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To his 
own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is 
able to make him stand. 

God’s forgiveness is promised, even to the brother with weak faith who sins by 

adding a law to the word of God. We are reminded most plainly that it is wrong to judge 

other Christians. That is just not our job. Only God forgives and only God damns. We are 

told that the Christian in error will stand, not that he might or probably will stand. Can a 

Christian lose his soul? Yes, but he will no longer be God’s servant, that is, he will no 

longer be a Christian. This is the meaning of the continuous forgiveness taught in 1 John 

1:7: 

(1 John 1:7) But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, 
we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his 
Son, purifies us from all sin. 

We all know by now that the verb tense for “purifies” is present (not aorist) and 

thus indicates continuous action, not periodic or point-in-time action. We are continually 

forgiven if we are forgiven at all. 
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(Rom. 14:5-6a) One man considers one day more sacred 
than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one 
should be fully convinced in his own mind. He who regards one 
day as special, does so to the Lord.  

We still argue about this one today. Should we celebrate Christmas as having 

religious significance? Easter? Is Sunday an especially holy day? Or are days equally 

holy? Some say yes and some say no. Paul never answers the question in Romans! 

Paul never tells us which Christian is right or which has the strong faith. He 

pointedly states that even though these two Christians disagree on a point of practice or 

doctrine, God judges their hearts and they are both trying to honor God. Thus, both take 

the position that they take “to the Lord.” If it really mattered who was right, Paul would 

have told the Romans. His point is that, in terms of who is saved or in fellowship, it just 

doesn’t matter! 

6b He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks 
to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives 
thanks to God.  

Similarly, the Christian who abstains from meat because he believes in a rule that 

God did not make honors God in his heart, because he is obeying God as he understands 

obedience. 

(Rom. 14:10-13a) You, then, why do you judge your 
brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all 
stand before God’s judgment seat. It is written: “‘As surely as I 
live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue 
will confess to God.’” So then, each of us will give an account of 
himself to God. Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one 
another. 

Even though Paul has said that God does permits the eating of meats, and thus the 

vegetarian is wrong as stated by an inspired apostle, those of us who know better may not 

pass judgment on him. We may not look down on him. God has forgiven him, just as we 

have been forgiven of other sins. 

(Rom 14:13b-14) Instead, make up your mind not to put 
any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way. As one who 
is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean 
in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him 
it is unclean.  

Here we have an important but often misunderstood limitation on Christian 

freedom. While our brother will be saved by his pure conscience, he can also be made to 

sin by an impure conscience. If we lure him into conduct that he believes is sin, to him it 

is sin, even though it may not be sin to anyone else. 
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(Rom. 14:15-20) If your brother is distressed because of 
what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your 
eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. Do not allow 
what you consider good to be spoken of as evil. For the kingdom 
of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of 
righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone 
who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by 
men. Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace 
and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the 
sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat 
anything that causes someone else to stumble.  

We should not make our brother sin (stumble) by tempting him to eat while he 

believes that such eating is a sin. We should not ask a teenager to engage in mixed 

swimming if he believes mixed swimming to be wrong. But we can certainly engage in 

mixed swimming even though the publisher of some church bulletin thinks that we sin in 

so doing. After all, we did not invite that publisher to our party! He was hardly tempted to 

sin against his conscience. 

Anyone with much experience in these matters knows that we will be criticized by 

our brothers (contrary to Paul’s instructions) for just about anything we do, other than 

nothing. Some churches not many miles from my home congregation think that Sunday 

School classes are sin. Some churches think that college ministries are sin. Some 

churches think that women must wear hats to church.  

But Paul did not say that we have to bow to every whim of every preacher with a 

printing press. He said don’t tempt your brother into sinning against his conscience. If 

you think that it’s a sin to clap in church, don’t clap, and those who disagree should not 

insist that you do or look down on you for heeding your own scruples. Just so, you should 

not look down on those who think that they honor God by so celebrating His victories. 

(Rom. 14:21-23) It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or 
to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall. So 
whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself 
and God. Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by 
what he approves. But the man who has doubts is condemned if 
he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that 
does not come from faith is sin. 

Verse 22 tells us that it is sometimes better to be silent on some disputable point 

than to tempt our brother into sinning against his conscience. Paul does not say that we 

should never teach on a subject that is controversial. Paul wrote almost exclusively on 

controversial subjects, and he was roundly criticized for it. His reputation suffered, and he 

was beaten and imprisoned for what he said, but he taught the truth anyway. 

Courage in taking a stand. Neither Paul nor Jesus ever allowed fear of criticism 

(or even death) to prevent them from speaking out. Peter and John told the Jews that it is 
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better to obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29). We should seek to have a good 

reputation, but not at the expense of failing to serve God as well as we know how. 

(Matt. 12:1-14) At that time Jesus went through the 
grainfields on the Sabbath. His disciples were hungry and began 
to pick some heads of grain and eat them. When the Pharisees 
saw this, they said to him, “Look! Your disciples are doing what is 
unlawful on the Sabbath.”  

He answered, “Haven’t you read what David did when he 
and his companions were hungry? He entered the house of God, 
and he and his companions ate the consecrated bread—which 
was not lawful for them to do, but only for the priests. Or haven’t 
you read in the Law that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple 
desecrate the day and yet are innocent? I tell you that one greater 
than the temple is here. If you had known what these words 
mean, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice,’ you would not have 
condemned the innocent. For the Son of Man is Lord of the 
Sabbath.”  

Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, 
and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason 
to accuse Jesus, they asked him, “Is it lawful to heal on the 
Sabbath?”  

He said to them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into 
a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? How 
much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful 
to do good on the Sabbath.”  

Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he 
stretched it out and it was completely restored, just as sound as 
the other. But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might 
kill Jesus.  

Jesus could have easily avoided these confrontations. He could have waited until 

Sunday to heal. He could have instructed His disciples to avoid preparing food on 

Saturday. But He didn’t. Rather, He provoked the Pharisees into a confrontation, which 

allowed Him to show others that the religion of the Pharisees was a false religion and that 

their rules were contrary to God’s will. Moreover, Jesus wanted to teach the standard by 

which His disciples would be judged. “It is lawful to do good” (and so, of course, Jesus 

would not make rules that make doing good unlawful). 

Jesus’ reputation among the Pharisees was as a blasphemer and lawbreaker. He 

chose to suffer their condemnation (and ultimately death) in order to teach His disciples 

the truth and to lure the Pharisees into showing their true wickedness. 

(Matt. 15:1-20) Then some Pharisees and teachers of the 
law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, “Why do your 
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disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their 
hands before they eat!”  

Jesus replied, “And why do you break the command of 
God for the sake of your tradition? For God said, ‘Honor your 
father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses his father or mother 
must be put to death.’ But you say that if a man says to his father 
or mother, ‘Whatever help you might otherwise have received 
from me is a gift devoted to God,’ he is not to ‘honor his father’ 
with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your 
tradition. You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied 
about you: “‘These people honor me with their lips, but their 
hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings 
are but rules taught by men.’”  

 Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen and 
understand. What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him 
‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes 
him ‘unclean.’”  

Then the disciples came to him and asked, “Do you know 
that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this?”  

He replied, “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not 
planted will be pulled up by the roots. Leave them; they are blind 
guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit.”  

Peter said, “Explain the parable to us.”  

“Are you still so dull?” Jesus asked them. “Don’t you see 
that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then 
out of the body? 18 But the things that come out of the mouth 
come from the heart, and these make a man ‘unclean.’ For out of 
the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, 
theft, false testimony, slander. These are what make a man 
‘unclean’; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him 
‘unclean.’” 

Once again, we see Jesus going out of His way to provoke a confrontation with 

the Pharisees. Certainly He could have told His disciples to wash their hands to avoid a 

confrontation. Surely, their reputations suffered among the religious leaders of the day for 

their violation of the traditions. Moreover, the tradition certainly seems to us to be a good 

one. We all believe in washing our hands before we eat! And yet Jesus chose to challenge 

the rule. Moreover, He “offended” the Pharisees and didn’t care.  

Some of us argue that we must not “offend” our weaker brothers and that we must 

preserve our reputations as good Church of Christ Christians among the Churches. And 

yet Jesus was willing to be known as a sinner and a blasphemer rather than keep certain 
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traditions that He could have easily followed. Why? Because to have done so would be to 

have condoned the false religion that produced these traditions.  

Jesus wanted to make a radical change in what the people considered to be 

religious, and a radical change in thought required confrontation with the leaders of the 

opposition. He had to make clear not only what He stood for, but what He didn’t stand 

for. Anything less would have risked perpetuating the false teachings of the Pharisees that 

were contradictory to the grace that was to come.  

Jesus concludes with the point that the sin is not in rejecting even morally neutral 

traditions. The sin is in slandering and speaking ill of those who do.  

Conclusions. Given the controversial nature of the doctrine of the role of women, 

how do we apply biblical principles to make our conclusions a reality in the Church of 

Christ today? 

1. As pointed out earlier in this book, the biggest problem in the Church 

today is a profound misunderstanding of the nature of grace and the workings of the Holy 

Spirit. So long as legalism is mistaken for the gospel of Christ, division will always 

follow change. Therefore, we must work diligently to spread the Good News within the 

Church. We must explicitly point out the errors of legalism and plainly speak the truth 

of God’s good grace. 

2. While many will consider such teaching “liberal,” in fact such teaching is 

simply a repetition of the work of Paul. Paul worked most of his career to rebuke 

Judaizing teachers, who sought a return to the Law of Moses. We should follow Paul in 

rebuking those who seek a return to Old Testament theology. But we should speak 

the truth in love. And I don’t mean a condescending, arrogant “love” that takes pleasure 

in purifying the Church. Rather, we must hurt for those who have never felt the joy of 

God’s forgiveness. 

3. We must recognize that divisiveness is a sin that requires 

excommunication. Too often we take our most divisive members and make them 

preachers and elders when they ought to be expelled from the church altogether. We can 

tolerate those who teach falsely. We will never all agree. But we should not tolerate those 

who divide (or who threaten division to get their own way). 

4. If we become committed to one another, and not to having our way, then 

we will be in a position to deal with difficult issues without fear of division or splits. 

Division is not caused by discussing controversial issues, but by selfishness and an Old 

Testament understanding of grace. Love is not an abstraction, but a commitment that is 

built on shared experiences and on working side by side toward common goals. 

5. We cannot grant the legalists a monopoly in the pulpit or the press. If 

the most grace-filled preacher refuses to teach grace for fear of the legalists, then we have 

a legalist preacher, as a practical matter.  
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6. And yet we must understand that it takes time for people to accept new 

ideas. Even for an open-minded person, a radical change in thought can take many years 

to feel comfortable. When I get a new eyeglass prescription, the new, better lenses 

actually seem worse than the old, out-of-focus lenses until I’ve worn them a few days. We 

must be patient. Practice may have to follow a new understanding of doctrine by very 

many years. The participation of women in church affairs must increase in gradual steps. 

We were once uncomfortable with women attending a church business meeting. We later 

became comfortable with women being present but silent. We are now comfortable with 

women being present and speaking, so long as they do not vote. Then we became 

comfortable with women voting so long as they do not chair the meeting. The process 

must continue.
209

 

7. Each church will follow its own pace, and some churches will lag 

decades behind. The urban churches will often change faster than the rural churches, 

because the urban churches tend to be younger and more highly educated. Education 

helps people to be open minded by exposing people to many new ideas, broadening 

horizons, and humbling those who think they know everything. Younger Christians have 

had less time to get used to a way of doing things or of thinking. Not that this excuses 

older Christians from being tradition bound. Older Christians ought to be an example of 

humility and sacrificial love to the younger Christians. We ought to hold our older 

Christians to this standard in our preaching. 

8. Division is not inevitable, but the danger is very great. Unless the 

Churches of Christ reject legalism and turn to the cross, division and splits will occur. 

The only other “solution” is to not change. And as pointed out earlier, we are not even 

keeping our own children in the Church. The status quo is flatly unacceptable. 

9. Change is necessary and inevitable. We cannot deny well over half our 

members the right to participate as full-fledged Christians forever. This is not because of 

their “rights” or “civil liberties.” Rather, God needs workers. The hungry must be fed, the 

children educated, the world saved. If we deny so many of our members the right to 

participate in church decision making or leadership, we are unilaterally disarming in the 

face of Satan’s army. Imagine facing an enemy army and then turning around and 

decommissioning a majority of our own best officers for fear of violating the army’s book 

of regulations. We need to worry about defeating Satan and let God worry about His 

choice of leaders, teachers, speakers, and administrators. 

One example should suffice. Many traditional Church of Christ missionaries in 

Russia have struggled to convert Russians who are desperate for the Word, because they 

refuse to use female translators when they teach, fearing a violation of the command that 
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women not be permitted to teach. And yet there aren’t enough male translators at times. 

Therefore, many souls in Russia are being lost due to this very restrictive view of the role 

of women. Our doctrine of women matters!  

10. We must carefully, prayerfully weigh these truths against the division 

and discord that moving too fast will inevitably cause. We should not be naive. 

Changing our practices regarding women would be a very emotional matter for many 

members. We must go slowly. By being over-anxious, we can easily do more harm than 

good. And yet, in the long run, the work of the church is hurt severely by the 

limitations we place on ourselves and by the legalism that such limitations 

encourage. 

The test of how to proceed is whether the chosen course will be best for the 

Lord’s work. We know that there will be problems associated with giving women greater 

influence in the Church. And we have never done this before, and so we don’t know how 

richly the Lord’s work will be blessed by a change in this direction. It seems, therefore, 

hard to calculate whether the risk is worth the benefit.  

For guidance I turn to Bill Tilden’s advice on how to play tennis: “Never change a 

winning strategy; always change a losing strategy.” Are we winning or losing? The only 

honest answer is “losing.” The Churches of Christ have not grown appreciably in 30 

years. We have split over Pentecostalism, grace, the Holy Spirit, the unity movement,
210

 

whether to be a “mainstream” Church of Christ, and many other issues, but we haven’t 

grown. Nor have we founded very many new orphans homes (none, to my knowledge, in 

the U.S.), colleges, hospitals, shelters for the homeless, shelters for battered spouses, or 

low-income housing. We have certainly done much good in the last 30 years in absolute 

terms, but the world and the evil in it are growing far faster than we are.
211

 

How do organizations change? Become more effective? More dynamic? Clearly, 

the answer is leadership. And just as clearly the Churches of Christ are lacking in 

leadership (we have some fabulous leaders, but not nearly enough). Do we have enough 

qualified male leaders? Teachers? Missionaries? Mission organizers? Evangelists? Fund 

raisers? Bible scholars? Elders?  

                                                 

210
 The on-going effort of many within the instrumental and non-instrumental branches of our 

Restoration Movement to re-unite the Movement’s two branches. 
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  Again, one of the great tragedies of the Churches of Christ in recent years is how we’ve handled 

mission efforts in Russia. In this fledging mission field, we’ve divided over whether a translator must be a 

man, whether we can have kitchens in the building, and all the other minutiae of doctrine that we divide 

over in the U.S. One missionary was actually heard to ask a fairly new Russian convert whether he was pro-

Jubilee—that is, in favor of a meeting of certain Christians in Nashville, Tennessee—about as far from 

Moscow as is possible on this planet. Are we happy with who we are at the turn of the century? 
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If you don’t like my proposal, make a better one. How do we get off dead center? 

What haven’t we tried that we should have tried? How can we be content to let “well 

enough” alone? 

11. The only way to never offend is to never do anything. To hold up the 

feelings of these brothers as our standard of conduct is to make the most legalistic 

brothers the rulemakers for the Church of Christ. Jesus would not approve. We should 

call on the legalists to repent, rather than kowtowing to their whims. 

12. Education, therefore, is critical. This is accomplished through books, 

classes, word of mouth (especially), and preacher seminars and lectureships. 

Unfortunately, as is true for all controversial topics, some of our preachers and elders play 

mind control games and refuse to allow their members to hear from those who disagree 

with the party line. This is closer to a cult than Christianity, but it is far too commonplace. 

13. Our women must be ready to prove themselves worthy. As churches 

slowly move women into positions of greater influence and leadership, they will be 

severely tested. Each mistake will be greatly exaggerated.  

15. Ultimately, we can only do so much, and the rest is up to God. Even 

Jesus did not change the hearts of most of the Pharisees, but He changed enough hearts to 

rewrite the history of the world. We can only plant. God must give the increase. 


