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APPENDIX 1.  
SLAVES, WOMEN & HOMOSEXUALS 

William J. Webb’s Slaves, Women & Homosexuals
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 is a monumental work in 

support of the egalitarian position. Webb brings an incredible level of detail and 

extraordinarily wide scope of scriptural evidence to his arguments. Webb points out that 

there are numerous factors that ought to be considered in determining whether a doctrine 

is cultural or transcultural. By “transcultural” Webb means a scriptural approval or 

condemnation that applies at all times and places rather than being culturally limited.  

Webb considers that the foremost test of cultural versus transcultural is the 

direction of the redemptive movement. Thus, Webb tests the treatment of slaves, women, 

and homosexuals in the surrounding, pagan cultures, under the Law of Moses, and under 

the New Testament. He finds that women and slaves are treated much better under the 

Law than under the surrounding cultures, and even better under the New Testament. 

Thus, the movement is strongly toward an increasingly improved, “redemptive” state. 

Thus, just as the general direction of the scriptural treatment of slavery is toward 

emancipation of slaves—although not fully realized until after New Testament time—the 

trend of scripture also points toward the need to fully emancipate women—even though 

women may not have been fully freed during the First Century. 

On the other hand, Webb finds that homosexuality is largely approved in the 

cultures surrounding both the Old Testament Jews and the New Testament Christians, 

and that the Law of Moses and the New Testament both strongly condemn homosexual 

practices. Thus, there is no tendency to redeem homosexuality—indeed, quite plainly, the 

scripture seek to change culture from acceptance to condemnation. 

Webb reinforces these conclusions by comparing these three controversial issues 

with numerous other practices and issues. 

In addition, Webb considers 17 other indicators of the transcultural nature (or 

cultural nature) of the Bible’s teachings on women, slaves, and homosexuals:
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1. Preliminary movement 

2. Seed ideas 

3. Breakouts 

4. Purpose/intent statements 

                                                 

212
  (Intervarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL: 2001) 

213
  Summarized at pp. 69-70. 



 

Conclusion 

       

 

 203 

5. Basis in Fall and/or Curse 

6. Original Creation, I: Patterns 

7. Original Creation, II: Primogeniture 

8. New creation 

9. Competing options 

10. Opposition to original culture 

11. Closely related issues 

12. Penal code 

13. Specific versus general 

14. Basis in theological analogy 

15. Contextual comparisons 

16. Appeal to Old Testament 

17. Pragmatics between two cultures 

18. Scientific evidence 

This book is extraordinary and very helpful scholarship. I have only a few 

quibbles worth mentioning: 

• Webb’s approach to hermeneutics is more inductive than deductive, in that 

he starts with countless details and seeks to find conclusions in them. I 

would prefer to start with the larger principles. Thus, to me it is far more 

important what the gospel, “love your neighbor,” or Genesis 2 teaches than 

an 18-step analysis. Of course, the two approaches should reach the same 

conclusion. I just hate leaving the impression that finding scriptural truth 

has to be so hard. If we’ll be guided by matters of first importance, we’ll 

know the truth long before we do the detailed work. On the other hand, it 

is wonderful that we have scholars who do the detailed work, as we can 

take considerable comfort in seeing our conclusions confirmed from an 

entirely different direction. 

• Webb’s work has to be taken as reinforcing arguments such as those made 

in the main text, rather than making a complete case, as Webb does not 

even confront such keys texts as 1 Corinthians 11 and 14:33-35, or for that 
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matter, Galatians 3:28, in any detail. Rather, he seeks to dispense with 

hierarchical arguments by reference to his 18-step analysis. Of course, at 

some point you have to wrestle the texts themselves to the ground.  

• Webb seeks to show the cultural nature of 1 Timothy 2:11-15 by reference 

to the outdated practice of primogeniture. “Primogeniture” is the legal 

preference for the first born, going back to very ancient times. Thus, a king 

is normally succeeded by his oldest son, land is usually inherited by the 

oldest son, etc. The Bible reflects these practices in the Law of Moses, in 

references to Christ as the firstborn, and so on. Webb’s argument is that 

when Paul declares that women should have no authority because Adam 

was made before Eve, Paul is referring to primogeniture, a then-familiar 

part of ancient life that was clearly cultural. Webb may be right, but I am 

persuaded that the argument in the main text, that Paul is referring to Eve’s 

role as Adam’s suitable complement, is truer to the text and to Paul’s 

thought.  

• In Webb’s reading of 1 Timothy 2:11-15, he treats Paul’s references to the 

Creation accounts as mere analogies, and thus cultural. Thus, he would 

take the passage to mean something like “women should not teach 

because, like Eve, they are gullible.” He then argues that women were 

indeed gullible when the passage was written, but no longer, and thus the 

passage is cultural. This is an attractive argument, and may be right, but 

the passage just doesn’t read like an analogy to me. Rather, Paul follows 

his commands with “for” (Greek gar) meaning “because” and not “like” or 

“as.” Therefore, as argued in the main text, I prefer to argue that the 

reference to Eve’s gullibility justifies the command that women should 

learn, rather than the command that women not usurp authority or teach. 

Of course, even if Paul’s reference to Eve is intended to be a  justification 

for women having no authority, we still have to add an explanation to the 

text. Either women can have no authority because all women are gullible 

like Eve—or because the women at Ephesus (the destination of 

1 Timothy) are gullible like Eve. The text could be read consistently with 

either interpretation, and only the second fits the facts. To be fair, Webb 

later offers an alternative argument, that I consider much stronger than his 

first:
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Assuming that God intended Eden’s creative order to 
have transcultural implications, that does not necessarily 
mean that women should be restricted from having a 
pastoral teaching ministry today. Genesis does not say 
that women cannot teach men. If one accepts a 
transcultural dimension to the garden’s patriarchy, the 
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most that can be said is that man should have some kind 
of greater honor or prominence than woman. Paul applied 
the principle within his day and culture. But Paul’s use of 
the Genesis text in restricting women from teaching is an 
application of the principle, not the principle itself. 

 


